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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The dark had returned. That all-encompassing terror that once froze every nerve ending slid her soft fingers in the gaps in Ashton Naylor’s psyche. He thought—hoped, that he’d put that bitch to bed years ago.
 
   His terror of the dark, stemming from a childhood incident, had only crept over him in the last couple of hours. Right now, only the strip lighting above his head kept that fear from suffocating him.
 
   “Go get fucked,” he snarled through clenched teeth. This wasn’t happening to him. It couldn’t be happening. No, he’d got rid of this bastard years ago. He wasn’t going to allow it back into his life; who in their right mind was scared of the pissing dark at nineteen?
 
   “Only pussies and the weak.” Ashton dropped his eyelids. He dug his nails into the edge of the kitchen table and growled. Her claws found those gaps as soon as the darkness blotted out the harsh white light. Ashton found himself back in the old coal cellar, aged six, slamming his hands against that door, pleading for his best mate to let him out.
 
   He tightened his grip on the kitchen top and rocked back and forth whilst ordering those ancient memories to go back in that locked box. This was his mind, and shit like that had no place in there.
 
   Ashton opened his eyes and blinked rabidly; he took a deep shuddering breath and smiled, watching a spider crawl out from underneath the strip light’s rusty white casing. Darren Belmont had only agreed to let him out of that place until Ashton had told his best mate that he’d pissed his pants. 
 
   “What in frig is up with me?” he muttered. It wasn’t just the childhood fear scratching at his bones, he’d picked up the worst headache he’d ever had the displeasure of owning. Ashton looked away from the white light, following the spider’s progress down the greasy dark blue tiles. “Mind you don’t slip there, fella.”
 
   He leaned forward and inspected the cupboard doors beneath his feet. The cheap pretend wood had seen better days. Hell, he’d found better pieces when he’d helped his dad repair the old man’s pigeon coop, and they’d been found hidden with the rest of the shit thrown in the waste ground behind their house. He slammed both his heals of his size ten army boots against the doors, grinding his teeth in pain when the vibration shot through his bones.
 
   “You’re having a laugh.” The scratches left from his effort just blended in with the rest of the damage. Now, if he’d worn his new Doc Marten boots, Ashton reckoned he’d have smashed through that wood easily. They were his kicking boots. He’d screwed metal studs in both the heals and toes.
 
    Ashton filled his lungs with tobacco tainted air and leaned back against the tiles. He felt absolutely no guilt over trying to smash in those doors. Why should he care? After all, it’s not like Darren’s mum and dad gave a shit about their house. Shame really, considering he knew a guy who’d be able to make this shitty kitchen look well smart, with top of the range units, a decent hob and oven, even fancy tiles. He’d be able to get them some proper lino as well. Just like the rest of this shitty kitchen, their lino was way past its sell by date. Come to think of it, Ashton couldn’t remember this kitchen looking any different.
 
   Why was he even bothering to wander down that particular road? His mate’s parents obviously couldn’t have given two shits about the state of their house. It not like they couldn’t afford it. They just didn’t care. Neither of them were in the house long enough to notice that the place resembled a run-down squat.
 
   Ashton put aside yet another pointless idea to make a few extra notes and got down to the serious business of building up his joint. He so needed to smooth away the edges, and having a few tokes seemed like the only logical idea. The headache was fixable, and he believed this weird re-emergence of his childhood fear would probably fuck off once the sun came up. 
 
   In all fairness, Ashton should probably get himself off home and curl up in bed. Now that really was the most logical idea. Like that could ever happen. Ashton had to be here, he had responsibilities as well as an image to uphold. How would it look if he did leave this party early? He’d look like a pussy, simple as.
 
   In all fairness? Shite. If he was going to be fair, then why the fuck wasn’t he in the living room, dancing and flirting with the rest of them. Ashton groaned, he had more chance of sneaking off home. If he did go back in there his head was likely to detonate. As far as he could make out, the kitchen was the quietest room in the house. Even so, that infuriating music still leaked through the thin walls and kitchen door, aggravating his pounding headache. At least in here, Ashton could hear himself think.
 
   Was it even right to call this annoying trance shite music? He’d rather listen to his dad’s music than this. At least the Rolling Stones had a beat to it. Oh sure, this was Darren’s house, but the clown should at least take his condition and feelings into consideration. 
 
   “You’re such a miserable bastard, Ashton,” he muttered. Just because he felt like death warmed up, it didn’t mean everybody else should feel the same way. Judging by the amount of kids in this house, none of them shared his pain. None of them shared his opinion that this noise sucked monkey’s balls either. Christ, he really had packed them in this time. Darren had turned his house into a frigging sardine can.
 
   He tempted fate and shut his eyes again, then pressed his cheek against the cold tiles. Right now he didn’t care about the dark getting him or that ten years of accumulated chip pan grease was touching his skin, all he wanted was for this grinding headache to go get fucked. A few minutes ago, he believed that pain seriously couldn’t get any worse. It looked like he was so wrong on that score. It felt as though the back of his skull was about to rupture. Ashton had even contemplated grinding up his last two painkillers into his joint. 
 
   The kitchen door burst open, spilling the foul racket into his private sanctuary. His eyes snapped open, and he slammed his teeth together to stop the cry of pain from blasting out of his mouth. The gummed up paper and tobacco mixed with weed tumbled through his fingers. The mess drifted into a pool of spilled lager.
 
   Ashton lifted his head, feeling deep rage expand through his stocky body. The noise wasn’t all that had spilled through that open door. His hard gaze settle upon a young scruffy girl with short-cropped blonde hair and wearing some god-awful lime green dress so tight it looked like the bitch had poured herself into it.
 
   She kept her thin fingers wrapped tight around the silver handle and stared at him as if he was some stupid puppy in a pet shop window. He’d not seen this docile looking girl before. Not that it shocked him. Unlike Darren, he wasn’t exactly the social type. His mate probably knew every teen in the Breakspear Housing Estate. He wasn’t sure what annoyed him the most, whether it was her orange painted nails tapping on the side of the door or those non blinking moo-cow eyes.
 
   “For crying out fucking loud!” he roared. “What the hell are you staring at me like that for? What is it, have I got shit on my nose or something?” Finally, she blinked. “Shut that bastard door, and make sure you’re on the other side of it!”
 
   Ashton released a satisfied sigh when the girl yelped as if he’d just backhanded her. She ran back into the room and slammed the door. For one brief moment the guilt for acting like a total cock filled him up. Ashton only had to look at the state of his joint to know that he’d acted correctly. Fuck her, what right did she have to making him jump? Besides, she’d also given him the stare.
 
   He held his arms out in front of his body, noticing the shakes. “Was I a little rash there?” From the brief look that he got, the lass did have a decent looking body, shoehorned into that very tight dress. If the tart was swanning about at one of Darren’s parties, she was bound to be a bit on the loose side. Ashton doubted that’s she’d be edging towards the wizard’s sleeve category just yet, she only looked about fifteen; still, she could have been a decent lay though.
 
    Ashton thrust his hand deep into his jeans pocket, fumbling through the collected sweet wrappers searching for the last packet of paper. He decided to place the idea of shagging some tasty bird on the back burners for the moment. If the opportunity arose, then he’d have a go, but right now he really did need to get some weed smoke into his lungs.
 
   The door handle moved ever so slightly. He turned to watch it, this time trying to stem that rage from boiling over. If those big brown eyes drank in Ashton’s body, he’d at least try to be civil this time, as long as she shut that bloody door and didn’t talk. If anyone else entered, nothing would stop him from jumping off this kitchen counter and punching the fucker into the middle of next week.
 
   His anger dropped down a few notches at the sight of Darren Belmont framed in the doorway. His mate wandered further into the kitchen, pausing to kick the door shut behind him. 
 
   Whereas Ashton had a bit of weight about him, Darren looked like a walking corpse; it had been remarked that he resembled a sweeping brush with an eating disorder, not that anybody would dare say that to Darren’ face—not if they wished to keep their teeth. Although the lad did eat like a pig, he just never piled on the weight. This didn’t stop Darren from being one of the hardest lads that Ashton knew. They had both been in a few battles with other kids from the neighbouring estates, and he considered it an honour to watch the master at work. Darren just went fucking psycho in a scrap. Ashton had the utmost respect for his best mate. 
 
   “I hear that you’ve been a bit shouty, mate. Was there any need to upset my guest like that?” Darren strolled over to him and snatched the papers out of Ashton’s trembling fingers. “Just what the fuck is wrong with you today, buddy? You’ve been acting like a puff with a sore arse all bastard day.”
 
   “Do you have a frigging ear disease, or something? I told you earlier that my head is killing me. It feels like there’s a brass band in there,” he snapped.
 
   “What are they playing?”
 
   “Oh fuck off. I’m serious here. I should be in bed, not at your fucking party.”
 
   Darren handed him back the paper, all gummed up and ready to fill. “
 
   Oh that. Yeah, I remember you whining on about your head earlier. Maybe I shouldn’t take the piss, cos it’s not like you to act like a big wuss. You ain’t the only one either, must be a bug going around.”
 
   Ashton muttered a soft thanks. That was the only apology he’d get out of Darren. He pushed his hands into his denim pocket and pulled out his battered baccy tin. Would his mate’s mum have any aspirins kicking around the house? This headache was getting well scary now. It felt like some joker was pushing a long shard of glass into the side of his head.
 
   “Where are they now?”
 
   “I’m buggered if I know, mate,” Darren said, shrugging. “I think Mum fucked off to the shops after turning the house upside down looking for some tablets.”
 
   Ashton sighed inside; that answered his question.
 
   “I haven’t a fucking clue where my dad went. Knowing him, he’ll have fucked off to the pub with his stupid mates. They’ll all be sat in their usual spots and getting pissed. Good riddance to both of them, that’s what I say. I can do without those old bastards coming back, they’d have a right fit if they saw the state of the place.
 
   If Ashton’s head wasn’t so fucked with this pain, he’d have probably fallen off the counter laughing. A dozen bombs detonating in each room would have improved the state of Darren’s shitty house. He moaned again. He felt as though a dozen bombs had detonated inside his skull. He gritted his teeth and concentrated on trying to open his tin. After the third attempt, Ashton managed to pry off the lid.
 
   Ashton slowly shook his head. Apart from this pain and not being too keen on closing his eyes, he wasn’t sure if anything was wrong with him. For the first time in months, his old man had kept his distance—apart from a sly crack around the back of the head a couple of weeks ago when he’d caught Ashton nicking his fags. He’d not properly punched Ashton for ages now. 
 
   He figured that his dad was getting his end away. The bastard always mellowed out if he got regular sex. The obvious candidate had to be that old trout with the big tits who worked in the Horse and Jockey. Ashton knew that his dad had been inside her a few times in the past.
 
   “I dunno, Daz, I think it’s just lots of little things this time.”
 
   His mate took out two Bensons and offered one to Ashton. He declined and started to sprinkle his own baccy into the paper groove. “It definitely isn’t my dad, Darren, not this time. He’s been pretty chilled out with me all week.”
 
   “Yeah, well, if he does get fresh again, just said the word, buddy. That big fat shithead doesn’t scare me, I’ll drop him for you.”
 
   His promise meant a lot to Ashton. He would, too, and knowing him, he’d probably succeed in putting his old man on the floor. Daz looked after his mates.
 
   “There is one thing that’s been bugging me, Daz. Do you know Kevin Riley?”
 
   Darren shook his head. He then stopped and grinned. “Oh yeah, I do know him. That’s Adrian’s little brother, a spindly little bastard with a huge nose.”
 
   “That’s the one,” Ashton replied. “Well, that indignant little fucker gave me a right funny look this morning.”
 
   A bark of laughter burst from Darren. Ashton felt his rage return. Mate or no mate, no twat laughed at him.
 
   Darren placed both his hands on Ashton’s arms. “Will you calm it down, buddy? I ain’t laughing at you. Just the situation. I know what it’s like, all these little things just build up and make you want to explode like a big fucking volcano.”
 
   “Erupt.”
 
   “You what?”
 
   “It’s erupt, Darren. That’s what volcanoes do.”
 
   “Whatever, you know what I mean. Look, pass me that spliff, will you? You’re making a right fucking mess of it.”
 
   Ashton gratefully handed over his gear and gripped his black denim jeans so Darren wouldn’t see just how badly his hands were shaking. He watched with annoyance as his mate built up the joint like a seasoned pro. Darren made it look so easy.
 
   He handed Ashton the now completed spliff. “I’m glad your dad’s stopped being such a fucker to you, buddy,” he said.
 
   It was times like these when Ashton was thankful to have such a good mate like Darren. He lit the end and filled his lungs with dope smoke, almost smiling as the calming effects took hold immediately. The annoying music now actually sounded almost listenable, even the darkness had taken a back seat. Probably having some food, maybe even listening to some proper music; it would need headphones though. Ashton giggled, which quickly turned into a coughing fit.
 
   “Shit the bed, man. Have you been on the shrooms, or something?”
 
   Ashton shook his head. “No, guy, sorry. Just remembered something we did as kids.” Mate or no mate, there wasn’t a chance in hell that he would tell Darren that he used to be scared of the dark or that it had come back. “Remember when you locked me in that coal cellar?”
 
   Darren barked out his unique laugh again. “Oh crap, man. Where did that gem appear from? Sure I do, it was well funny, mate, especially the bit when I let you out, and you really had pissed yourself!”
 
   “Didn’t you, you know, kinda feel a bit guilty?”
 
   “Fuck no, it was just a laugh; besides, you’d have done the same to me in a heartbeat.”
 
   Ashton had never thought of it like that. “Darren was right, he would have shoved his best mate in there, it’s just that Darren had been quicker and stronger. God, this stuff was strong. “Good times, man. You know, I sorta miss being a brat.”
 
   “So do I, mate, so do I.” Darren sighed. “You remember back when dad used to give two shits about the house?”
 
   Through the brain fog, Ashton saw apprehension etched over Darren’s face. It didn’t fit right. Darren had a mug built for glares and scowling, but seeing doubt on there fucked Ashton up, bigtime. “Cause I do, buddy. Back when he used to do over houses.” From what he remembered of those days, the Belmont’s had cash to burn, and their house was well smart. His dad was well respected and a little feared; not a bad little achievement for a burglar. 
 
   “Somehow my old man found out that it was me who did those two houses on Beacon Park.”
 
   “Oh fuck, man. Do you know who grassed you up?” 
 
   Darren shrugged, “It doesn’t really matter now. It's not like anyone’s going to own up to that. I do have my suspicions. I’m more bothered about what the old bastard will do now.”
 
   That explained the weird look on Darren’s face. His old man went straight ages ago, vowing to give up his shady ways and stay on the straight path. Ashton glanced over at the cupboards behind Darren’s head. Even from here he could see the fingerprints pressed into the grease around the stained handles. Fat lot of good that did him. His dad now worked in the minimarket in the middle of the estate for fuck all money. With no more proper money coming in, Darren’s mum had all but given up on everything but bingo and booze.
 
   Darren’s dad really was a legend back in the day. Breakspear Rise, the posh estate next to theirs, was his favourite haunt. No house was safe from him. Ashton heard that he’d once escaped the clutches of two coppers by squeezing through a heating vent. That’s where the respect came from—and the fear. Folk knew his reputation, and basically, nobody dare say anything bad because they knew he’d easily be able to break into their homes whilst they were sleeping.
 
   Darren’s dad had personally threatened to shop his own son to the police if he ever found that he’d chosen to follow the same career path as his old man. It appeared that his son had inherited his skill for breaking and entering.
 
   “You’re stressing over fuck all, mate. He isn’t going to do anything. Remember when you did over the garage on the other side of the estate? Your dad knew it was you, but he didn’t do anything then.”
 
   “Are you going to fucking share that or what?”
 
   “In a sec, dude, fuck’s sake.”
 
   “Sorry for piling all my shit on you. Thing is, who else can I talk to? Anyway, fuck my problems, let’s get you sorted. Now, tell me why didn’t you accept my little present?”
 
   Ashton shook his head. This grinding headache really was fucking up his concentration. Had he just missed a conversation? He took a deep toke of the joint and relaxed slightly as the dope took the edge off the pain.
 
   “Claire was well upset with you screaming at her like that.”
 
   He finally worked out what Darren was talking about. “So what?” he replied. “Come on, dude, she’s like twelve or something.”
 
   “Claire’s sixteen, man, and believe me when I say that she’s very up for it, and she fancies the hell out of you.”
 
   Ashton took in another lungful of smoke before passing it over. Maybe Darren was right. A comfortable bed and some nubile young nymphet kissing and caressing his naked body could be just what the doctor ordered.
 
   “I’m telling you, that girl will make everything all better, lad. I can solemnly promise that young Claire will fuck the tension out of you.” 
 
   Darren fumbled around in his back pocket, then handed him a small key. “You wanna hear something really funny?”
 
   Ashton shrugged. “Is this a joke?”
 
   His mate shook his head. “No, look; that kid who gave you a funny look? Well, Claire is his older sister.”
 
   “Yeah, that is pretty funny. I’ll remember this the next time the fucker gives me a funny look.”
 
   “Go on, get yourself sorted, and I’ll send her up.”
 
   Ashton jumped off the kitchen top and stumbled over to the hallway door. “I won’t forget this one, Daz. You’re a good mate, you are.”
 
   Darren nodded while taking in the last dregs of the joint. “You owe me one.”
 
   Ashton opened the door and threaded his way through the kids in the hallway. Now that the drug was working its way through his body, the annoying plebs surrounding him and that fucking awful music wasn’t bothering him as much. Even the headache had begun to diminish. He lifted a can of Special Brew out of some dipshit’s outstretched hand as he staggered up the stairs; he turned his head and just dared the greasy blonde fucker to take offence. The coward just blanked him, bent down, and picked up another can from the small collection by his feet.
 
   Ashton grinned and took a deep swig. He reached the top of the stairs, finished off the lager, threw it over his shoulder, and then gazed out of the window. The party had now spilled out into the garden. He wondered if anyone had called the police yet.
 
   Darren lived right in the middle of the estate. Close to the shops. As he gazed to the north, close to the boundary, he saw a cavalcade of blue flashing lights. Even from here, Darren could hear the faint screams of the sirens. It seemed like the local filth had other business to deal with tonight.
 
   That lager had reminded him he needed the bog. If that young tart was going to slide up and down his cock, he’d better make sure that his bladder empty.
 
   The bathroom door stayed shut when Ashton pulled down the handle. He placed his ear against the door and listened to the sound of groaning and panting. He looked at the key in his palm and grinned. It appeared that some of Darren’s guests didn’t have the same perk as Darren.
 
   He banged his fists hard against the panels and chuckled at the sound of something crashing to the floor. He was willing to bet a fiver that one of those randy bastards had just cracked their arse on the bathroom lino.
 
   “Fuck off!” came the muffled reply.
 
   Ashton recognized that voice; it belonged to Bill Cano, one of Ashton’s dealers.
 
   “Open up you dirty fucker, I wanna go piss.”
 
   “I told you I’m busy.”
 
   He pounded on the door one more time before padding over to Darren’s bedroom. Ashton unlocked the door, looked in, and grinned at the massive bed. He couldn’t wait to get busy on there. He shut the door, then made his way towards the stairs. Bill Curry could go fuck himself. He decided to fertilize the many weeds that infested Darren’s back garden instead. Besides, he needed a bit of fresh air; perhaps it would help to clear his thick head.
 
   The girl who’d caught both barrels of his temper was trying to push her way through the thronged drunken idiots at the foot of the steps. Ashton had forgotten her name already. Not that it mattered; it wasn’t like he intended to use it.
 
   “Let her through,” he snarled.
 
   Like Moses parting the Red Sea, everyone moved to the sides of the stairs. Now that she had regained her composure, Ashton found that she really was quite fuckable, and it pleased him to think that in a few minutes he’d be deep inside the little bitch.
 
   When she drew level to him, Ashton stroked her thick, blonde hair, then dragged his fingers down the front of her body; she gave out a theatrical moan as he squeezed her left tit.
 
   “It’s that door there. I won’t be long, I just need to piss,” he said.
 
   The young girl giggled, “Oh, I know which one is Darren’s bedroom.” She winked, then ran her moist tongue over her lips. “I’ll make sure that the bed is nice and warm for when you get back.”
 
   The warm night air cleared away some of the dope fog when he stepped out into the rubbish-strewn garden. He pushed past a couple of young girls, both wearing next to fuck all, and grabbed the catch on the side gate.
 
   “For fuck’s sake,” he said when he noticed the huge padlock. “Where the hell did that come from?”
 
   He found it a little ironic that Darren’s dad had started to lock up the gate that led to the back garden, like there was anything in there worth nicking.
 
   Now that he was away from the music, he could hear the sirens; it looked as though they weren’t speeding past like he’d first assumed. They sounded pretty close. Ashton wondered what was happening. He guessed that a bunch of kids must have set fire to an old mill or something. Ashton then realised that he didn’t really give a shit, and if he didn’t hurry up and have a piss he’d end up soaking his trousers. He climbed over the gate, squeezed past the disassembled remains of a couple of rusted motorbikes, and hurried through the side yard. Then he jumped onto the half-completed patio that Darren’s dad had started building a few years ago. He saw a nice patch of greenery and ran over to it.
 
   Ashton unzipped his fly and watered a patch of nettles, sighing in contentment. He closed his eyes and smiled at the thought of that young tart upstairs patiently waiting for him. What the fuck was that tart’s name? His eyes shot open at the sound of two large explosions detonating further up the estate.
 
   He jerked his head down to the ground when he felt a sharp stinging sensation at the end of his penis. His first thought, that he’d strayed too close to those nettles, evaporated when he saw an old woman had crawled out of those weeds. She had gripped the tip of his penis in her outstretched hand. It was Darren’s mother.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” he shrieked.
 
   He screeched as the woman squeezed his shaft tight and pulled him closer to her open mouth. In panic, he swung back his leg and kicked the woman full force in her side. It had no effect. It was like booting a rolled up carpet.
 
   “Get off me, you bitch!” he sobbed. 
 
   Oh God! The pain was unbearable, but it was nothing compared to the excruciating agony that crashed through his body when she clamped her teeth around his penis and slowly closed her jaws, her teeth slicing through skin and muscle.
 
   Ashton, bellowed out an agonising shriek before falling back into the nettles. He felt the darkness closing in, but this time he welcomed it, so needing that painless oblivion to claim him. 
 
   The woman crawled up his legs, her fingernails easily ripping holes through the denim, Ashton tried to push her off, but the shock and huge loss of blood had made him as weak as a baby. He snapped his head to the side when Ashton heard another noise, hoping that somebody might have heard him screaming. The woman had reached his chest. She raised herself up and let out a soft groan before dropping her face over his neck. Ashton wept at the sight of another crawling figure heading towards him. It was the last thing he saw before the woman bit into the side of his neck.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
       
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The black glass taunted Kevin Riley. No matter how much he mentally ordered her to appear, no light appeared in that window across the street. Did she know? This was so unfair; so much for formulating what he believed was an absolute foolproof plan.
 
   How long dare he wait? Something must have happened, she’s never been this late before. This was so unfair, why did shit like this always happen to him. Kevin Riley glared at his binoculars, and it now felt that they were mocking him too, He gently placed them back on his light blue windowsill and counted to five before he tore his gaze away from his bedroom window.
 
   His special lady had not missed a single erotic session in all the three weeks and two days that he had been sighing through his own bedroom window. None of the old dirty mags that he’d stolen from his dad’s huge stash or the streaming porn videos that he’d watched could compare with what Mrs. Bradley had been showing him every night.
 
   It was fifteen minutes past her scheduled time, and no matter how hard Kevin Riley willed it, that comforting, warm, peach glow did not illuminate her room. The curtains had not been thrown back, and Andrea Whitley’s mum was not going to dance in front of her window whilst very slowly taking off every item of clothing.
 
   “Well, I’m bored, Kev. Now, I’m sorta thinking that either she’s not bothered showing up or that you’re a fucking liar.”
 
   Kevin blinked, so trying not to cry; he knew a threat when he heard one.
 
   “So, that’s you fucked up, ain’t it? I mean, how are you going to get your nightly perv now?”
 
   Kevin placed his binoculars back into their case and turned around to glare at the heavyset boy kneeling on his bed and messing up his Doctor Who quilt cover. His glare increased in intensity when he saw that Thom Crowley was reaching towards his First World War bayonet fastened to the wall.
 
   “It won’t come off the wall, you know. My dad’s, like, welded it on.”
 
   He really wanted to tell Thom to stop messing about with his stuff, but that wasn’t going to happen. The lad was twice his size and like a million times harder. 
 
   Kevin now realised that he’d made a major mistake inviting this stupid meathead into his house. It had seemed like such a good idea at the time to ask him to come over. He’d never told anyone about what Andrea’s mum had been getting up to these past few nights before, but what was the point of having a little secret if you couldn’t share it? Especially if it helped out Kevin’s dire situation. Of all the idiots in school, Thom was the only one who treated him with a smidgen of decency. By that, he meant that the lad didn’t nick his money or kick the crap out of him every other day like all the other meatheads in school did. 
 
   He was also a tough little bastard. Nobody messed with Thom Crowley, even the older youths. It made sense, at least to him, that if he could hook up with Thom then perhaps the others would leave him alone.
 
   Kevin swallowed hard, watching Thom slide one of his plastic soldiers along the edge of the bayonet, and came to the conclusion that bringing him here was probably the worst idea that he’d ever had. Thom was just like all the others, a total dickhead.
 
   He had already broken an aerial off one of his Space Marines, and torn the bottom of his Alien poster. Now the bastard was casually cutting a German paratrooper in two. How would Thom react if he had called his girlfriend a whore or thrown dirt at his motorcycle? Like Kevin didn’t already know the answer to that one. The fat bastard would simply push his face into a pile of dogshit, simple as. It was all about showing respect, and Thom wrecking Kevin’s stuff just showed that Thom had none for Kevin. Thanks to that bitch not showing up, that situation wasn’t going to change.
 
   It wasn’t all about respect, though. You needed to have attitude, as well, to show that you weren’t afraid of anything or anybody. Kevin had tried the attitude thing earlier to one of the bigger boys. He’d glared at Ashton Naylor when he’d walked past him close to the chip shop. Once again, Kevin Riley’s stupid ideas put him one step closer to his early grave.
 
    “I don’t think that your girlfriend is going to give us a show tonight.” Thom threw the two pieces of soldier at him and laughed. “I would have never guessed that you, of all people, would have turned out to be such a little perv. Come to think of it, you probably just made it all up. Fuck knows why, probably to impress me, I guess.” Thom picked up another soldier. “See, thing is, I know for a goddamned fact that if some milf was flashing off her tits and crack, that news would be all over the estate faster than bad curry through a drunken bastard.” He giggled then frowned. “Bloody hell, this headache is driving me bat-shit. Has your mum got any aspirins?”
 
   “It’s not perving,” Kevin replied, ignoring Thom’s request for painkillers. “She does it right in front of her window with her light on. She ought to close her curtains. I mean, she may as well stand in the middle of the street and do it.”
 
   It was perving, sure it was. Kevin knew that it was bad to watch, and he ought to be ashamed of himself, but try telling his hormones that. Those bastards had no moral centre, and they certainly had no conscience, and just like everything else, they were a lot stronger than his self control.
 
   He picked up the two pieces of the soldier, silently breathing a sigh of relief when Thom threw the other soldier across the floor. He wouldn’t be able to repair this one, the damage was too extensive, but he still might be able to use him. Kevin was seriously thinking of building up a diorama, a snapshot of an urban battle. He could use him in that, run over by a tank or something. First though, he needed to get this intruder out of his bedroom before he destroyed anything else.
 
   “Wait on, Thom. Are you saying that you wouldn’t look?”
 
   “Of course, I fucking would,” Thom replied. “But you have those binoculars so it’s perving, innit!”
 
   Kevin sighed.
 
   “Now, if it was Andrea herself stripping off in that bedroom window, or your lovely sister, then I’d watch through your binoculars,” Thom went on, grinning. “Fuck that, no, if they were up for showing off their body to any passing stranger, then I’d just march into that house and give them a good servicing.”
 
   Kevin just couldn’t understand why all the boys around the estate drooled over his bitch of a sister. As far as he was concerned, she was a right ugly dog with a horrible personality. 
 
   Thom gave that bayonet one last look before he climbed off the bed. “So, what do we do now? I bet you don’t have any beer in the house or any fags.”
 
   Kevin knew exactly what he wanted to do, Thom had to leave. How he was going to accomplish that feat was beyond him though. Maybe he’d just get bored and leave anyway.
 
   “Are you going to ask your mum for some aspirin or what?”
 
   Kevin silently groaned at the sound of the front door slamming shut. This did not bode well. 
 
   He guessed that his loving sister had just returned from wherever the hell she’d gone, a few hours earlier than he had expected. Her coming back so early could only mean that somebody had upset the hard-faced bitch. That meant she’d take out all her frustrations on her little brother. 
 
   “Whoa!” gasped Thom. “What the fuck is going on out there? Did you see that?” He pushed past Kevin and pressed his face against the glass.
 
   Kevin spun around, casting aside his worry over what his sister would do to him and gazed through the window. The night sky was lit up like a Christmas tree. There were lights from cop cars everywhere. He opened the window and peered out.
 
   “What can you see? Has anyone been killed?”
 
   Kevin shook his head. He didn’t think that any of the police cars were inside the estate. It looked like they were around the perimeter. He wondered if a robbery was taking place. There were lots of shops just beyond the estates, including a couple of banks, so it was a possibility.
 
   “I bet you that some fuckers been murdered. That’s the only reason why there’ll be so many pigs crawling around.”
 
   Kevin was almost about to suggest that his notion of a robbery was a bit more realistic when he saw the meathead’s shining eyes. This little thug really did want to hear about a gruesome murder. That gave him a good idea. It might even get the boy out of his bedroom. He took the binoculars out of their case. “Why don’t we go have a look then, Thom?”
 
   The big lad smiled, “Now that sounds like a good plan to me. Are those things any good?”
 
   Kevin handed them over, “They are the best money can buy. Look, focus in on that house over the road. The one with the high brick fence around it. You can even count the petals on the roses with those beauties.”
 
   Thom kneeled down and brought the glasses up to his face. After a moment he dropped them onto the carpet. “What are you going on about? There are no flowers in that garden. Just a great big bloody hole in the middle of the lawn.”
 
   Kevin’s retort fell from his lips when he heard his sister banging about in the kitchen. By the sound of it, the bitch really was in a foul mood tonight. A sense of urgency crept into his bones. He just had to get Thom out of here without her seeing them. There was no way that he could suffer a confrontation with her tonight.
 
   Thom scooped the binoculars off the carpet and stood up. Kevin noticed that the meathead had wrapped his thick fingers firmly around his binoculars. He got the uncomfortable feeling that he would never hold them again. 
 
   Was the loss of a vintage pair of binoculars a small price to pay to get this lump of meat out of his bedroom? After some considerable thought, Kevin decided that it was.
 
   Kevin peered through the window. Even without the binoculars, he saw a huge expanse of darkness where the man’s flowers used to be. It was very strange. 
 
   “He’s probably planting a tree or something,” he replied. “Even so, you have to admit, the detail is pretty sharp.”
 
   “I’ve seen better,” Thom replied. 
 
   Somehow, Kevin doubted that. 
 
   The meathead walked over to the bed, picked up his combat jacket, and threw it over his shoulder. “You ain’t gonna puke on me if there is a dead body, are you? Cos if you do, I’ll fucking make you lick it off.”
 
   “Of course I’m not going to throw up,” Kevin replied, grinning. “I didn’t puke when they buried my grandma a couple of years ago. In fact, I was the only one who didn’t cry.” He had wept when they lowered that coffin, he cried buckets, but this meathead wouldn’t know that.
 
   His ears detected the sound of heavy footfalls on the stair carpet. That had to be Claire. The bitch was either going to the toilet or … his blood ran cold … or the bitch would burst in here at any moment and give Kevin both barrels of her volatile temper. Kevin ran over to the door. There was no way that he’d let her do that. 
 
   Bugger it, he’d let Thom take the flak while he hid in the bathroom.
 
   “I won’t be a moment, I just need to piss.”
 
   He hurried out of his bedroom before Thom had a chance to answer. Kevin pushed open the door next to his, entered his bathroom, and slammed the bolt home. He loathed leaving that idiot in his bedroom alone amongst all his valuable gear, but what else could he do? There was no way that he’d be able to withstand another showdown with his sister.
 
   Kevin double-checked to make sure that he’d locked the door, then padded over to the toilet. His traitorous mind showed him his sister barging into his bedroom and the meathead holding up Kevin’s binoculars before explaining in great detail what her younger brother used them for. Between the pair of them, the news that he was some sort of weird perv would be all around the school for Monday dinnertime. Kevin would be a laughingstock for months.
 
   Oh Jesus, he needed to get a grip on his out-of-control neurosis. Kevin’s new hobby wouldn’t even enter Thom’s small mind. The meathead would be too busy staring at Claire’s tits. Kevin remembered that dirty slut had worn her green dress. Thom’s poor eyes wouldn’t stand a chance.
 
   There was nothing else for it. Somehow Kevin would just have to persuade Thom to come back tomorrow night. Andrea’s mum had yet to miss a performance on a Saturday. Last week had been very exciting, especially when she stood on something to reach the top of the curtains. Kevin’s eyes had almost popped out of his head when her bush came into view.
 
   If Thom only saw the way that woman moved as she danced, he’d be hooked. Hell, if the meathead caught a glimpse of what he’d witnessed last night, he’d never tell a soul. It would be their special secret. He would have a friend for life. No fucker at school would dare lay a finger on poor Kevin. 
 
   He unzipped his fly and lifted the toilet lid while wondering whom else on the estate watched her strip off and dance naked in front of her window. Kevin couldn’t be the only one who eagerly waited for her to perform. He bet that he was the only one who had a decent set of binoculars, though. 
 
   The dark tiles received a spray of piss when someone hammered on the bathroom door. He clenched his teeth so he wouldn’t say anything that would earn him a slapping later on.
 
   “For fuck’s sake, come on, you annoying little bastard. Get the fuck out of there; I need to have a shit.”
 
   “Out of the mouths of angels,” he whispered. His sister had such an eloquent way with words. “I won’t be long!” shouted Kevin.
 
   The girl banged on the door again. He frowned; that was weird, it sounded like she’d fallen against it. Maybe she’d fainted or had a stroke. No, he couldn’t be that lucky. Why didn’t his parent have her adopted, or better still, thrown her in the dustbin when she was younger? God, he so hated that bitch.
 
   “I said I won’t be long,” he shouted.
 
   This was so unfair. It looked like he was going to get his confrontation after all. Kevin should have stayed where he was. He and Thom could have then slipped out while she was busy in the toilet.
 
   Kevin unlocked the door and grabbed the handle, knowing for a fact that this day just couldn’t get any worse. As he turned the handle, the door flew back, almost knocking him into the bath. Kevin gasped in horror as two figures spilled into the room. Claire fell onto the hard floor with the other boy landing on her stomach.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing, Thom?”
 
   Kevin jumped back as Thom’s arm snaked out and tried to grab his leg. The blows that Claire rained down on her assailant were having no effect. Her eyes met Kevin’s, and the look of desperation and terror he saw in there kicked him into action.
 
   He ran forward and grabbed the back of Thom’s hair and pulled. He found himself flying back into the wall holding a handful of black hair. Thom didn’t even scream out.
 
   “Get the fuck off my sister!” Kevin yelled.
 
   Thom lunged towards the screaming girl. Her shrieks intensified as he fastened his teeth on her cheek and bit down. Her shrieking abruptly stopped when Thom pulled his head back, leaving behind a bloodied red hole in the side of her face. He spat out the chunk of flesh, fastened his bloodstained teeth around the side of Claire’s neck, and clamped his jaw shut.
 
   Kevin tore his gaze away from the dying light in his sister’s eyes and looked down at the boy sitting on Claire’s chest; he’d sat back up with his mouth full of his sister’s flesh and was chewing like a contented cow.
 
   Thom turned his head. He stopped chewing and began to moan, and Kevin’s eyes widened in disbelief when Claire began to move again and started to moan too.
 
   “Claire?”
 
   Her eyes were as still as those in a filleted fish. He knew that she was dead, and yet she still moved. His mind tilted to one side and threatened to shut down completely. His instinct for self-preservation only reasserted itself when he spotted that Thom still had hold of his pissing binoculars. He snatched them from his fingers and brought them down upon the top of Thom’s head.
 
   “These are mine, you fucking murderer,” he sobbed. 
 
   Kevin pulled them out of the top of Thom’s head, watching in morbid fascination as the circular indentation he’d left in the top of the boy’s head began to fill up with dark red blood. Thom didn’t seem to notice that he’d been hurt. Kevin brought them down again, harder this time, then jumped over the sprawl of legs and arms. He looked back to see Claire pushing the now still body off her.
 
   There was no doubt that his sister had become just like Thom.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said, as tears ran down his face. 
 
   She groaned louder when he took a step back.
 
   “I’ll get help, Claire, I promise. Don’t you …”
 
   Kevin groaned himself as he gazed down the stairs and saw that some man had crawled through the open doorway and had climbed up a couple of stairs. He gazed in complete shock at this abomination, knowing that this dead thing should not be moving. Kevin fell against the wall, feeling his senses shutting down as he watched it, wrapped in filthy rags and wet mud, heaving its broken torso up the steps one at a time while leaving behind a slug trail of dirt.
 
   Kevin shrieked and raced for his bedroom.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The general ambience in the Horse and Jockey matched Ernest Belmont’s mood. For a Friday night, his local pub felt more like the waiting room in the doctors, only with less people. He gazed into his glass, wondering if this vile muck was the root cause. He didn’t care what it said on the front of the pump, there was no way that this dark cloudy piss was Hobgoblin.
 
   He figured that the landlord was up to his old tricks again. Ernest lifted the glass and poured the swill down his throat. There was no doubt about it. The sneaky bugger had swapped the expensive stuff for some cheap knock-off homebrew. He was willing to put down cold hard cash on that little factoid. He sighed again before draining the last of the pint. The way his finances were going though, that cold hard cash was likely to be a couple of pennies and a five pence piece that he picked off the floor a few hours ago.
 
   “Same again?”
 
   Ernest nodded. “Please.” Still, he shouldn’t really complain. The stuff sliding down his throat wasn’t the worst that he’d tasted; in fact, it was a damn sight better than the vile potions that they usually served in the Horse and Jockey, and crap beer was certainly more preferable to no beer at all. A situation he would have been in tonight if it hadn’t been for his friend and his wallet.
 
   The friend in question, Jeff Cano, was already halfway to the bar, a remarkable feat considering they were already on their fifth round. Judging by Jeff’s coordination, or lack thereof, maybe they ought to slow down. If the stuff they were chucking down their necks was indeed homebrew, then Christ knows how strong it could be. Hell, the potency probably altered with each pint.
 
   The chances of Jeff slowing down were slim to none. His best mate was here for the night. The only way he’d stop drinking was if somebody taped up his mouth, and even then the bastard would only shove a couple of straws up his nose. Ernest ought to slow down though. Unlike Jeff, he had work in the morning.
 
   He leaned back, his fingers finding their way into his pocket. Ernest absently fiddled with his coin whilst trying to figure out how to divide his next crappy wage. The rent was two months overdue now, so was the payments for their washing machine and the dryer. Then he had the small matter of being able to actually afford to eat. If only he could have found a little more cash on that pavement, a bulging wallet would have been a bonus. “Like Jeff’s wallet?”
 
   Christ, what had his life come to? Ernest so needed a break. 
 
   Two pints slopped on the table.
 
   “What’s up with you, Ernest? You’ve got a face like a smacked arse. No, wait, let me guess. Your lass is pissing you off, or maybe that dirty Paki at work is giving you a hard time again?”
 
   Ernest shook his head. “I wish you wouldn’t call him that, Jeff. My boss is a decent bloke. Mr. Singh treats me okay. The man worked bloody hard to get where he is. I’m telling you, that bloke never fucking stops. He’s probably at the store right now, beavering away.”
 
   Jeff leaned forward. “Listen to you, man! Just fucking listen to the shit coming out of your gob. Come on, you and I both know that the only reason why you’re not there with him is because your wife told the slave-driving twat that Friday is your night off.” Jeff carefully picked up his pint. “I still can’t believe you threw everything away to end up stacking beans in some shitty shop. He’s going to put you into an early grave, and no wonder he can afford a new BMW. You do know that this is killing your Brenda.”
 
   “Come on, man, let’s not bring this up again. Christ, you know what happened to me when they banged me up. Look what it did to Darren. I wasn’t there for him when he needed guidance, and now look at him, he’s turned into an estate thug.” He picked up his own pint and took a swallow, grimacing at the taste. This one was even worse than the last pint. “It almost broke my wife in two. Having spare cash and lots of fancy electronics isn’t worth the pain.”
 
   “Your lass is already broken, mate.” Jeff put down his pint. “I’m not blind. I know the score. You’re broke, in debt, and it’s getting worse. You need some serious money. It’s the only way to fix this mess.”
 
   Why did his mate always have to bring this topic up? Jeff went over the same old ground at least once a week. It was getting boring now. He tried to think of something else to say, but his mind kept coming up with blanks. He’d known Jeff ever since they were kids, and after over forty years of friendship they must have exhausted all topics of conversation at least twice over.
 
   “What do you think of the beer?” he asked, hoping Jeff would take the hint and lay off with the ‘worst career move you ever did’ speech. Christ knows what his mate would say if he told him that his lad was following in his father’s footsteps despite Ernest giving him all those dire warnings. Knowing Jeff, he would probably say that it was a good career move.
 
   Why couldn’t Jeff see the truth? This was his penance, and sure, life was pretty tough now, but it would get better. Mr Singh had already told him that he had put in an offer for the boarded up greengrocers on the edge of the estate. He told Ernest that was a prime spot of another mini-market. Mr Singh also hinted that he’d need somebody he could trust to help out and maybe, in time, to run it.
 
   Jeff nodded. “This is bloody good stuff. Mind you, my taste buds are all shot to fuckery tonight anyway. I made myself a well hot curry for tea.”
 
   “Are you having a laugh? Since when did you start to like curries?”
 
   Jeff shook his head and downed a half pint of liquid before answering. “Since never, you know I can’t stand all that foreign shit.” He belched. “But I read this article somewhere that hot and spicy food gets shut of migraines, so I thought, in for a penny, in for a pound, and all that. I also raided the medicine cabinet too. I’m telling you, Ernest, my belly’s fucking rattling.”
 
   “That’s weird,” Ernest replied. “Our Brenda’s had a headache all day as well, maybe there’s something going round.”
 
   “I fucking doubt that, Ernest. She’s a woman, you know what they’re like. They always have headaches. No, what I’ve got is something worse. I may have to see the doctor about it in the morning.”
 
   The way Jeff was slinging those drinks back, Ernest doubted that the pisshead would even see tomorrow morning.
 
   Not that it would be much of a surprise. Every since leaving school, Jeff was never about on a Saturday morning. He’d inherited his drinking habits from his dad. Like father like son, that was a street that he didn’t want to go down; not tonight anyway.
 
   He slowly got to his feet. His bladder demanded action. No, tonight was his official chilling out time. He’d deal with Darren tomorrow evening once he’d finished work. He had no idea what he could do to stop the little shit from following in daddy’s footsteps, but he need to think of something. He didn’t think his poor wife would cope with another Belmont behind bars.
 
   “While you’re up, you might as well get the next ones in.”
 
   Ernest didn’t really want another nasty-tasting beer, at least not yet. Hell, he’d only taken a sip out of this glass. Besides, he only had a couple more notes to last him until tomorrow. Jeff slid a fiver across the table. 
 
   “Go on, get yourself a bottle. At least you know they haven’t been tampered with. Don’t worry about this pint, I’ll sort it out.”
 
   Ernest muttered a thank you, picked up the one empty glass, and wandered over to the bar. It wasn’t normal for his friend to be so loose with his cash; it meant the guy must be up to something. A heavy weight settled on his guts. There could be only one reason— Jeff wanted a favour, a favour that entailed Ernest having to use his old skills.
 
   He placed the glass on the bar. “A pint for Jeff, sweetheart, and can you get me a bottle of Budweiser?” Yeah, it had to be that. Christ, as if his life wasn’t complicated enough.
 
   The barmaid smiled and nodded before grabbing the glass and turning around. He couldn’t help his eyes following the contours of the woman’s legs. Maybe he should try and get his Brenda a job here. She needed something else over than bingo to occupy her mind.
 
   Ernest and the barmaid both looked at the short man slumped against the bar. He silently groaned when he saw who it was. Steve Reynolds had been his personal pain in the arse ever since nursery. He lived a couple of streets away from Ernest, just behind the old graveyard. As a kid, Ernest often had fantasies of burying him in there, preferably tied up and still alive. Come to think of it, he’d still like to put the miserable bastard in the ground. 
 
   Steve gripped the edges of the bar and turned to face Ernest. It took a moment for the man’s eyes to focus, but when they did, Steve scowled. “I should have fucking known it would be you. Buy me a fucking beer, you twat.”
 
   Oh this was just brilliant. The man was as drunk as a lord. Reynolds was a bastard at the best of times, but when he had a few beers inside him, he just got plain mean. 
 
   Earnest nodded over to the woman, “One for him as well.” He had just enough money as long as he broke into his last note.
 
   Ernest was going to end up with bugger all at this rate, but it was best to keep on Steve’s good side; when his mouth stopped talking, the fists came out to play. His Brenda had told him loads of times how Steve knocked the crap out of his wife and kids when he’d had a skinful. Ernest never understood why Brenda hung around with her in the first place. She knew full well the history he and Steve had.
 
   He wondered what the pissed up knob-end would do if he ever found out that it was Ernest who broke into his home fifteen years ago and stole the family’s savings he’d found in the cornflake box in the kitchen and then trashed the place. Ernest would have loved to have seen Steve’s face when he arrived home that day, especially when he climbed the stairs and looked into his bedroom to see that huge turd in the middle of his bed.
 
   “Him? Who the fuck is ‘him’ supposed to be, the cat’s father?”
 
   “Sorry, I meant Steve,” he hastily replied.
 
   Ernest backed off and headed over to the toilets before Steve could have another pop at him.
 
   “Wait up you, I ain’t finished with you.”
 
   Ernest’s heart began to speed up. Oh great; so the line had already been crossed. He watched Steve slide off the barstool.
 
   “Come on Steve, aren’t we a little too old for this type of nonsense?” he said, desperately trying to defuse the situation.
 
   “What, so I’m too old, am I now?”
 
   He desperately looked across at his mate, hoping to attract his attention. Fat chance of getting back up from him, the pisshead had his head on the table. He looked like he’d dropped off to sleep. Oh bloody hell; the last thing he needed right now was to get into a fight with this idiot.
 
   He found it laughable that the one thing that Darren hadn’t inherited from Ernest was his desire for an easy life and to avoid confrontations. His son would have just punched Steve Reynolds into next week without even breaking a sweat.
 
   The door behind the bar creaked open, saving Ernest from a beating. The landlord’s wife walked out, closely followed by Desmond Naylor. Seeing that huge bloke with his ham-sized paws wrapped around the woman’s waist came as a bit of a shock to Ernest. He’d heard the rumours that Des was sniffing around Annie now that she’d managed to get rid of her husband. He had no idea that he was staying in the pub.
 
   Desmond nodded over to Ernest. “You alright?”
 
   Ernest nodded back, unintentionally copying the big man’s posture. Desmond’s hair was soaked, and his t-shirt clung to his large chest; he even had some soap in his ear. Ernest wondered if he dared tell him. The bloke did look unusually chilled out. It wasn’t that hard to figure out what those two had been doing in the bathroom.
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief, safe in the knowledge that the tosser wouldn’t dare try anything with big Des standing right behind the bar giving Steve the evil glare.
 
   “I hope you ain’t upsetting folk again, shortarse.”
 
   Steve visibly cringed and tried to smile. It was not a pretty sight. “Of course not,” he replied. “We’re just having a bit of a laugh, that’s all. Ernest offered to buy me a drink.”
 
   He made that announcement sound as if Ernest buying that nasty fucking dwarf a pint was somehow genuine proof of their everlasting friendship.
 
   Desmond laughed out loud; a fresh pint had magically appeared next to the big man’s left hand. “Don’t you try to bullshit me; you’ve been a right little twat to my mate, Ernest, ever since he was knee high to a grasshopper.”
 
   To be fair, Desmond did a fair amount of slapping when they were both kids as well, but that stopped when they’d both turned over a warehouse filled with knock-off trainers on the outskirts of Bradford fifteen years ago.
 
   “I think you’ll find that it’s you who’s buying Ernest a drink.”
 
   “Don’t forget me!” shouted a voice from their table.
 
   That was just like Jeff. Where the hell was his friend when Steve was having a go at him? Ernest retreated to the toilets, grinning from ear to ear when he heard Desmond calmly informing Steve that he was paying for his pint too.
 
   Ernest was grateful that the gents were deserted. He leaned back against the tiles and closed his eyes, enjoying the silence and the solitude. He waited for his heart to slow down before he padded over to the urinals.
 
   Steve Reynolds had been inside for GBH—grievous bodily harm—for the best part of five years. He’d only just been released. Those bliss-filled nights of being able to walk into his favourite watering hole without the risk of being hassled were well and truly over. He couldn’t expect Desmond to watch his back every night.
 
   The Horse and Jockey was the only pub in the middle of the estate. There were a couple of other pubs within walking distance—the Crown and the Black Bull—but there was no way that he’d dare show his face in either of those two. The locals from the Breakspear Rise estate had claimed them. 
 
   Even after all these years, he knew most of the locals in those two pubs, and he knew them because Ernest had done most of their houses over. Somehow drinking in the same places with folk who’d probably knife him if they ever found out would not do his welfare any good.
 
   He jumped back when the door pushed open from the other side, and a young lad wearing a bright orange shirt wandered in. The lad nodded to Ernest, and he nodded back. He didn’t know the lad from Adam. Oh he’d seen him in the pub a few times, but that was about as far as it went, but they both drank in the same place, so therefore they nodded to each other. The regulars in the Horse and Jockey all considered themselves to be part of the same family. It was that fucking Steve Reynolds who didn’t belong. He was the one who ought to bugger off.
 
   Ernest grabbed the door handle and wished for the bastard to get sent down again. He re-entered the lounge and made his way up to the bar to collect his drinks. Ernest noted with great relief that Steve’s bar stool was now vacant. He hoped that the man had pissed off out of the pub, or even better, had a heart attack and died.
 
   He wasn’t so lucky. Ernest spotted the clown in the games room arguing with one of the youngsters next to the dartboard.
 
   “How’s your lad doing?” asked Ernest. “I haven’t seen him around ours for a couple of weeks.” 
 
   He didn’t really wish to start a conversation with big Des, but if Steve happened to look over and saw them two getting all friendly, there was less chance of him coming back over. It would, of course, piss Jeff off, too, knowing that his beer was getting warm and Ernest obviously having no inclination to bring it over.
 
   Desmond unwrapped his arms from around the barmaid’s waist and pulled himself another pint. “Well, apart from this bloody headache, I’m pretty good. Hey, our Ashton’s at your place tonight, mate, along with half the teenagers on Breakspear.” Desmond smirked at Ernest’s shocked expression. “Oh dear, I’m guessing that you didn’t know that your son was having a drug-crazed party then?”
 
   He shook his head. No, he didn’t have a bloody clue. He was going to tear Darren a new arsehole for pulling a stunt like this. Bloody hell, they’d just bought a new carpet for the living room as well. The thing would be ruined by the time this party ended.
 
   “Your house is going to be in a right state.”
 
   Ernest cringed, wondering if that was a jibe about the condition of their house. Christ, he sure hoped not. With the pint in one hand and the bottle in the other, Ernest made his way back to his smirking friend. He was willing to put down his next wage that Brenda knew all about this party. Hell, she’d probably helped to organize it too.
 
   “You took your bloody time,” Jeff said.
 
   “Oh I’m sorry. I had no idea that you were timing me. If had have known that, I would have run.” 
 
   Ernest placed the drinks down on the table, gave Jeff a mucky look, and collapsed into the seat. “Anyway, it’s about time you slowed down. You’re supping the stuff like its pop. You’re gonna be three sheets before last orders at this rate.”
 
   Jeff grabbed his fresh pint like a starving man reached for the plate of roast beef. His friend was behaving very strangely tonight, stranger than normal anyway.
 
   “Erm, did you know that our Darren was having a party tonight?”
 
   Jeff nodded. “Sure, our Billy took his new bird there.”
 
   “And you didn’t think of informing me?”
 
   Jeff shrugged. “With it being your own fucking house, I had the feeling that you might already know.”
 
   Ernest pulled a lump of foam out of the seat and rolled it between his fingers before flicking it under the table. “No wonder this place is like a bloody morgue tonight, they’ll all be at the party, wrecking my house.”
 
   Jeff put his glass down; he’d already drunk three-quarters. “I don’t think they’ll all be at your gaff.”
 
   He had a point there. The old fellow who propped up the end of the bar at weekends was missing. Ernest couldn’t remember his name, Dennis or David, something like that. Somehow he doubted that he’d be getting down with the kids. That reminded him, he hadn’t seen the guy’s wife for weeks; he wondered if she had passed away. 
 
   He scanned the bar and saw that Scary Mary was missing too. She propped up the other end of the bar and never missed a night.
 
   “I wonder where Mary is. I hope she isn’t at my house.”
 
   A foil packet had appeared in the palm of Jeff’s trembling hand. He had four white caplets in his hand already and was busy popping the rest out. “Don’t talk daft, why would she be at your place? The fat bitch will probably be in bed with an electric blanket over her head.” He threw the caplets in his mouth and swallowed them down with the last dregs of his beer. “And that is where I should be tonight.”
 
   “In Scary Mary’s bed?”
 
   “No, you fucking unfunny bastard, I mean in my bed.”
 
   “So why aren’t you?”
 
   He caught sight of Desmond lip dancing with the landlady and turned away, bloody hell! It looked like he was trying to eat her. That sort of nonsense belonged out of sight. It was putting him right off his beer.
 
   “Because it’s Friday night, of course,” Jeff replied. “It’s what we’ve always done ever since we left school; at least it was until you got that bloody job.”
 
   “What are you on about? I’ve had the job at the minimarket for the past six years.”
 
   Jeff’s eyes glazed over. It took another few seconds before he replied. “Wait, did you just say six years. Shit, you sure about that? Thought it was only a week ago. He placed the flats of his hands on the table surface and heaved himself up. “Fuck, look, I’d better get some air. Feel so weird.”
 
   His mate staggered around and stumbled towards the pub door. Ernest looked at the man’s untouched pint and the bottle stood next to the glass. Something told him that Jeff wasn’t coming back. Maybe he should walk him home and make sure the fella got in bed and didn’t decide to sleep in somebody’s shed.
 
   He could always catch up with Jeff. There’s no way he could leave this beer on the table. It could be another week before alcohol passed his lips. Ernest selected Jeff’s pint. After another backbreaking week of working for Mr Singh, even shitty beer would taste like God’s own nectar.
 
    
 
   The glass slipped through his fingers when an ear-piercing scream shattered the silence. He looked around wildly for the source. His dazed eyes stopped at the bar and refused to move. This could not be happening. Desmond still held the woman tight, but the embrace was no longer a tender one.
 
   She struggled like a fish on the end of a line as he lifted her by the neck off the carpet. Desmond growled, then bit into her face and tore off a lump of flesh; he spat the piece out and dived back in for more.
 
   Ernest’s stomach churned, and he felt hot bile climbing up his throat. No way could this be real. It had to be someone’s idea of a very sick joke.
 
   The screamer let out another blast, and Ernest discovered that Desmond wasn’t the only freak in the Horse and Jockey that evening. He finally tore his gaze away from the big man crunching into the still woman’s exposed skull as if it was a fucking apple and looked over to the dartboard.
 
   Steve Reynolds had pinned a young blonde girl against the wall. She was the screamer. Both her hands were against his head. She desperately tried to keep his snapping jaws away from her own face.
 
   Ernest stood up. “What the fuck are you doing?” he screamed.
 
   The crazed man didn’t react, but Desmond did. He dropped the woman’s body and groaned aloud. 
 
   Ernest could see that the girl’s strength was beginning to fail. He looked around the empty pub, frantically searching for somebody else who could help the poor girl. There was only him, and the boy in the bright shirt. That kid would be no use, he was too busy huddled in the corner of the games room, clutching a pool cue as if it were a teddy bear.
 
   He pulled himself out of the seat while watching that man behind the bar. Des kept trying to reach Ernest, not yet realizing that the now scarlet-painted bar was in his way. He blinked and muttered a short prayer before he picked up a beer bottle left on the next table. He ran towards the dartboard and smashed it into the back of Reynolds’s head.
 
   The girl screamed even louder as shards of broken glass showered her face. The bottle had little effect—if anything, it helped to push the man closer to the girl.
 
   “Don’t just sit there,” Ernest shouted at the boy. “Fucking get over here, and help me.”
 
   The young lad didn’t even move his sodding head; he was hunched over his shoes, frantically grabbing at something. Ernest moaned. What was he supposed to fucking do now? In frustration and panic, he grabbed the back of Steve’s collar and tried to pull him off the girl, but it was useless. It was like trying to pull a pit-bull off a puppy.
 
   “Duck!”
 
   Ernest spun around. The boy now stood next to him, swinging a weighted sock around his head.
 
   “Move it, Granddad.”
 
   Ernest let go of the man and bobbed down. He winced at the sharp crack that the improvised weapon made as it impacted against the side of Steve’s head. The man fell to the floor like a sack of bricks. Ernest scurried back before the dark grey slop dribbling from the large dent in Steve’s head reached his fingers.
 
   “Oh Jesus fuck! What the bloody hell’s wrong with him?” moaned the girl. She growled before swinging her foot into the side of the man’s head. “That’s for trying to fucking bite me, you freaky bastard.”
 
   The boy offered his hand; Ernest took it and hauled himself off the floor. “Thanks,” he muttered. “I’m Ernest.”
 
   “Don’t thank me yet, Granddad, we ain’t done just yet.”
 
   Desmond had managed to get out through the serving hatch and was headed straight for them. The boy forced a pool cue into Ernest’s hands.
 
   “Here you go, Granddad, now it’s your turn.”
 
   He looked stupidly at the pool cue, then jerked his head up and watched the huge pile of meat shamble towards them. What the bloody hell was he supposed to do with this? He might as well be armed with a fucking toothpick.
 
   Desmond clacked his jaws together. It sounded like a mousetrap springing shut. Desmond moaned even louder.
 
   “Don’t just fucking stand there, you gormless bastard! Stab him!”
 
   “I can’t!” Ernest cried. “I’m no murderer.”
 
   The boy pulled Ernest back from Desmond’s grasping hands. “It’s self-defense, just look at him, man, he wants to kill you!”
 
   Ernest thought of all those times when people like Des and Steve knocked the shit out of him when he was younger. He remembered all the times when he visibly shook at the sight of them. He gripped the shaft tight with both hands, then charged at Desmond. The big man made no attempt to dodge; it was almost like he welcomed death. Ernest was only too happy to oblige. He drove the point up through the man’s jaw and deep into Desmond’s brain. It surprised him just how easy the cue went in; there was hardly any resistance, almost like pushing a steak knife through a hot Sunday joint. 
 
   “Oh God, please take me home, Adrian,” said the girl.
 
   The boy took her hand then led her towards the exit. He looked back at Ernest.
 
   “Are you coming or what?”
 
   “What have I just done?”
 
   “What you had to,” replied the boy. “Now come on, pull yourself together.”
 
   Ernest’s home away from home now resembled an abattoir. Blood running from Desmond’s head pooled around the man’s ear. He watched the last blob of soap drop off the dead man’s lug and land in the scarlet fluid. Ernest distantly wondered why none of this absolute horror had affected his own sanity. Should he not be on his knees about now, tearing out his hair and thrusting his fist into his open mouth to muffle his shrieking?
 
   “Granddad. Are you just going to stand there? We have to shift it.”
 
   Ernest ran over to the bar.
 
   “What the hell are you doing, old man?”
 
   “What do you think I’m doing? We need to phone the police!”
 
   The boy sighed. “Don’t you think I’ve already tried that? There’s no signal.” He pushed past Ernest and snatched the phone off the wall beside the bar. He placed the receiver to his ear before nodding to himself. “It’s dead, just like my mobile.”
 
   Ernest picked up the phone and held it to his ear; the resounding silence shocked him more than killing Desmond.
 
   “Are you ready now?”
 
   He slowly nodded, thinking back to how this irritating kid had first reacted when this madness first started. Maybe it just took some people a bit longer to respond. Ernest then glanced over at his table, still expecting Jeff to be slumped in his chair. He then remembered that Jeff had said he was going home. Bloody hell, he hoped that he had managed to get home safely. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   The theme music to A Fistful of Dollars played low in the background. The living room lights were off, and the only illumination came from a green tinted desk light, the white light from the kitchen, and the static on TV. 
 
   Dennis Flynn had believed that his night couldn’t get any better. He should have known better not ignore Lady Fate and her deck of cards. He grinned to himself. At least this hand was a winner.
 
   He ambled across his warm living room, holding his cup of hot chocolate with both hands, and trying to carefully keep the cup level so none of the liquid would slop over the edge was a harder job than he anticipated. Still, Dennis relished a challenge, and although his cautious hat earlier advised pouring a little out first, he listened to his impulsive hat this time. So what if it was only the surface tension stopping the stuff from spilling over, would it really be the end of the world if the carpet caught a few drops?
 
   I could have at least dug out a damn saucer,” he muttered.
 
   Dennis headed straight for his old coffee table, pleased to discover that despite the movement, not one drop had dribbled down the sides. He was getting better at this. Then again, he’d always been blessed with a pair of steady hands. He leaned over the table and gently placed his cup down on the cork mat.
 
   His favourite chair now beckoned. He collapsed into the soft leather and stared at his concoction beside him, wondering if he dared to taste this one. The chances that this drink tasted just as vile as the last one that he’d thrown down the sink were very high. He could have tried it out whilst still in the kitchen, but where was the fun, suspense, and potential danger in doing that?
 
   “That’ll be the impulsive hat talking there, boy.”
 
   Apart from the occasional slip, Dennis considered himself to be a logical and exact man. Making a hot chocolate should have been as difficult as riding a bike. He had followed the instructions on the side of the box accurately, and yet the stuff still tasted just horrible. He came to the conclusion that the makers of this stuff had no idea how proper hot chocolate should taste. Dennis would just have to experiment with different quantities. All he wanted was to taste a hot chocolate like his late Ethel used to make for him every night. Was that too much to ask for? Then again, his dead wife had never known the meaning of the word ‘exact’. Knowing his absent-minded, now dead wife, she probably would not have even read the instructions on the side of the tin.
 
   He gazed with annoyance at the cup, noting a dribble had run down the side. It looked the same as the cups that she used to make for him. He had even got the shade right with this one. Maybe he should just console himself with that one fact. It was more of a sense of carrying on the routine than anything else. 
 
   Dennis turned his attention to the old television which stood in the corner of the room. The test card had now replaced the static. He wasn’t sure whether that was an improvement or not. He hadn’t seen the test card in years. Still, there it was. After what he had witnessed so far tonight, Dennis knew that it wasn’t going away anytime soon. He also knew that if he chose to try his radio again, only white noise would greet his ears. 
 
   Still, he did have his vast collection of Westerns to fall back on in case he did become bored. Dennis didn’t believe that would happen anytime soon; besides, he’d been telling himself that staring at the gogglebox for so long wasn’t doing him any good at all.
 
   He picked up his binoculars, brought them up to his eyes, and adjusted the focus wheel to bring the garden across the road into sharp focus. The street next to the garden was quiet now. It appeared that Mr. Harding and the other dead chap had now wandered out of view, probably to hunt for more panicking residents.
 
   He remembered hearing the Harding’s close their front door a few hours ago. His annoying neighbours, Eileen and Donald, were about to embark on their usual walk around the edge of the housing estate. The couple had been following this stupid routine for almost twenty years now, every single night at eight o’clock on the dot.
 
   Watching them play out their sweet, sugar spun life had been irritating Dennis for years. Their happy-go-lucky outlook on life made Dennis physically retch. There had been countless times when he had hoped that at least one of the scrotes in Breakspear would decide to knock the crap out of them, or even better, rape and murder the pair of them. Yet somehow they just carried on following their rainbow-coloured lives, never getting beaten up, not returning home to discover someone had broken into their house and crapped on their bed, and never suffering verbal abuse from any of the kids.
 
   Anyone else stupid enough to try a trick like that wouldn’t have lasted a single night. Wandering around the edge of the estate after the sun had gone down was the same as asking for pain. They would either have testicles the size of footballs or be mentally disturbed. 
 
   Their unbroken luck had drastically changed that night when the husband noticed a young, blond-haired youth stumble over a low wall opposite their house and hit the ground hard. Of course, the pair of the idiots had rushed over the road to investigate, to see if they could be of any assistance. Dennis had watched the whole drama unfold through his new binoculars. It almost felt as though he was standing right next to Donald Harding. 
 
   Just by looking at the face of that young man still lying on the ground, Dennis knew that the guy had passed on. He’d seen enough corpses in his previous career to know what a dead person looked like. He had trouble containing his excitement when the cadaver opened his eyes. The youth snapped out his arm and grabbed Donald’s ankle. Those two good Samaritans were now in serious trouble. The corpse pulled Donald down, grabbed his hair, and bit a large chunk of meat out of the side of his neck.
 
   Donald smacked into the pavement with his life fluid streaming out of the side of his neck. The blood flowed into the gutter and disappeared down the closest drain. The man’s poor wife had shrieked like a banshee. It must have finally dawned on the silly bitch that their neighbourhood was not made from fluffy white clouds and cute cartoon bunnies. Dennis had seen that the only response to her cries for help was the twitching of curtains. He suspected that half the houses on the road would have locked their doors when she had started up her scream motor.
 
   Her husband’s body had started to jerk and twitch a few minutes later. The woman hadn’t noticed, she was too busy trying to stay away from the other man. Dennis grinned in disbelief when Donald’s hands began to spasmodically open and close. For Dennis, a man so intimate with death, this was the most exciting event of his life. What was happening here? The dead stayed dead, they did not come back to life. Donald should not have been able to do that—he had bled out like a stuck pig—that man was deader than dead. Despite the impossibility of the situation, that dead man had gotten back on his feet. He wasn’t that steady on them, but he was still moving about.
 
   The whole situation got more interesting as each moment passed. The woman had yet to notice that her darling husband had just come back to life. The hysterical woman’s eyes hadn’t left the other man. Dennis thought that all his birthdays had come at once when both men lunged for the woman from opposite sides. She didn’t stand a chance. The men wrestled the screaming woman to the ground, then pulled off her arms like an old rag doll and proceeded to tear out lumps of flesh from her legs and chest. It took her a while to stop screaming.
 
   The walking dead men left the woman’s body slumped against a lamppost on the other side of the street. It had been there for some time, and not one person had passed it save for a mongrel dog who rushed past, stopped, then pissed on the body before running off. Her left arm lay in the middle of the road across a faded white line where the men had dropped it. Most of the road marking was hidden under a congealed puddle of blood.
 
   Dennis hadn’t seen what happened to the rest of the arm; he just assumed that the men had taken it with them. Their behavior brought up so many infuriating questions aside from the obvious—how did the dead come to return? Why had they not finished eating the woman? Why had they left that arm in the road? He so hated mysteries.
 
   Walking away from the fun-packed scenario happening outside his living-room window had been one of the hardest tasks that he had ever undertaken, but Dennis had no other choice. Just as the two men were getting up, he suddenly remembered that he had left a pan full of boiling potatoes on the hob. He could let them boil dry, but it would take him hours to clean the pan.
 
   There were times when he so hated his sensible hat.
 
   Once he turned off the heat, Dennis had attempted to phone the police. He had no real desire to see them anywhere around, but he had to keep up appearances, just in case anybody was watching his movements. Predictably, the line was dead. It didn’t take a complete idiot to figure out that all the events were connected. Something truly earth shattering was happening right here on his doorstep. Dennis hadn’t been this excited in years.
 
   He quickly glanced at the wall clock above the television and saw that it had been seven minutes since those two had mauled the old bag. He zeroed in on her face, eager to see if his prediction would happen. The old man had come back quickly, but he had only sustained a single bite. The woman resembled a chewed-up rump steak. Even so, he believed that she’d still reanimate.
 
   When after another couple of minutes her facial muscles started to twitch, which was followed by the woman opening her eyes, Dennis whooped and gave himself a high five. He kept watching, noting that at no point did she realize that both her arms were no longer attached. 
 
   Dead people with no sense of their previous life and no realization of pain were now shuffling around the estate, looking for other residents to eat. Dennis was so happy. His dull nights had become a great deal more interesting.
 
   His dull nights had already been livened up a couple of days ago, but nothing so exciting as biological automatons killing and eating anyone who was stupid enough to stray too close to them. Dennis had noticed, quite by accident, that the young woman who lived opposite his house had taken to stripping off her clothes in front of the bedroom window. He couldn’t remember her name, but his wife would have known it, as well as her parent’s names, as well as her full life history. He did wonder who she was trying to impress. It was no accident, he wasn’t that naïve; the slow erotic dancing gave that fact away.
 
   He’d purchased a pair of binoculars out of his pension money from a second hand shop in Leeds City Centre the next day. He knew that he’d feel like a right buffoon if it had only been a one-off, but she was there the next night, and the night after that. He might have stimulated his long lost libido, but staring through the eyepiece for such a long time played havoc with his eyesight.
 
   Dennis almost felt betrayed when the young woman had failed to make an appearance at her window tonight. Of course, he now knew the reason for her non-performance issue. Dennis guessed that the woman might have suffered a similar fate to Mrs. Harding. The thought that one of those dead creatures had torn that naked girl into tiny bloodied pieces of meat was far more exciting than watching her undress.
 
   He dropped his binoculars into his lap and stared at the door leading to the stairs. The window in the spare room directly above him would give him an excellent view of the estate. The idea was attractive, as he would like to see if this phenomenon had spread beyond the boundaries of the housing estate.
 
   “Maybe in a while,” he whispered. “Once I have calmed down.” He rubbed his eyes before reaching for his reading glasses. It had been such an eventful night. Dennis chuckled to himself. That was one way of putting it. He hadn’t had this much fun since before his wife had died. He looked at his hot chocolate and sighed. After all those years of marriage, her drinks-making was the only thing he missed.
 
   Dennis leaned back against the back of the chair and allowed his eyes to close, recalling the multiple images that had already caressed and fondled his mind tonight. Each one had helped to awaken the beast within him that Dennis had believed to be permanently dormant.
 
   His charged emotions received yet another jolt once those two dead men had stumbled out of the view of his binoculars.
 
   Definitely dead.
 
   He had died ten years ago. Dennis knew this because it was he who had murdered the man and buried his body in the garden across the road while the house was between tenants. Ronald Spinks held a special place in Dennis’s heart. He had been the last person to feel the cut of his knives before he hung up his special tools for good.
 
   From that point on, events just escalated, exhilarating him and scaring him both in equal measures. From the safety of his living room, he watched two old men. He was sure that one of them was Albert Pannier. It was difficult to tell because most of his face was missing. They lurched out of the alleyway between number eight and number ten, stopped right in front of a young mother pushing her pram, and pulled the baby right out of its seat. It took them just seconds to extinguish the child’s light. The mother’s screams were cut short as they both dived on her too.
 
   Just ten minutes later, Rebecca Westwood walked past his window holding her son’s hand. Daniel Westwood was only eight, but he already had a good throwing arm. The little bastard had even tried to put Dennis’s windows out a couple of years ago. Dennis had soon put that little bugger in his place. He had shot him in the leg with his air rifle from the bathroom window. The kid had been very polite to him ever since.
 
   The two old men had dragged most of the pieces back into the alleyway, but that pram, splattered with bits of baby, still lay on its side in the middle of the road. Both Rebecca and Daniel paid it no heed as they walked past. Dennis was hoping that Rebecca’s maternal instinct would compel her to investigate. It looked, as his wife had always stated, that the girl obviously didn’t have any.
 
   It was just typical behaviour from Breakspear’s younger generation. They were so involved with their own sad and pointless lives that they just didn’t notice anything beyond their own blinkered vision. The feeling of community pride that had thrived on the Breakspear estate when he and Ethel moved here fifty years ago was long dead.
 
   Dennis had zoomed in on the kid’s face to see if the fallen pram would draw out any reaction from Daniel. His sullen features remained unchanged, at least until they approached their own garden gate.
 
   The change was as sudden as it was frightening. The light in Daniel’s eyes just went out, and his face lost all of its animation. Dennis had seen this effect happen before, lots of times. The most recent was when he’d watched his wife die. He was now looking at the face of a dead child.
 
   His heart began to beat a little faster when Dennis realised just what was going to happen next. He moved a little closer to the window, eager not to miss this. Sure enough, the little boy suddenly lurched to a standstill just before they reached their gate. Rebecca must have thought her darling son was just being awkward, and proceeded to give him what for. How she failed to notice that the kid was now a walking corpse was beyond him.
 
   The lass didn’t have the brains she was born with and Rebecca, like the rest of her family, weren’t born with that much in the first place. Daniel wrapped his arms around her neck and fastened his teeth round her jugular. Dennis found it unnerving how they always went for the neck first. The two old men had done the same with the young mother, but not with the baby. Dennis figured that they hadn’t perceived it to be that much of a threat.
 
   His hot chocolate was now cool enough for him to take a sip. He winced as the vile liquid hit the back of his throat. My God, this one tasted worse than the last one. This was just ridiculous, what on Earth was he doing wrong? Why did it not taste like his wife’s hot chocolate? It’s not like he could ask her, now was it? Well, he could, but it was unlikely that Dennis would receive a coherent reply.
 
   He grinned as he heard the slow, monotonous pounding on the cellar door. “And speak of the devil,” he murmured.
 
   His loving wife had awakened from her not so eternal sleep. Trust Ethel to be late; she never was very prompt. Then again, the ropes he’d tied around her wrists and legs had been very tight. Maybe it just took her awhile to work herself free. That would be ironic; before he’d taken the decision to bludgeon her to death with his lump hammer, she couldn’t tie her own shoelaces without his help. 
 
   Dennis stood up and flicked through the channels one last time before turning off the TV. He supposed that he’d have to deal with Ethel before that noise drove him to distraction. He was at a loss as to how he was going to achieve this. Ethel was dead, and Ronald Spinks certainly was. The man had been rotting under a flowerbed for the best part of a decade. How do you kill something that’s already dead? It wasn’t the sort of question that usually got asked.
 
   The banging stopped, then re-started as he approached the kitchen door. The sound seemed louder, and it had definitely become faster, almost frantic. Could she sense that he was closer?
 
   He had a machete under the bed and a shotgun hidden in the base of the wardrobe. Dennis was positive that one of them should be able to put an end to her. He paused for a moment as a screaming man ran past the living room window. Light bulbs went off in his head. He’d just had an epiphany. It was madness out there. Residents were consuming or being consumed. There had been no sign of any police or ambulance or even the army. They must know what was going on. Dennis figured that they’d sealed off the whole housing estate. Why stop at re-killing Ethel and watching the fun from the spare bedroom window? He could realize his dream tonight.
 
   He looked up at the framed portrait of Clint Eastwood hanging above the fireplace.
 
   “The Rojos on one side of town, the Baxter’s on the other, and me right in the middle.”
 
   The next few hours would prove to be very enjoyable. After all, it wasn’t like there was anything worth watching on the television.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   That shambling horde of undead rotting bastards had cornered him. There was no way he’d be able to get past the fuckers, not this time. He could feel the sweat dripping down his face. What was he going to do? They had him surrounded. Those things would eat him for sure if he didn’t find a way out. Bugger, he only had the baseball bat and the hockey stick left in his inventory.
 
   Jacob Kingsley nervously tugged at his long goatee. This was a bloody quandary. He couldn’t even ask his clan mates for assistance. The fucking Internet had died an hour ago. He sighed, then paused the game instead. Playing this off-line just wasn’t the same; it sucked big monkey’s balls. Leaning towards the television to study the screen, he looked past the frozen snarling dead faces to see if he could find a path through them. Thank God the designers had opted for the slow, shambling zombies. Oh this was so annoying; there must be something he had missed.
 
   The snarling faces splattered all over the game box got his bloody goat when he’d first purchased Dead City Rising for his 360. Since when did zombies snarl? Everybody knew that was wrong. Still, apart from that major oversight, it was a pretty decent game. Fucking hard too. Jacob had heard a rumor that someone in the States had actually clocked it on insane mode. Personally, he thought that rumor was a big pile of steaming poo. He couldn’t even finish the game on medium, and Jacob knew that his gaming skills were bloody good. They ought to be. Playing computer and console games was all he did in his spare time.
 
   Dead City Rising 2 was supposed to be coming out next month, just in time for his twentieth birthday. Of course, he would be buying it himself. Probably the only present he was going to get this year anyway.
 
   It would be nice to have a party, too—like that would ever happen. Who on earth would he invite? There was nobody who liked him on the estate, which was cool as he didn’t like anybody either. Speaking of parties, he knew that the house over the road was having one tonight; not that he’d been invited, and not that he gave a fuck either. Just what did he have in common with the average brain dead scummy chav bastard that infested the streets of Breakspear, apart from fuck all?
 
   Jacob switched off the television and decided to find out what had happened to his Internet connection. He hoped to Christ that those bastards hadn’t cut him off. If they had, there would be seven levels of hell to pay. It’s not as if he owed the company any money.
 
   While he was checking the wires downstairs, it might be a good idea to grab something to eat. Jacob had forgotten the last time he’d eaten anything more filling than a packet of crisps. Maybe he could convince his mum to make him a sandwich. She was still in; he had heard her moving about a few minutes ago. 
 
   Jacob wondered why she was still in the house. She ought to be down at the Horse and Jockey by this time, propping up the bar. It’s what she did on a Friday. What the hell was he talking about? She was in that place every fucking night. He remembered having his eighteenth birthday in that dump. God, that was embarrassing. Almost as embarrassing as finding out that every scumbag on the estate called his own mum ‘Scary Mary’.
 
   He slid his chair back and gave Bub a salute. The poster of zombie Bub from the original Day of the Dead movie directly above him saluted back. Apparently, Dead City Rising 2 was going to have sprinting zombies in the game. He hoped to Christ that the rumor was wrong. It would completely ruin the game. Everybody knew that zombies did not run. It was like the first commandment or something.
 
   He reached into his back pocket and brought out his phone. If Mum was home, then no doubt the fat bitch would be guzzling her way through the bottles of White Lightning cider at the side of the telly. She would be too fucked to stand up, never mind make him a sandwich. Fuck it, he’d just order out instead; the diet could wait until tomorrow. 
 
   There was no signal on his phone. Oh bollocks! That’s just what he wanted to see. He'd have to go downstairs anyway to use the house phone, if he could find the bloody thing. Christ knows where his mum would have put it this time. Buying the messiest woman in the known universe a cordless phone for Christmas wasn’t one of his better ideas. Jacob opened his bedroom door and wandered down the stairs. 
 
   When Jacob was a kid, his dream was to wake up one day to find that someone had swapped his parents during the night. He’d open his eyes to find himself in a luxurious house, clean and tidy and full of toys, and best of all, his parents spoke to him like he was a normal human being. What was he talking about? He still had that dream. To have a mother that didn’t drink herself to oblivion or leave the house looking like a bomb site every day would be so cool. Jacob stepped over a pair of her dirty knickers draped over a pile of old newspapers.
 
   His other dream as a kid was to find out that he really was adopted, and his real parents turned up one day to take him away from all this. Looking back, he guessed they were just two variations of the same desire. Jacob had always wondered if there was a grain of truth to his fantasy. He wasn’t a bit like his two parents. Unlike those dirty slobs, he kept his bedroom immaculate. Then again, he did spend most of his free time in there.
 
   The eighteenth birthday party disaster had put to rest any notions of him accompanying his mum to the pub every night. 
 
   Somehow, Jacob managed to get to the foot of the steps without breaking his neck. He cringed when he saw his mother’s buttery fingerprints coating the door handle. He took a step back, lifted up his foot and booted the door open. Jacob shook his head in dismay before wandering into the living room.
 
   Mary Kingsley wasn’t sitting in her favourite chair, nor had she opened any bottles of cider. Scary Mary was kneeling down in front of the television, holding their pet cat’s legs in both hands with her face buried deep in its open, bloody stomach.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” screamed Jacob.
 
   Mary dropped the dead cat and lifted her vast bulk off the carpet, frothy scarlet gore dripping off her jowls. She let out a single bubbly groan and took a single shambling step towards her son.
 
   He took one look at those dead eyes set into her fat face, and it clicked. “Oh my fucking God,” gasped Jacob. “My mum is a fucking zombie!”
 
   Jacob stumbled out of the living room and charged up the stairs. His racing mind rushed through the first level on Dead City Rising. He remembered whacking a big fat zombie woman in the underground train station. He’d thrown a fire extinguisher at her head. Oh bloody hell. There must be something similar he could use to dispatch his mum.
 
   He stopped at the top of the stairs and opened the curtains so he could check the outside. He just had to see if the rest of the estate was in the same situation; he had time. Jacob knew from experience that although a zombie’s sense of smell was far superior to a human’s, height confused them. Even with the steps right in front of her; it would take her fucking ages to reach him.
 
   Jacob looked out the window and grinned like a lunatic. The zombie apocalypse had arrived. Oh God, this was just brilliant. He watched a lurching woman with no arms turning in a circle as an old man kept dancing forward, slicing into her with a long knife, then dancing back out of her reach. A bit further down near the main road, there was another zombie on the ground. One lad had his boot on the zombie’s arse while another bloke kept smashing what looked like a snooker cue over the zombie’s head. He had to get outside and join in.
 
   His mum had managed to find the stairs, but she had yet to figure out how to climb them.
 
   “What’s wrong, you dumb bitch?” he taunted, “Are the stairs a bit too hard for you to work out? Come on, you stupid fat fuck, get me if you can.”
 
   He decided to kill her with Dad’s old lava lamp. The glass would shatter, obviously, but the base was mega heavy. Hell, he didn’t even have to move from the top step to do it. 
 
   “You wait there, Mum, I’m gonna get you a nice surprise,” he said before rushing into his parents’ bedroom. He hated going in there, not because he respected their privacy or anything. It just smelled bad, like a cross between sweaty socks and rotting bacon grease. 
 
   The stench in here tonight was even worse than normal, Jesus! What the hell had she been doing? Jacob held his nose and scanned the dingy room for the lamp. This was just disgusting. He’d seen tidier landfill sites. He heard his mother groaning away at the bottom of the stairs. Despite his mocking, he was a little surprised that she was still down there and waiting for him. Jacob thought that once she could no longer see him, she’d go back into the living room to finish off the cat.
 
   At last his eyes caught sight of the lamp buried under a couple of bulging black bin liners under the window. His parents’ bed was the only thing in there that was relatively free of detritus. He couldn’t even see the carpet. There had been evidence of a tidy up, by which he meant all the rubbish had been pushed to the edges of the room, but that would have been in the distant past. Torn supermarket carrier bags spilling their contents of old newspapers and puzzle magazines competed for space with discarded clothes and DVDs.
 
   He figured out what the spicy new stench was when he located several piles of dried cat shit layered between a horse racing pullout and an old TV listings magazine. Jacob stood on the head of a broken vacuum cleaner and dove onto the bed. There was no way he was standing on that carpet. 
 
   As he bounced across the bed, Jacob weighed up the pros and cons between going it alone or joining a group. Judging by how his zombie mum was acting, these buggers were the slow type. He smiled and breathed a sigh of relief. He’d be so fucked if they were sprinters.
 
   “Up yours, Dawn of the Dead remake.”
 
   Racking up a decent kill count shouldn’t be that much of a problem. God, he so wished that he could get hold of a shotgun. That thought made him smile, considering that he lived in one of the roughest housing estates in the North of England. It wouldn’t be that hard to find an empty house with a couple of weapons hidden under the floorboards. 
 
   He stood still in the middle of his parents’ bedroom, thinking about this. In Dead City Rising, they always hid the weapons under the floorboards. He supposed that was the advantage of it being a British game. If it was American, finding guns and spare ammo would be easier. Jacob had never been to the States, but from what he’d read, you could pick up assault weapons over the counter in any shop. He grinned. How cool would it be to go to Tesco, buy a packet of doughnuts, a can of Pepsi, and stop off at the gun aisle to grab an AK47 and enough banana clips to fill a trolley? 
 
   That was decided then, his first priority once he’d fucked his mum over would be to find a gun.
 
   As more unfortunate souls joined the ranks of the dead, their swelling numbers would present a major predicament. He had no desire to go the same way as his game character, thank you very much.
 
   Joining the nearest band of survivors would probably be his best chance of surviving the apocalypse. The social barriers that prevented him from interacting with the rest of the people on Breakspear would now be gone. Everybody would work together in order to defeat the common adversary. Any group would, of course, welcome Jacob with open arms. Everyone on the estate knew that he was the resident zombie expert. For the first time in his life he would be accepted and loved. They’d love him even more if he was armed to the fucking teeth.
 
   Jacob kneeled down at the edge of the bed and pushed his arm through the black metal railings on the footboard, reaching towards the lava lamp. As soon as he’d finished taking out his zombie mum, Jacob could get on with enjoying his new life. His future had never looked so bright.
 
   The boy squealed when a hand snaked out from under the bed and fastened around his wrist. He tried to pull away, but only succeeded in dragging the owner of the appendage out.
 
   “Oh God no, Dad, let go please!”
 
   His father regarded him with dead eyes, then opened his mouth and like a cobra, darted forward. The searing pain exploded through Jacob’s body when the man bit into his bicep. He reared back with a lump of his son’s arm still in his mouth; only then did he release Jacob. 
 
   The boy fell back clutching his damaged arm, moaning and sobbing, gazing in disbelief as his scarlet life fluid spurted through the cracks in his fingers. He was so fucked. This was so not fair! Jacob didn’t want to become a fucking zombie! He looked up, whimpering when he discovered that his mother had found her way up the stairs. He sobbed one last time as the dead woman lurched up to the edge of the bed and fell onto  him with her mouth wide open.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   That last screw had somehow managed to defeat every tool in Kevin’s modeling box. Even the butter knife that he found under his bed was no match for the stubborn bastard. In the end, he just lost his head and battered the fucker off the wall with the end of a never-worn ice-skating boot. To make things worse, the noise he made got those things outside his door all worked up.
 
   Kevin had thought, or had at least hoped, that they had gotten bored with waiting and left the house, but no, they were still there. To make matters worse, if that was fucking possible, he heard three different moans. It appeared that Thom wasn’t as dead as Kevin had first thought. Bloody hell! What did you have to do to kill the bastards?
 
   He gazed down at the genuine piece of war memorabilia and wondered if this would stop them. It was sharp enough to cut through flesh, he had no doubts about that. He had made a right mess of his Star Wars wallpaper while practicing his stabbing techniques.
 
   His bayonet wasn’t really the issue. Kevin knew, deep down, that he could be armed with an assault rifle and grenades and still be in the same position. The problem was with him. He had never been the confrontational type, which was ironic considering the vast amount of military junk that littered his room. It was doubly ironic considering where he lived.
 
   Ever since he was young, he had negotiated or tricked his way out of potential fights and arguments, and if that didn’t work then he just ran as far and as fast as his legs could take him. Kevin was very good at running away. He’d had plenty of practice.
 
   He almost jumped out of his skin when one of those dead things banged against the door. Those tactics weren’t going to work with those things though, were they? Oh Jesus, just where the hell could he go? Kevin was trapped in his bedroom. He hurried over to his window and peered out. He might have a chance out there on the street. He spun around as they banged on the door yet again. This time, he actually saw the doorframe shake. 
 
   His gut dropped when he saw a pair of mottled grey hands appear under the door. The fuckers were trying to find a way in. How long would it take them to burst in here and launch into his poor body? He guessed maybe an hour, and if he was really lucky, maybe two hours. He shook his head and pressed his back against the door, knowing that even with the blade he’d be hard pressed to stop one, never mind three of the bastards.
 
   How long would it take them to realize that his door wasn’t as solid as it looked? His dad had once put his fist through his sister’s door during one of their drunken arguments. The fingers disappeared, and the banging resumed. They were going to be through that bloody door as if it was made from paper maché. He let out a hysterical giggle; it probably was.
 
   The door handle began to turn and Kevin screamed.
 
   “No you flipping don’t!”
 
   He raced over, grabbed the foot of his bed, and pushed it across the door. Bloody hell! He was such an idiot! He should have done that in the first place! Why didn’t he run into Claire’s bedroom? Her door had a massive lock and bolt on it. The handle swung down and flipped back up again. Were they learning or remembering? Why was he even asking? If he didn’t do something, he would soon be their dinner; even with the bed blocking the door, it wouldn’t hold them forever. 
 
   The light from the full moon shone through the window. He heard no sounds at all from outside. There had been a few screams earlier, but nothing for a good few minutes since. He picked his bayonet off the bed and opened the window to get a better view. Breakspear looked deserted. He looked up and saw the telltale flashing light of an aircraft slowly descending.
 
   “Maybe it’s just happened in the estate. I bet the rest of England is still OK ...”
 
   The handle turned, and this time it stayed down. He leaned out. It was a fair way to drop, but the ground should be soft. If he stayed in the middle of the road and ran like fuck, he’d be out of this godforsaken estate and back on the main road in five minutes.
 
   “And back to normality.”
 
   He threw the bayonet out, looked up and down the street one last time, and climbed onto the windowsill. When he saw those things pushing open the door a couple of inches, sliding the bed away from the wall, he screamed again and nearly jumped there and then. 
 
   They still couldn’t get in, not yet anyway. Kevin turned, his eyes fixed on that door. Two pairs of hands reached around and inched up and down the edge. He was pretty sure one pair belonged to his sister.
 
   Maybe there was a cure for this already. Maybe it still wasn’t too late to save the ones affected.
 
   “I’ll come back, Claire,” he whispered. “I promise.” He eased his legs and body out into the warm night air. He doubted that the drop would hurt him if he hung from the window and dropped to the ground; it should only be a few feet.
 
   As he clung to the outside window ledge, preparing to let go, his boot was grabbed. He jerked his head down and saw Thom’s head leaning out of the open living room window, the boy’s hand guiding his foot towards his snapping jaws. He felt his fingers slipping. Oh fuck. If he let go now, he would break his bastard neck when he hit the ground.
 
   He swung his other foot into Thom’s face and felt the crunch of broken teeth, but the grip on his boot still remained firm. Kevin booted him again. This time he managed to find the spot he’d already hit with the binoculars. His foot sank into Thom’s head. It felt like he’d just booted a watermelon. The hand released his foot just as both of Kevin’s hands slipped off the wooden sill. He instinctively brought up his knees when his feet crashed into the lawn.
 
   Kevin rolled away from the window, and then shakily got back on his feet. He had done it! He couldn’t believe that he’d just jumped out of his own pissing window. Kevin reached down, snatched his bayonet out of the lawn, and looked over at the downstairs window.
 
   He managed a strangled laugh. “Got you that time, didn’t I?”
 
   Thom half sprawled out of the window, and he wasn’t moving. Kevin tapped Thom’s head with the flat of his blade, then jumped back. He still didn’t move.
 
   “Yeah, I got you that time,” he repeated. He used the deep grass to wipe off the thick mess coating the front of his boot. Events would have been so much different if Kevin had opted to wear his comfortable fabric trainers when he changed out of his school uniform tonight. His stomach suddenly rebelled.
 
   “Oh Jesus!” Kevin fell to his knees and threw up his last meal into his dad’s flowerbed.
 
   The sound of moaning made him look up towards his bedroom window. He wiped his chin on the back of his hand, then let out a small moan of his own. His sister had managed to get into his bedroom. Claire’s hungry eyes viewed him much as a dog looked at a rabbit. She slowly blinked before turning around and disappearing from view.
 
   He rushed over to the garden gate, unlatched it, and ran out into the still-deserted street. Kevin glanced behind him, and he could see Claire through the kitchen window making her way towards the open front door. Oh fucking hell! The bitch was following him.
 
   Yeah, well let her. It’s not like she’d be able to catch him. Kevin ran into the middle of the road and sprinted to the end of the street. He then stopped and turned around. Claire had reached the gate. She paused, too, then slipped out of the garden and lurched away in the opposite direction.
 
   Kevin turned onto Breaks Road and walked over to the white lines. He stopped in the middle and slowly turned in a tight circle. It felt like he was the last person on the estate still alive. Nothing moved. The main road leading out of the estate was at the end of this street. He consoled himself knowing that in a few moments his nightmare would be over.
 
   He started to jog. There was no point in knackering himself out by going hell for leather. He passed an upturned pram in the middle of the road and turned away when he saw the lumpy mess spattered all over the tarmac, not wanting to dwell upon the horror that must have happened on this spot earlier tonight. Jesus, the whole of Breakspear had descended to hell. He continued on, his mind conjuring images of a zombie infant crawling towards him, clacking its jaws like a set of comedy teeth.
 
   “Is the situation not bad enough without you thinking up disturbing shite like that?” muttered Kevin.
 
   In a house a few doors from where he stood, an upstairs light flicked on. His hope surged knowing that he wasn’t the only person in the estate still alive. No dead person would turn on a bloody light unless they leaned on it. He altered course and jogged towards the house, already planning on what he would say to the occupants.
 
   As he approached, a high-pitched scream blasted out from the house. Kevin shuddered to a halt and fell to his knees. He couldn’t take any more of this. It was just too much.
 
   The screaming abruptly stopped, and Kevin spared a single thought for the poor bastard who had just been got. He didn’t have a clue who lived there. Unlike the rest of his family, he had kept to himself. He guessed he’d feel a lot bloody worse if he actually knew who had lived at that house. 
 
   It was bad enough when his sister turned into one of them, and they hadn’t liked each other for years. It was like having a stranger living in the house. Kevin had always preferred his own company, and yet for the first time in his life, he craved the company of another living person.
 
   The silence was broken when he heard a frantic tapping on glass. He automatically looked over to the house before realizing that the noise came from an estate car parked on the other side of the road. Through tear-soaked eyes, he saw a round, pink blur pressed against the rear window of the car.
 
   Kevin heard the door open as he wiped his eyes. He got ready to run, just in case the figure turned out to be one of those things.
 
   He watched a young girl, possibly a year older than him, approach him. He didn’t have a clue who she was. He didn’t recognize her from school. 
 
   “Oh my God!” she gasped. “Are you really alive?”
 
   Kevin nodded.
 
   The girl sobbed and ran up to him. She wrapped her arms around his body, hugged him tight, and then buried her face into his shoulder. Her brown hair smelled of strawberries and honey.
 
   “Oh my God, I thought I was the only one left.”
 
   Kevin didn’t know whether he should hug her back or not; he’d never hugged a girl before. He decided to risk it.
 
   “My mum’s dead.” She peeled her face off his shoulder and nodded over to the house next to them. “We only came to drop off my gran’s birthday present. Everything was normal, and then all of a sudden my dad dropped the paper he was reading and jumped on my mum.”
 
   She put her head back on his shoulder and quietly sobbed.
 
   “What the hell is going …” the girl stopped in mid-sentence; her body went rigid and she began to moan.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he said, fearing the worst. Kevin tried to release her grip, but she wouldn’t let go.
 
   “There’s one behind you.”
 
   She finally let him go, then grabbed his hand, and dragged him to the car. Kevin spun his head to see a woman with no arms staggering towards them. 
 
   He was so focused on her that he failed to notice the thudding sound of approaching boots until it was too late. The bayonet was snatched from Kevin’s grasp.
 
   “Give me that knife, you fucking useless clown.”
 
   He watched, shocked into inaction, as a gangly youth wearing a biker’s jacket and sporting a blonde crew cut ran forwards and pushed the blade through the woman’s eye. The youth then lifted his leg high and booted her to the ground.
 
   “How the fucking hell have you two managed to stay alive for so long?”
 
   He walked up to the corpse and pulled the bayonet out of her head, wiped both sides of the blade on the woman’s coat, and tucked it under his belt.
 
   “I mean, just how dangerous can this bitch be? She’s got no fucking arms, and yet you still piss your pants and cringe away.”
 
   Kevin tried to place the boy’s face as he swaggered up to them. He’d seen him around the estate but didn’t know his name. He did know that the lad hung around with Ashton Naylor, so obviously the bastard was going to be trouble.
 
   “Is this your girlfriend, big nose? She’s cute, far too pretty for an ugly bitch like you.”
 
   The boy pushed past him and tried to place his arm around the girl’s shoulder. She whimpered, ran behind him, and got hold of Kevin’s hand.
 
   Her clinging to him made him feel strange, but in a good way. His mother had been the last female to hold his hand—when he was about nine.
 
   The tall lad sneered. “Suit yourself, you weird bitch. I’m Darren, by the way. I expect to hear you scream my name when the next dead freak wants to scoff you and your queer boyfriend.”
 
   He spun around and stormed away.
 
   “Good riddance,” muttered the girl.
 
   Kevin wished he knew what this girl’s name was, but he was too scared to ask her. He watched the tall boy getting further and further away and began to panic.
 
   “Wait on!” he shouted.
 
   The girl squeezed his hand. He felt the same way, but Darren knew Ashton, and that meant that the fucker was tough. It might only be about half a mile to the edge of the estate, but Christ alone knew what could jump out on them between here and the edge. He was sure that he could swallow his pride for the next few minutes. The girl would understand his reasoning, he was sure of it. He wouldn’t be able to protect her; Darren had stolen his bayonet.
 
   Darren stopped and turned. “Are you addressing me?”
 
   “Do you not want to come with us?” Kevin stammered. “We’re getting out of here.”
 
   The boy slowly grinned, humorlessly, and walked back up to Kevin. “Well, then, why the fuck didn’t I think of doing that? I mean, here I am running about like some brainless dog turd just hoping that someone like you would show me the light.” He rapped his fist on Kevin’s forehead. “The estate’s been cut off, you fucking moron.” Darren sighed. “Wait on, I bet this is the first time that you two scared little bunnies have dared to venture out of your hidey holes, isn’t it?” 
 
   Kevin nodded. It seemed the safest thing to do.
 
   “Trust my luck to be saddled with a pair of little mice,” he muttered, then grabbed hold of Kevin’s arm and pulled him out of the girl’s grasp. “You stay there, princess.” He bent down to Kevin’s level. “If you want to stay with me, you’d better pull your fucking weight. Are we clear on that?”
 
   Kevin nodded again. 
 
   “I was with a couple of lads earlier, and they pulled their weight; we made a good team until some Army dorks in gasmasks put bullets through their brains.”
 
   Darren gave him back the bayonet
 
   “You’re gonna fuck up the next zombie we find. If you start blubbing or try to run away, I’ll ram your pig sticker up your fucking arse.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The group had all stopped running a few minutes ago. Ernest actually thought that his heart was going to explode. He looked at the young ones, noting that they were in a worse state than he was. Ironic, considering he was twice their age. 
 
   “How do you feel, old man?”
 
   Ernest studied the young lad. He looked as though he had just completed a marathon. He grinned, his mouth widening when he saw Adrian hurriedly wiping the sweat off his forehead. “I think I’m doing okay—for an old man, that is. Should I not be worried about you, Adrian? I suspect this running about thing must be alien to you.”
 
   The boy shrugged. “I’ll be okay. It’s just a matter of getting used to it, that’s all.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess it must be,” Ernest replied. He despaired of the modern generation. Their over-reliance on technology had turned them all into slobs. Rigorous exercise would not interest any of them unless you could download it as an app for their stupid phones.
 
   He pushed those irrelevant thoughts to the back of his mind and took a deep breath to prepare himself. “Adrian, you’ll be okay here?”
 
   The boy nodded back. “Yeah, look where we stopped.” 
 
   They had all stopped in what Adrian had earlier named ‘the safe zone’. That meant any place away from low walls, corners of buildings, and parked vehicles, especially the bloody vehicles. The group had spotted a dozen of the ‘deadies’, another phrase coined by Adrian, hiding under cars. Any poor sod that got near them found a pair of arms reaching out, pulling them off balance, and dragging them under the car. They’d seen it happen a couple of times whilst travelling through Breakspear.
 
   Ernest nodded once. Adrian nodded back, and so did Emily. Mrs. Watson just leaned across and pecked his cheek.
 
   “Good luck, dear,” she whispered.
 
   They’d picked her up about twenty minutes ago. Ernest saw the woman as they were running past the shops. Her back was flat against the mini-market’s metal shutters. Three of the deadies were shambling towards her; his group had been on the other side of the street, and Ernest privately thought that they wouldn’t be able to reach her in time. 
 
   There was only one of the buggers left standing when they reached the woman. Adrian took that one out with his weighted sock. It turned out that Mrs. Watson was more than capable of looking after herself, as her husband had found out when he went all funny just after ‘EastEnders’ had finished earlier on.
 
   Ernest also discovered that she delivered Avon products in her spare time, and she promised him that when this was all over, she would be more than willing to slip him the odd free bottle of shampoo as long as he kept quiet about it. She was the only person in their little group who seemed to think that everything would be back to normal in the morning.
 
   As agreed earlier, Ernest swapped his trusty pool cue for Adrian’s weighted sock. Their journey had not been without incident. After the fourth dead thing that he’d put down, Ernest had become rather proficient with his new weapon. He’d also managed not to vomit from the stomach-churning sound of the pool ball smashing into dead flesh.
 
   “Make sure you look after it, Granddad,” whispered the lad.
 
   You needed space to swing the cue, which was something Ernest would be desperately short of where he was about to go.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want backup?”
 
   Ernest shook his head and patted the lad on the shoulders. This was something he needed to do alone. They had already worked out that it started with the headaches. Accepting that his wife was likely one of them now had been bloody hard, but due to their situation, he’d hardly had a spare moment to dwell on it. 
 
   “Remember what I said, do not follow me inside. If something does happen to me, just get the hell out of here.”
 
   He needed to know for sure what had happened to Brenda. He feared that she, like most of the other residents, had turned into a monster. The others had already shared their ideas and views, although nobody had a clear idea about what had happened, but they all shared the same theory that the headaches were the start of it. That meant his wife and Jess must have turned as well.
 
   Ernest just hoped to God that they were wrong, and she was with another group trying to stay alive just like he was. Brenda got headaches all the time; it might not have been the onset of this disease. It didn’t worry him that they hadn’t found her yet. The estate was massive, and he knew that other groups were trying to stay alive on Breakspear tonight. 
 
   He had heard sporadic gunfire all night. It seemed that some of the local gangs had dug out their toys. Those idiots must have thought that all their birthdays had come at once. It was an open secret that if you needed a gun in Bradford, the best place to come was to Breakspear.
 
   Their group had already checked out Adrian’s house. He’d explained that he didn’t live too far from the Horse and Jockey. It made sense to check out his place first. The boy had stayed with the girl while Ernest had searched through every room. The permanent stench of a slaughterhouse hung in every room, and there were bits of flesh everywhere. The state of the kitchen had been a shock to his hardened stomach. It looked as though a dozen people had swallowed grenades before having a big group hug, whilst standing on a worktop.
 
   He found no living person in the house, but his expert eyes did see the damage that a boot had done to the pebble-dashed wall just above the living room window. Judging by the fact that the window above was wide open, it looked as though somebody in Adrian’s family had managed to escape. The lad was relieved when he relayed that information, although Ernest kept what he’d seen in the kitchen to himself. 
 
   Emily had flatly refused to go back to her home, saying that she lived with just her dad, and she couldn’t give a fuck what happened to that drunken bastard. A subtle warning glance from Adrian told Ernest everything he needed to know.
 
   Mrs. Watson had already explained what had happened at her house. That just left Ernest.
 
   He slowly wound the end of the sock tight around his fingers, took another deep breath, and then pushed open his garden gate. The evidence of Darren’s not-so-secret party was all around him. He saw crushed lager cans thrown around the front garden and a couple of smashed beer bottles under the window. The house was in darkness, but the door was wide open. Ernest wasn’t sure whether that was a good or a bad sign. His house hadn’t been spared from the mayhem that had blighted the rest of the estate. He saw evidence of that too. 
 
   The front porch lights shone on the ropes of wet gore that hung down from Brenda’s rose bushes in the middle of the front lawn, and the ground around the flowers was soaked in blood. On the freshly dug earth running parallel to the path were a pair of bright orange trainers with the feet still in them. Ernest had been planning to plant potatoes in that patch of dirt next Friday. 
 
   He stopped by his door and looked behind him, wondering if he really should be doing this. What if his Brenda or Darren was in the house? What if they had become deadies? Did he really have the strength to put an end to their suffering?
 
   “Oh Jesus, please forgive me for what I may have to do.”
 
   He placed his hand upon the door and pushed it open. Nothing jumped out on him, and there were no bodies. The hallway was deserted. He leaned over the threshold, looked to the right and up the stairs where he saw a young girl lying sprawled about halfway up the steps. It was difficult to judge whether she was still alive or had become one of them.
 
   There was no way of knowing whether his kitchen contained any of those horrors as the door was shut. He could nip round the back and peek through the window, but he knew that Darren had turned the yard and the back garden into a junk yard for his bikes, so there were way too many concealed areas back there. Ernest stepped to the side and peered through the living room window. He saw two bodies lying beside the sofa, but he didn’t know either of them. He stepped into the hallway and checked to make sure the living room door was shut tight. He started to swing the weighted sock around his head before he coughed loudly.
 
   Just as he thought, the girl lifted her head, fixed him with a pair of blank eyes, and began to groan. As she moved he saw that her stomach had been ripped open; it had only been her body pressed against the stairs keeping her guts from bursting out. Her insides spilled out and splattered down the stairs, and his carpet now resembled a gutter from an abattoir. The girl hadn’t even noticed that she had just lost half of her body weight and continued to moan. He knew her noise would attract the attention of any others in the house, so Ernest ran up, ducked to avoid her grasping fingers, and smashed the sock into her temple. Her moaning stopped, and the girl fell back down.
 
   “Rest in peace, little lady,” he whispered.
 
   Ernest stepped over the body and climbed up a couple of steps. All the doors upstairs were shut, and the house was still silent. Again, he wondered if he was making the right decision here. Perhaps it was better not to know what had happened to Brenda. Ernest took a deep breath. No, he had to do everything in his power to ensure that she was put out of her misery. He looked down at the bloodied heap of teenager at the foot of his steps and wondered if her parents would feel the same way.
 
   Those thoughts would have to wait; he needed to keep his wits about him. If he let his mind wander, he wouldn’t leave this house; not alive anyway. Ernest went back down to the hallway, wondering which one of them outside would vote to dispatch him if the unthinkable happened to him.
 
   He opened the front door a little wider and placed Darren’s boots against it to stop the door from swinging shut. Ernest needed to be sure that his exit was clear, just in case. If those two lying on the floor really were a pair of deadies, then as soon as he opened the door they should both react. He’d have to check the kitchen too. Ernest knew that he needed to remove all threats from downstairs before he went up those stairs. Although he knew that if they did trap him, escaping from an upstairs window wouldn’t present much of a challenge, but why take the risk?
 
   After counting slowly to three, he grabbed the handle and eased open the door. His eyes adjusted to the darkness fairly quickly, another skill that he still retained from his previous dishonest career. The bodies didn’t move, but just to be sure, Ernest coughed. Not one moan emerged from the pair. He let out a sigh of relief and placed his hand on the door. Somebody else’s hand fell on his. It seized his fingers and pulled them upwards. He squealed and tried to jump back; the door swung shut to reveal a pretty girl staring back at him and attempting to pull his fingers up to her waiting mouth. 
 
   Ernest couldn’t get loose, oh Christ! It was as if his fingers were wedged in a vice. The girl began to moan, and from the corner of his eye he saw another one stand up from behind the sofa. Ernest brought the sock down on her head. She jolted but didn’t go down, and there wasn’t enough bloody room to hit her temple. The other thing was now right behind him and was moaning too. He dropped the sock, formed his fingers into a point and snapped his arm forward, thrusting his digits into the girl’s eye. Her moans immediately stopped, and she slid down the wall. Ernest felt sick as his fingers slipped out of that warm, wet hole he’d made.
 
   He dropped to both knees and dove for the sock, but it was stuck under the lad’s trainer. He looked up and watched it bend over, drooling like a teething baby and reaching down to grab him. Ernest knew that if those grasping fingers got a hold of him, he was finished. He threw himself down and rolled to the side. There was no fucking way that he was going to allow one of Darren’s brain-dead friends to eat him in his own house. 
 
   His ashtray was on the table across the room. He got back on his knees and crawled towards it. It wasn’t ideal, but he couldn’t think of anything else close by that he could use to defend himself. He knew without turning around that the thing was coming after him. Ernest reached up and grabbed the ashtray, throwing the contents into the lad’s face, then jumped to his feet and ran at him, smashing the improvised weapon into his mouth. He … it … staggered back and fell over the arm of the sofa. Ernest reached down and snatched up his sock and swung it around his head, waiting for the dead boy to get back on his feet.
 
   “Come on then, you bastard,” he snarled. 
 
   The sound of his voice seemed to spur it on. The boy slowly stood up and shambled towards him. Ernest waited for him to get a little closer before he stepped forward and smacked him in the temple. 
 
   “Fuck you,” he muttered as the body joined the other two on the carpet. 
 
   He wiped the sweat off his forehead and resisted the urge to collapse onto his sofa. He clenched his fist hard enough to draw blood, hoping the pain would stop the shakes. Oh Jesus, just how close had he been to joining those filthy things? One mistake would be all it took. 
 
   He left the living room, knowing that it would be unlikely that he’d ever go in there again. Ernest stared in revulsion at the sticky mark he left on the door handle as he clicked the door shut. It looked as though he’d just dipped his hand into a large pot of jam. He wiped as much of it as he could onto the sock, reminding himself to turn it inside out before he gave it back to Adrian.
 
   There was no choice, he had to check out the kitchen. He’d been hoping to leave it and head upstairs; after all, the door was shut tight, and he’d seen no evidence that the buggers were opening handles yet, but he needed another weapon.
 
   The soft-grip carving knife that he’d bought from that dodgy looking bloke in Leeds indoor market should do the trick. It was more like a short dagger than a kitchen knife. One punch into the eye socket, and they’d drop like a big sack of shit. He nodded to himself. Ernest had made up his mind.
 
   He hurried over to the door and listened for any telltale sounds of moving about or moaning. Ernest had made enough noise in the living room to excite any prone deadie who might have been lurking in the kitchen. The walls in this bloody house were paper thin; the sound carried right through them.
 
   This time, Ernest counted to five before he pushed open the door. He also kept hold of the handle and slammed the door into the wall. There was no way that he was going to fall for that trick again. When the door hit the cupboard and bounced back, Ernest nodded to himself, wishing he’d done that with the living room door.
 
   Thankfully, their kitchen was small and had no places large enough for a body to squeeze in, so it made his search a three-second affair. He padded over to the window and looked out into the blackness. He saw nothing but his own gaunt reflection. He sighed and opened the cutlery drawer. While he searched for his knife he couldn’t shake the notion that the girl in the living room had been waiting for him. He grinned as his hand grabbed the knife. Could that be possible? Had she heard him enter the house and hidden there, ready and waiting for him to come through? God, he fucking hoped not. He thought about them hiding under cars. Was it not the same thing?
 
   Ernest left the kitchen and shut the door. He stopped at the foot of the stairs and took one more deep breath before stepping over the dead girl. He took one last look at the open door, resisting the deep urge to forget it and run out before beginning his climb. He stopped halfway up. Oh fuck! The bathroom door was now open. He knew for a fact that it was closed when he’d first looked up here. He walked up a couple more stairs. Darren’s door was open too.
 
   “Darren? Is that you?”
 
   Deadies might crawl under cars and hide behind doors, but they sure as fuck couldn’t open a door. It had to be him.
 
   He heard the sound of glass smashing.
 
   “Darren!” he shouted. 
 
   Ernest raced up the stairs, into his son’s bedroom, and over to the broken window. He looked out and saw a man in camouflage fatigues scaling the fence and over into the backfield. That wasn’t his son. He watched the man race across the field. God, he was fast. He disappeared over a fence on the far side.
 
   Just who the bloody hell was he, and more to the point, what was he doing in his house? Maybe it was another survivor just like him, or perhaps somebody else, like the Army for instance.
 
   It was bloody strange that none of them had seen a whiff of anyone official. It was usual not to spot a copper on Breakspear. They tended to leave the place alone, but Ernest thought at least one person would have called 999 by now.
 
   His thinking was disrupted when he heard something bang against the wall. The noise originated from the room next to Darren’s. Oh hell, that was his sodding bedroom. He rushed out, noticing for the first time that the padlock on his son’s door had been smashed off. His room door was still closed. He put the sock gently down on the carpet and grabbed the door handle. 
 
   Ernest then let go. Deciding on a different tactic, he stood back, raised his foot and booted the door open. He stood on the threshold gazing in astonishment at the sight before him. His Brenda was sitting up in bed, wearing a nightie over her mud-streaked clothes, and eating what looked like the end of an arm. She tore out a lump of the meat and turned her head to face Ernest. She made no effort to get out of bed.
 
   Brenda then moaned and held the meat out in front of her. Ernest fell back against the banister. His darling wife was offering him the food. She wanted to share it. He looked down and saw the dried muddy footprints and drops of blood leading along the hallway and into the bedroom. Why the fuck hadn’t he spotted that earlier? 
 
   His wife moaned again. He felt the grasp of his own mind slipping away. He looked at the knife in his hand, then back at Brenda who was still holding the meat out towards him. Oh Christ, it looked as though she was trying to smile. He couldn’t do this. Tears ran down both cheeks. Ernest shut the bedroom door and ran down the stairs. His three colleagues were waiting for him by the front door. They parted as he ran out of the house. He fell to the ground and threw up, then turned his head, and looked into their concerned faces.
 
   “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   Adrian nodded and hurried over to help him get to his feet. As they guided him to the gate, Ernest remembered that he’d left Adrian’s sock in the house. He hoped the lad would forgive him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Candice Palmer waited for Chelsea Finchley to turn her head away before ramming another stick of gum into her mouth. Candice thought she’d gotten away with the sly move until her new mate punched her in the arm. 
 
   “You lying bitch. I thought you said you’d run out of chuddy.”
 
   She rubbed her arm and contemplated just how Chelsea would react if she smacked her in the gob with her metal bar. “I never said anything like that. You’re hearing stuff again. It must be your age or something.”
 
   “I ain’t old, you cheeky mare. There’s fuck all wrong with my ears either.” Chelsea held out her hand. “Well, are you going to give me some or what?”
 
   Should she even be acting this way? Candice fished about in her jacket pocket, trying to find the chewing gum in amongst the rest of the rubbish in there. The pair of them were sleep walking their way through most traumatic event in their lives, and they were both acting as if nothing was really happening, as if what they had so far seen was the most normal thing in the world. She slapped a stick into the palm of Chelsea’s hand. “There you go, satisfied? I hope you’re aware that was my last one, and all the shops are fucking shut.”
 
   “Have you always been a whiny bitch or is this a new development?” Chelsea grinned then stuffed the gum into her mouth. “Share and share alike, that’s what I say; besides, I got more fucking points than you.”
 
   “Bollocks!” snapped Candice. “How do you work that out? It was me who bashed in the dead kid’s head, and if you recall, it was also me who terminated our postman.” She reckoned that hell was already stoking the fires for when she finally bought her ticket. Killing in self-defence was one thing, but this? This was just down right evil. Thing is, no matter how many times she kicked herself, Candice just couldn’t help it.
 
   Chelsea glared back at her. “Yeah, but I took out the granny leaning against the side of that green van, and what about that fucking dog?”
 
   “Crap, that dog wasn’t even dead!”
 
   “Was too! Don’t matter anyway. I still have more kills, meaning more fucking points.”
 
   “God, you’re such a bloody liar. You so did not wipe out that granny. The decrepit old bitch was already dead before we found her, and the only reason she moved is cos you booted her.” She couldn’t stop this because for the first time since leaving school Candice actually found something she was good at. It wasn’t exactly something you had been able to type onto the screen when they had their careers advice though. 
 
   “Wait, are you laughing at me?”
 
   Candice didn’t realise she had been smiling. “Course not. Look, we’ll call it a draw on the dog, ok? I ain’t accepting the old woman, though. Come on, we both saw the gunshot wound in the back of her head.”
 
   She looked at the end of her bar. It was still a bit gooey down there. Candice thought she’d wiped most of that lumpy stuff that had come out of the kid’s head on the grass verge by the post box. She must have missed a bit. Somewhere buried deep inside her head, there was a little voice, the voice owned by sanity, morality, reason, and empathy. That voice had not stopped screaming ever since this nightmare began. Not that Candice could hear the words. She had made sure that the voice stayed in a soundproof metal box. It was the best place for it. Her conscience would just have to made do with watching her actions through a window; it was the best plan of action. 
 
   Chelsea pointed her own weapon at Candice. She had a cricket bat. Her end was in a worse state than the bar. What about those two kids gnawing on that dead cat then? Who did those two? It wasn’t fucking you, was it? And I also bet that you’ve conveniently forgotten about the bloke in the stupid hat, haven’t you?”
 
   How was this girl managing to cope? Had she locked away her conscience as well? Something told her that she hadn’t needed to, that Chelsea was a natural fuck up. Why not? Breakspear had plenty of those. Whereas the normal person, somebody with a well balanced personality would just fall to pieces in this situation, freaks like Chelsea would thrive. 
 
   Freak or not, the girl had saved her life on more than one occasion. Candice certainly hadn’t forgotten about the guy in the hat, and she shuddered when she remembered just how close she had been to getting chomped on. The fucker had sneaked up on them when they were just coming out of that deserted house on the corner of Lampton Crescent, laughing and giggling, whilst holding onto the weapons they’d just found. If it hadn’t been for her mate’s quick reactions, her ticket would have been punched there and then. She would already be on her way down to hell.
 
   She hadn’t really spoken to Chelsea until they met at the party at Darren’s gaff tonight—well, more sort of bumped into each other. The stupid Goth bitch had spilled cider down the front of her new dress. Chelsea wanted to smack the clumsy fucker right there and then, and would have done, too, if that kid with the pink hair hadn’t suddenly started acting all funny and weird. When some do-gooder went over and asked him what was up, the guy fastened his teeth round his nose and bit the bastard thing off.
 
   The room just fucking erupted with people screaming and throwing up and everything. Stuff got all serious when this other lad went the same way as Pink Hair and headed for her. Chelsea had looked into the kid’s eyes and saw nothing behind them. It was like looking at the face of a doll. For some unknown fucking reason, the Goth chick pushed her out of the way and whacked the kid in the ear with a stiletto. They got out of the house pretty fucking fast after that.
 
   Chelsea lowered the cricket bat. “I could murder a kebab. You know, this zombie killing is bloody hard work.”
 
   Candice remembered watching her brother playing all those stupid zombie games on his 360 and getting seriously grossed out at all the blood, guts, brains, and body parts flying around the screen. It seemed ironic to believe that the zombie apocalypse had actually happened in her own neighbourhood! She knew that Robert wasn’t the only brat in Breakspear who was obsessed with on-line zombie killing. Half the kids at school were infatuated with those games. Quite a few of her mates’ boyfriends played them as well. 
 
   “Hey, Chelsea? Do you play computer games?”
 
   The girl’s head bobbed up and down. “Oh God, yeah. Dead City Rising is my fave. I’m a fucking master at that game. I’ll tell you something for nothing though, killing zombies for real is like a thousand times more fun than the game.”
 
   “Do you really think that’s what they are?” Candice asked, wondering if the Goth had ever been laid. She suppressed a chuckle, trying to imagine some greasy scrote taking Chelsea up the arse while she continued to caress her precious game controller.
 
   “Well, what else could they be?”
 
   Candice shrugged.
 
   “You just better hope that they are,” replied Chelsea, “’cause if they’re still proper people, then that makes us two murderers, don’t it?”
 
   She had a good point there. They may have just got a disease or something that had turned them into homicidal lunatics. If the bastards had just attacked them and Candice and her mate just fought back, then she supposed it would be classed as self-defense. She watched a piece of crimson slop fall off the end of Chelsea’s cricket bat.
 
   They had actively been seeking the bastards out, though, and terminating their arses. Candice grinned. They were like zombie hunters or something. 
 
   “What’s so fucking funny?” asked Chelsea.
 
   “We are Candice and Chelsea, the Amazon zombie warriors. Wiping the undead scumbags off the streets of Breakspear.”
 
   Chelsea laughed aloud. “Fuck yes, I so like that.” She grinned back. “I’m so hungry. I wonder if the chip shop is open.”
 
   Candice looked at her as if she’d gone soft in the head. “Are you having a fucking laugh? Do you honestly think there’ll be a queue of zombies inside Mike’s Fish Bar, all wanting battered brains and chips?”
 
   She watched Chelsea rubbing that metal ring she had through her bottom lip. Candice had seen her do that a couple of times before. It must be her stress reliever or something.
 
   “I ain’t fucking stupid. I mean they might have opened up before the shit hit the fan.”
 
   Candice decided there and then that it was a stress reliever. She must fiddle about with that fucking stupid thing when faced with difficult questions, like what is two plus two. The girl was proper thick. 
 
   Chelsea sighed, placed the bat over her shoulder, and turned around. “Well, are you coming or what?”
 
   Her own stomach had started to growl now. The last thing that she had rammed down her neck was a sausage roll at dinnertime. “What the fuck for? It won’t be open. You know that.”
 
   “Well, have you got any better ideas?” 
 
   The girl grinned when Candice shook her head. “I thought not.”
 
   Chelsea started walking down the middle of the street.
 
   “Wait up!” Candice shouted. She found that she couldn’t move her legs. She looked down and found a pair of grimy hands had shot out from under the car and fastened around her ankles.
 
   “Get the fuck off my legs, you twat!”
 
   She gripped her bar with both hands and then slammed it down. The end plunged straight through the thing’s wrist and smacked against the tarmac below. Its fingers flopped apart like a dead jellyfish. The other hand tightened its grip. She hissed in pain and almost dropped the iron bar.
 
   The hand pulled back, knocking her off balance. She saw a bald head belonging to a middle-aged bloke emerging, its jaw opening and shutting like a snapping turtle coming out of its shell.
 
   “I said, get the fuck off me.”
 
   Chelsea had started to run back to help her out.
 
   “You’re too fucking late, you fat bitch,” Candice whispered.
 
   Those teeth were now centimeters away from her new trainers. Candice had no doubt that those pearly whites would slice through the fabric in two seconds flat.
 
   “Eat this, you fucker!” She finally wrestled the iron bar out of the thing’s arm and then rammed it hard into its mouth.
 
   “Are you alright?” asked Chelsea, panting.
 
   Candice rubbed her ankle, trying to get the circulation working again. There were going to be a right set of ugly bruises on that in the morning.
 
   “Of course I’m alright,” she replied. “And that, by the way, is twenty more points to me now.”
 
   She wrenched the bar out of the thing’s mouth. “Are you still wanting to stuff your fat face?” she asked, smiling, “Cos if you think that I’m traipsing all the way to the other end of the bastard estate on a knackered leg then you’ve got another think coming.”
 
   Chelsea waited for her to stop getting all pissy, gesturing for her to release her bombshell.
 
   “Cos I’ve got a better idea. Pick a number.”
 
   “Eh? What are you on about?”
 
   Candice grinned. “Pick a fucking house number. You can bet a pound to a penny that most of them are gonna be empty. Their kitchen cupboards and fridge are bound to be stocked up with shit loads of goodies.”
 
   Chelsea grinned back. “You ain’t just a pretty face, are you?”
 
   “Like I said, pick a number.”
 
   Chelsea held the bat out in front of her and turned around until she faced a whitewashed house opposite a Volkswagen Beetle.
 
   “What’s so special about that one then?”
 
   Chelsea pointed to the fence. “Look at the garden. The lawn’s actually been cut this year, and the door isn’t a council one. I bet their larder’s packed with loads of really expensive gear from Marks and Spencer’s. None of that value shit.”
 
   It was more likely that the gaff belonged to an old couple. The cupboards would be full of cream crackers, tins of corned beef, and all that other stuff that pensioners ate. Still, it was her choice, so Candice wasn’t going to bitch about it.
 
   As they reached the metal gates, she heard something shuffle behind them. Candice spun around, her iron bar raised above her head. The thought of earning another twenty points disappeared when she saw an old man limping towards them.
 
   “Fuck me!” gasped Chelsea. “That bastard is still alive.”
 
   “Only just,” muttered Candice. How the fuck had he managed to stay alive? He was like ninety or something.
 
   He was the first living person they’d seen since the outbreak. They’d heard a couple of gunshots, but no live sightings until now.
 
   “Oh thank God! Proper, real people. I need your help. Can you help me?” 
 
   Candice casually laid her bar on the wall and slowly walked towards him. She had no wish to scare him, and the poor bastard looked terrified.
 
   “Please, my wife is trapped, and there are these dead people after us.”
 
   The man sighed then whimpered. He looked at her with hound dog eyes. “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Have they touched her?” Chelsea asked.
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “For fuck’s sake, you daft old bastard. Have they bitten her yet?”
 
   The man started to cry. Candice hurried over and put her arm around him.
 
   “Jesus, Chelsea, don’t be so fucking heartless.” She wiped his face and gently lifted his head. “Where is she? We’ll do what we can.” 
 
   He slowly smiled. “Thank you, oh thank you. We’re just parked around the corner.”
 
   She watched him scurry away. She turned and looked at Chelsea, who simply shrugged, then they both hurried to catch up to him.
 
   He stopped behind the rear doors of a blue van.
 
   “This is yours?” Chelsea asked.
 
   The man nodded. “She’s in the back,” he replied. 
 
   Something was wrong here. Since when did old couples drive about in vans? Candice then realized that she’d left her pissing bar on that wall. Bloody hell!
 
   The old man turned and walked between the two girls. “Open the doors,” he said from behind them.
 
   Candice jumped when she heard an explosion behind her. She watched in horror as Chelsea dropped to the ground. Candice spun around and saw the man holding a sawn-off shotgun at her face.
 
   “Your friend’s fallen down. Oh dear. Now walk over to those doors before I blast your pretty little head off.”
 
   “What the fuck is going on? Jesus Christ! We were trying to help you.”
 
   He brought the gun up to his shoulder. “I won’t ask you again.”
 
   Candice thrust her arms up into the air and took two steps back. “Please, we’ve done nothing to you. Let us go.”
 
   “One more step.”
 
   Candice complied. Hot, salty tears were streaming down her cheeks. She heard the doors behind her fly open, and before she had a chance to turn a pair of blackened, stinking hands seized her head. Candice was pulled back into the back of the van. She managed to emit one short scream before three sets of teeth tore into her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   She wrapped her soft warm fingers around his hand. Kevin smiled and gazed into Stephanie’s beautiful brown eyes. Oh God, he wanted to sigh yet again. Kevin averted his eyes, not wanting her to think that he was turning into a big sighing machine. He saw the pale light from the full moon reflecting off a small rain puddle just by his foot. Why didn’t anybody tell him that these feelings existed?
 
   Kevin sighed, he just couldn’t help himself. It was just his damned luck to have to endure the zombie holocaust before he was able to finally find a young attractive girl who didn’t have the urge to laugh, call him horrible names, or spit at him.
 
   Maybe ignorance truly was bliss. Kevin tried to imagine how it would have felt if he’d known that these emotions did exist, and the only chance for him to experience them was to wait for the apocalypse. It just wasn’t fucking fair.
 
   They sat opposite each other on the flat roof of a brick shed. It felt a little safer up here rather than standing about on the garden path below. For a start, up here they could actually see if any of those things were heading towards them. Kevin clenched his fists to stop the shakes from turning him into a big plate of jelly again.
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   He looked up and smiled at the girl, then slowly nodded. “Yeah, it’s nothing. I just had this picture of us walking out of the garden and a dozen of those zombies hiding behind that hedge reaching out and grabbing us.”
 
   “You hush, I won’t let that happen.”
 
   Kevin sighed again and turned to look at the house behind them. Darren wouldn’t allow them into the house. He told the pair of them that they were not worthy enough to step into his best mate’s house. So apparently they were the lookouts. Darren said that if they did see a bunch of the dead fuckers lurching towards the house, then they should both scream like the sad girls they were.
 
   Stephanie had quietly mentioned to Kevin that if enough of those dead people did lurch into the garden, then just how would they get off the shed? Kevin didn’t want to think about that horrible scenario. Besides, what were the chances of that actually happening? The most dead people they had seen together so far was four. They had passed a group of old women in the middle of someone’s driveway in the next street, and they were munching  on somebody’s leg.
 
   Where was everybody? That did worry him. Breakspear was massive; there were over a thousand houses in the estate, most of them family homes. They can’t all be still inside, could they? He looked at the house next door, trying to see through the dark windows. The estate was as quiet as the grave. Kevin shuddered. That wasn’t the most appropriate word to use.
 
   Kevin turned away from those windows, not really wanting to see any zombie staring back at him. He gazed back at the house next door, wondering if Darren had met with any zombies. It occurred to Kevin that the house looked out of place in the middle of Breakspear. With its well-tended garden, stone cladding, and brick driveway it looked like it should sit in the posh estate next to theirs. 
 
   It was obvious even to Kevin why the place looked so expensive. The whole set-up just screamed drug pusher to anyone who drove past. The new four-wheel drive and the Porsche, both black, just sealed the deal. 
 
   The look of resignation must have been evident on Kevin’s face when Darren pushed open the gate. The thug just grinned like a dog with two dicks, obviously proud of the fact that he was mates with one of the big boys on Breakspear. 
 
   Darren hadn’t told them why he wanted to go to this house, although Kevin had already guessed why. The local pusher was bound to have a few guns somewhere in the house. Looking back, he was kinda glad that Darren had ordered them to stay outside. It looked too creepy for his liking. Bumping into a bunch of Breakspear thugs was bad enough without them being dead as well. He didn’t think he’d be able to cope with seeing that. 
 
   “Do you think he was right, Kevin? About them cutting off the estate, I mean?” Stephanie walked to the edge of the roof and leaned over, gazing across the street. “How far are we away from the edge of the estate?”
 
   He shrugged. “We’re right in the middle here. It’s about a mile and a bit, I think.”
 
   She nodded. “I’m not sure whether to believe him.”
 
   “Why would he lie about that?” he replied. “It would explain why the place isn’t crawling with emergency services. Have you seen a single police car?”
 
   Kevin did believe that bit. He wasn’t too sure about the story Darren had come up with about his previous companions. Something about that just did not add up. 
 
   Stephanie walked over to him, threw her arms around his back, and squeezed. The girl was a lot stronger than he was. Kevin realised that apart from her name, he knew next to nothing about her.
 
   “We should get away from Darren. He’s only concerned about his own welfare.” She looked back at the house. “He’s probably gone already. Found a few weapons and scarpered through the back door.”
 
   Kevin hadn’t thought of that. He followed her gaze, thinking back, trying to remember if he’d heard the sound of a door being quietly opened. He then discounted the idea as just stupid. There was no way that Darren would sneak out. The lad just didn’t give a fuck. “I think he’s still inside.”
 
   She watched the door for a couple of seconds, then looked back at Kevin. “He might have gone, or he might still be in there. Nevertheless, we should still go. If it’s a mile and a bit like you said, we’ll be out of the estate in half an hour if we leave right now.”
 
   “I’m not sure we should do that, Stephanie.”
 
   She stroked his cheeks, and then kissed him gently on the lips. “You’re stronger than you think you are, Kevin. I bet bastards like him have been treating you like shit all your life. We don’t need him to tell us what to do. You’ve killed once, and I know you can do it again.”
 
   She stood up and looked towards the old cemetery and the abandoned church next to it. Kevin and most of the kids in the estate had played there when they were younger  until the council put a fence around it. 
 
   “We don’t need anybody else, Kevin. We can protect each other.”
 
   He stood up and joined her and took another look at this beautiful girl. Beneath the good looks, Kevin could now detect something else. He knew that this girl could handle herself. It hadn’t been evident until now. He guessed that she was beginning to accept their dire situation, and her usual personality was starting to shine through the scared girl shell.
 
   “The sound of gunfire carries, Kevin. I know I haven’t heard any weapons fire.” She looked at him. “Unless they were using suppressors. Have you heard any gunfire?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” he replied, trying to remember if he had ever heard a girl mention weapons fire before. He wondered if she was a COD player.
 
   “The more I think of it, Kevin, the more it makes sense. They won’t want to spook the natives. If they’re trying to contain the situation, the last thing they’d do is let the residents think that they’ve been invaded.” She reached into her back pocket and pulled out an iPhone. “I thought so,” she said. “There’s no signal. They’ve cut us off.”
 
   “You mean that we’re trapped?”
 
   Stephanie shook her head. “No, it means just what I said. They’re trying to contain the situation. All we need to do is make our way to the edge of the estate.” She smiled at him. “Don’t you see? Everyone else has left. It’s the only explanation to why it’s so empty.”
 
   “Wait, no, not everybody,” gasped Kevin. He pointed behind them at an old man, dressed in a ripped suit and shambling towards them.
 
   “Oh fuck, Kevin, it’s just another one of the dead things. Don’t move. It’ll probably go past us.”
 
   The old man suddenly stopped in the middle of the road. He wiped his hand down his face, then waved. Kevin couldn’t believe it; they weren’t the only ones left after all. He waved back.
 
   “Oh, thank the heavens!” shouted the old man. “I thought I was the only one left alive. Can you help me please? My wife is trapped in our car.”
 
   Kevin looked at Stephanie, who smiled back at him. He took her hand then rushed over to the edge of the shed roof. “Where’s your car?”
 
   “We’re parked just on Dunthorpe Street. We saw our neighbors change into these monsters and knew we had to leave.” A huge sob exploded from him. “Oh please hurry! Our car broke down, can you believe that? There are two more of the monsters trying to get to her. Please help me!”
 
   “Don’t you worry, we’ll sort them out for you.” Kevin looked back at the house. There was still no sign of Darren. Maybe he had gone to sleep or was busy raiding the fridge; he didn’t know and didn’t care. “Are you ready?” he said, gazing at Stephanie.
 
   “Oh yes,” she replied. “It’s time to leave.”
 
   Kevin dropped to his knees. He turned around and slowly climbed off the shed. Despite Stephanie’s reassurance, he was still unsure if he’d be able to kill again. She had told him that they were already dead, and stopping them in their tracks was the kindest thing he could do for the poor creatures. It didn’t put his mind at ease though. 
 
   His first one had been a fluke. They had seen the old woman sitting in a garden, leaning against a fence. She must have been pushing eighty, and she was too busy chomping down on a leg to notice him creeping up behind her. 
 
   The only thing stopping him from bailing out was Darren’s threat to kill Kevin if he didn’t go through with it. He also wanted to impress the girl, to show her that he wasn’t too much of a big wimp. He’d thrust the bayonet into the back of the old lady’s neck and she just fell forward. Kevin couldn’t believe how easy it had been—or how sick he’d felt afterwards.
 
   He helped Stephanie down. How would he cope with two of them though? Oh, God, Kevin was beginning to get sick again.
 
   “Where the fuck do you think you two are going?”
 
   Kevin jumped at Darren’s voice; he looked up and saw him leaning out of an upstairs window. “That bloke over there is in trouble.”
 
   “Like I give a fuck. You ain’t going anywhere. Now come in here, both of you.”
 
   When Kevin didn’t move towards the door, Darren’s body ducked out of sight for a moment before reappearing. He now held a shotgun.
 
   “Look what I’ve got. Come on, bunnies, I won’t tell you again.”
 
   “He’s bluffing.”
 
   Kevin grabbed Stephanie’s hand and pulled her towards the door. “I’m not going to risk it, and I don’t know how I’d be able to live with myself if he hurt you.”
 
   He hated himself for being secretly glad that Darren had chosen that moment to reappear. The thought of facing two of those monsters had filled him with dread.
 
   The front door opened. “Get in here, bunnies. Uncle Darren has something to show you.”
 
   They followed him into the living room. Kevin gasped when his eyes landed on a young man sitting in the middle of the room who was tied to a dining chair with two belts and the flex cord from an iron. 
 
   Hope and anxiety showed in the eye that wasn’t swollen shut. 
 
   “You fucking animal!” gasped Stephanie as she stared at Darren’s bloodied knuckles.
 
   The man’s face was a mask of blood and bruises. Kevin stared at the twin rivulets of blood streaming from his face and suddenly wished that they had just made a run for it. Stephanie was right. Darren was an animal.
 
   “What have you done to him?” he moaned.
 
   “I’ve just done a bit of work on him,” Darren replied, panting and grinning. “I needed some fucking answers, didn’t I? Hey, don’t look at me like that. It’s not like I enjoyed it or anything.”
 
   He picked a gas mask off the sofa and sat down. “Okay then, Corporal Dexter, why don’t you tell my bunnies what you’ve already told me.” Then Darren put the mask on his face and leaned forward, elbows on knees. 
 
   The man gave Kevin an intense stare. All Kevin saw in his expression was sorrow. Darren had certainly worked a number on the man; he didn’t want to think about how much pain he must be feeling right now. Kevin remembered the last glimpse he’d had of his sister and felt hot tears running down his cheeks.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he mumbled. “I can’t begin to imagine what you must have gone through tonight.”
 
   Darren pulled the mask off and kicked the man in the shins, “Yeah okay, enough with the soppy bollocks. Just get to the good bit.”
 
   That acid look the soldier gave Darren earned him another boot in the shins.
 
   “The whole area has been contaminated.”
 
   “What with?” asked Stephanie.
 
   The soldier shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just a grunt.”
 
   “So where are the rescuers?” Kevin said. “Where is everybody?”
 
   Darren laughed. “This is the best bit.”
 
   The soldier shook his head. “I’m sorry, but there won’t be any. Everyone in the area is infected. Sooner or later you’ll all turn into one of those things.”
 
   “Now that bit is bullshit by the way,” said Darren. 
 
   “Why the fuck would I lie about that?” spat the man. “You ripped off my mask, you stupid little bastard, so I’m infected too. Look, it’s true, I am sorry that this shitty thing has happened to you lot. But I’m in the same boat now. Do you think I wanted this? Fuck it, you may as well shoot me now.”
 
   “Don’t you fucking tempt me!”
 
   Kevin believed this was all a lie as well. Either that or the man just didn’t know the truth. Both Thom and Stephanie’s dad had developed headaches before turning into monsters. He felt fine, and he was sure the others were headache-free as well. He looked back at the soldier, wondering what his bosses had told him about this contamination. 
 
   “Are you going to tell us what will happen to us?”
 
   The man sighed and nodded. “Sure, why not, I might as well share the bad news. My superiors are just waiting for the powers above them to give them the go ahead. Once they receive that, the rest of my squad will move in and clean up the area.”
 
   “Oh God,” cried Stephanie. “We need to get out before that happens!”
 
   Kevin looked into her terrified eyes. “I don’t get it.”
 
   “You really are fucking stupid,” shouted Darren. “He means that his buddies will march into the estate with flamethrowers and burn this shithole to the ground.”
 
   The soldier looked at Kevin. “That’s about the size of it,” he muttered.
 
   Tears ran down the man’s cheeks. Kevin wondered if he was crying because he was trapped in here with the rest of them or sorry about what had happened in Kevin’s neighbourhood.
 
   “Wait a minute,” gasped Kevin. “They won’t burn us as well, will they?”
 
   Stephanie choked back a sob and pulled him closer to her. “Kevin, it’s us that they’ll be targeting. Houses, cars, and roads don’t bite people.”
 
   Darren rose from the sofa and looked over at Stephanie. “You catch on real quick, lass, almost as if you know how all this works.” He turned and pulled a pistol out of his jacket pocket and pointed it at the soldier.
 
   The man just glared at Darren. There wasn’t a trace of fear showing in the man’s broken face. “Am I supposed to be scared? Do it, you fucking cretin. Thanks to you, I’m dead anyway.”
 
   Darren chuckled. “Wow, you’re so eager to die.” He threw the pistol on the chair behind him and dragged the soldier out of the chair. “I ain’t going to shoot you, buddy. I’ve got a better idea.” Darren pulled the man past Kevin and Stephanie and out of the living room. He then opened the cupboard doors under the stairs, pushed him inside and bolted the door. “He might come in useful later on.”
 
   Kevin jumped when the soldier barked out an abrupt yelp.
 
   “Help me!”
 
   The man then shrieked and threw himself against the door. Even over the commotion, Kevin could hear the familiar sound of a low, hungry moan. “Darren, get him out! There’s one of those things in there with him.”
 
   He ran towards the door, but Darren stood in front it and pushed him back into the arms of the girl. The screaming stopped abruptly. All Kevin could hear now was the wet sound of tearing flesh.
 
   Darren grinned at both of them. “Don’t you two start giving me the daggers. I didn’t know one of those assholes was in there.” He placed his ear against the door. “I reckon that our soldier boy found Edgar.”
 
   He turned and grabbed the front of Kevin’s shirt. “I’ve got a job for you,” he said, pushing him back into the living room. “You had better start thinking of a way out of this mess. I’m telling you here and now, none of those soldiers are going to turn me into barbecued meat.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   A lungful of air escaped from Ernest’s mouth. He’d forgotten that he’d been holding his breath while watching that white door swing open. The sense of relief that flowed through his body banished the anxiety that had built up since he begged them not to go inside.
 
   Both women left the house and slammed the door behind them. He and Adrian hurried over to the front gate. He felt like an over-protective mother hen; where had this alien emotion sprung from? Hell, he’d only known these three fellow survivors for less than a couple of hours. Was it even possible to become so attached to other people after so little time?
 
   Ernest sighed to himself. He blamed that dodgy beer in the pub; the stuff had obviously reacted badly to the barrel full of adrenalin that coursed through his body. No fucking wonder he was getting all soft.
 
   “They come bearing gifts,” whispered his colleague.
 
   Ernest nodded. His stomach rumbled at the sight of the full carrier bag. He just hoped that it was food in there. Knowing them, they’d probably emptied the bathroom. It’s what his wife would have done. “It’s the zombie apocalypse, forget the food, we’ll need extra shampoo and face cream.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   He looked at Adrian and nodded. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Cos you’re crying.”
 
   “It’s nothing,” he replied. “I’m fine.” In his mind, he was back in Mr. Patel’s shop watching his Brenda running her fingers along the packets of biscuits. She kept mumbling about the crap selection and how Sainsbury had a better choice as well as being cheaper. This had happened last Tuesday. He recalled every cringeworthy moment. His boss was on the other aisle, and Ernest knew that he had heard every word. Ernest knew that this was her intention. This was her way of getting back at him for coming home as pissed as a fart on Sunday night. The memory of his wife dropping a packet of chocolate digestives into the basket grabbed him by the throat and squeezed tight—and before his eyes, they morphed into a severed hand.
 
   “Bloody hell,” he muttered.
 
   He forced the mindfuck away and focused on opening the gate for the women. “I’m glad to see that neither of you were eaten in there,” he said, smiling at Mrs. Watson.
 
   “You’re such a charmer,” she replied, pulling a face at Emily.
 
   It took a lot of effort to remember that Emily’s house had once contained a family, just like the rest of these homes surrounding them. All Ernest saw when he looked at the black windows in each and every building was the threat of imminent death. Their homes had now become prisons for the shambling horrors trapped inside.
 
   “Are you sure that you two are okay?”
 
   Emily planted her hands on her hips. “For crying out loud, Ernest. Yes, we’re okay. The house was empty, just like I thought it would be. Don’t you think I would have taken one of you big strong men in there to protect me if I thought that either of my bastard parents were inside?”
 
   It had been Mrs. Watson’s idea to persuade Emily to check her house. She said that the girl needed closure or some crap like that. Personally, Ernest couldn’t see how braining your dead parents whom you detest would bring any sort of closure. He hadn’t met Emily’s parents, but from the colorful metaphors that the girl had used to describe them, he knew the type of people they were. 
 
   “Look, there’s nobody in there, and by the looks of it they haven’t been in there for a couple of days.”
 
   Mrs. Watson took her hand. “You’ve done what you could, sweetheart. That’s what’s important.” The woman smiled at Emily. “Now, shall we show the two boys what goodies we found?”
 
   Although he was relieved that her dead parents weren’t in the house, this development did make Ernest feel very uneasy. Sure, in a few of houses they had dared to check there had been evidence of some sort of tragedy: smashed furniture, lots of blood, even a severed arm, but no zombies. The last one he had seen was his wife. This estate shouldn’t be like a ghost town—where the hell was everybody?
 
   “Come on, ladies,” said Adrian. “Don’t keep us in suspense; show us what you’ve gotten us.”
 
   Emily put the bag on the ground and picked out two cans of Coke. She handed them to Ernest. “The last two. My dad will be so pissed when he finds these are missing from the fridge. He hated me stealing his Coke.”
 
   Ernest passed the other can to Adrian. It did occur to him that perhaps this was Emily’s way of telling her parents that she was still okay. If they were still human, that is.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong here, I’m grateful and stuff, but I would have preferred a beer, lass.”
 
   Emily gave the grinning boy a light punch on the top of his arm. “Are you having a laugh? You’ve drunk like a fish all bastard night. I know it’s the ‘End of Days’ and everything, but I don’t want my man to get eaten up just cos he can’t stay fucking sober.”
 
   The noise of both cans opening sounded thunderous to Ernest. He held his up and turned it around in his hand. Could Emily be right about this being the end? He’d assumed that this … whatever the fuck was happening, was confined to the estate. If this plague was spreading out from here, then the luxury of opening a can of Coke and drinking the contents would soon be a recent memory.
 
   He took a swig, savoring the taste. Perhaps he had been a bit too dramatic. There must be millions of these cans out there. Come to think of it, if most of the population did succumb to this plague, there certainly wouldn’t be a shortage of food for the survivors, at least for the next few years.
 
   Ernest imagined himself sitting in a dark cellar all alone eating an endless supply of out-of-date tinned peaches.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   He jerked up and looked at Emily. “Yeah, I’m fine. I was just thinking about food.” Her hand dug into the bag. If she pulled out a tin of peaches, he decided there and then that he’d beat her to death with it.
 
   “I didn’t just get the Coke, you know.” She took out a pack of sandwiches and handed them to Ernest. “I think we’d best eat now while we’re kinda safe.”
 
   He smiled at her, trying to remember the last time he’d had something to eat. He glanced at the sandwiches and saw the out-of-date sticker. He mentally shrugged. Food was food. He watched her stick her hand in the bag again, and the image of his dead wife
 
   sitting on their bed and offering Ernest that severed leg swam to the front of his mind. Jesus, he didn’t think he’d be able to eat this now.
 
   Ernest gulped down another mouthful of Coke to stop the hot bile from forcing its way up his throat. He unwrapped the sandwich and took a bite anyway. Bugger his traitorous brain. If it wanted to drip-feed him guilt-tinged newsreels for the next few hours, well, bring it on. Bloody hell, this sandwich was fucking vile. “I’m sorry, I can’t eat this, Emily. The chicken’s gone off.”
 
   She shrugged. “No matter, we’ll find something else along the way.”
 
   He threw the remains of the packet on the ground. “Does this mean we stick to our plan?”
 
   The others nodded. Mrs. Watson grinned.
 
   “None too soon, either,” she replied. “I’m not as young as I once was, and although this has been an adventure, I think I would like to get some sleep now.”
 
   Ernest glared at Adrian as soon as the boy opened his mouth. The last thing he needed right now was for the idiot teenager to break the woman’s reality bubble with some stupid off-handed remark. If Mrs. Watson wanted to believe that everything would be all better by morning, who were they to argue?
 
   His feelings about leaving Breakspear did surprise him. Ernest wasn’t that keen to leave this place. Just how mental was that? After the mind-melting shock of what had happened to his home had finally sunk in, Ernest found himself actually looking forward to the fights with the deadies. He was probably one of the minority in Breakspear who hadn’t dabbled in drugs—apart from the odd spliff when he was a teen. Ernest tightened his grip on the pool cue. He had found his drug alright. He hadn’t felt this alive in over a decade. The buzz he received when those dead things fell at his feet even surpassed ripping off those rich bastards in the housing estate next to theirs. It looked as though his buddy, Jeff, had been right after all. Ernest felt some of that buzz abruptly leave him at the thought of his old friend. He hadn’t had any sight of him at all. 
 
   Would he be able to put him down? More to the point, would Ernest still get that shot of adrenalin giving him that high at the sight of his best friend’s smashed head bleeding out over his shoes?
 
   He dropped his empty can in the bushes next to him and decided that it would be best if he just stopped thinking. As he turned around, he saw Adrian’s chilled-out posture had left him; he wasn’t moving at all. The lad looked like a cat stalking a mouse.
 
   “Are you okay, lad?”
 
   Adrian nodded. He paused before sighing. “I don’t know,” he replied, shrugging. “I’m sure that something up in that window moved.”
 
   The girl followed his gaze to the upstairs window in her parents’ house. “You need your eyes tested. I’m serious. That’s my parents’ bedroom. I know for a fact that the room is empty. Mrs Watson checked that room.”
 
   Ernest’s guts rolled when he remembered seeing them hiding under things. He hadn’t told either of the girls to look under the beds!
 
   “Emily, I’m not shitting you, hun. I really did see those curtains twitch.” Adrian moved away from the others, pushed open the gate, and walked towards the front of the house.
 
   “Ernest, get him back over here!” hissed Mrs. Watson.
 
   It didn’t take it long to click. The old lass wasn’t as green as he’d originally assumed. He hurried down the path, keeping his eyes on that window above them. Ernest still saw nothing, but he did sense something wasn’t right with this house. He stopped just behind Adrian.
 
   “I’m not seeing stuff, you know,” said Adrian, looking back at him.
 
   “Look, it doesn’t matter, lad. Come on, let’s make tracks.” His next words never left his mouth as Emily began to shriek. He spun around just as the window above them exploded. He staggered back, watching in disbelief as a dark shape fell down and landed on Adrian, knocking the boy backwards onto the grass. 
 
   Ernest moaned softly and ran forwards, raising the cue. He couldn’t believe that one of these foul monstrosities had just jumped through a fucking window! He swung the weapon just as the zombie lunged down and fastened its jaws over Adrian’s face. The boy’s shriek was muffled, and blood spurted across the lawn.
 
   “Oh, god, Mum, please don’t do this!” sobbed Emily.
 
   Ernest growled and prepared to swing again, intending to end this thing. He jumped as a strong hand fell on his shoulder, preventing him from moving forward.
 
   “Leave them,” Mrs. Watson hissed. “It’s too late for him.” She physically shifted Ernest’s head to the right. “Look at what’s happening. Look around you, Ernest!” she shouted. “They’re all coming out of the woodwork!”
 
   He watched a young blonde woman sit up in the flowerbed in the next garden. She had three deep furrows cutting down the side of her face. Two more dead things crawled out from under a black car parked across the road. Ernest’s blood froze when he remembered that they had all walked past that car. Dozens more zombies were appearing in open doors and in front of windows all around them.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” cried Emily.
 
   The air exploded with the sound of every window in the vicinity smashing. Oh Christ, there were hundreds of them now! Three of them had already spotted Emily; she hadn’t seen them approaching her. Ernest shrugged off the old woman’s grip and raced over to her. He pushed the tip of the cue into the eye of the closest dead thing before taking Emily’s hand, then he pulled her back to where Mrs. Watson stood. There were dozens of deadies in the road. Most of them appeared to be heading in one direction, further into the estate, but not all of them were following the crowd; several must have sensed the proximity of fresh meat.
 
   He jumped on the wall that separated the houses and stood on his toes. The road leading to the edge of the estate was thick with the things too. They stood no chance of getting through that lot.
 
   “We’re all going to die,” Emily murmured.
 
   The house next door looked empty: no lights on, and no sign of movement. He glanced over to Mrs. Watson.
 
   “We need to get inside that house.”
 
   The dead girl from the flowerbed was now within spitting distance. Mrs. Watson thrust the sharpened end of her walking stick up into its throat and then grabbed Emily. Ernest jumped down into the garden and ran across the lawn. He looked back.
 
   “Don’t just stand there! Come on!”
 
   He watched the woman take another one out before pushing Emily towards the wall. Ernest then saw Adrian slowly get to his feet; he stopped and turned, sniffing like a dog. Emily glanced over her shoulder, then started back towards him.
 
   “No!” Ernest screamed. “Come back!”
 
   She ignored him and ran to Adrian. She ducked under his flailing arms and scooped up his new sock, the one that contained a handful of smooth pebbles that Ernest had taken from a fish pond. She swung it around her head, then cracked Adrian above his ear and he slumped to the ground. Emily then turned and ran back to the wall and helped Mrs. Watson climb over it. Ernest didn’t know what to say; instead, he grabbed the door handle, a little shocked to find it locked.
 
   “Now what do we do?” asked the old woman. 
 
   Ernest stepped back and gazed up. The bathroom window had been left open.
 
   “You have got to be joking,” said Mrs. Watson.
 
   Ernest grinned and jumped onto the drainpipe. He scrambled up, pleased to find that his old climbing skills hadn’t deserted him. He looked behind him as he climbed above the first floor window. There were four of them trying to squeeze through the open gate, and the girls were preparing themselves to fight. He reached the bathroom window and pulled it a little wider. These new windows the council had installed in all the houses a couple of years ago were far easier to squeeze through than the old metal ones. Ernest dropped into the dark bathroom. He tuned the noise from the outside out and attempted to listen to the house. He used to be able to tell whether a home was occupied by just standing in one room and closing his eyes. His senses told him that this place was empty, but these weren’t normal times. He grabbed a towel, the only available weapon, and opened the door. If anything was out there, he’d at least be able to put this over their head before running like fuck.
 
   The hallway was as empty as the bathroom. He heard Emily screaming for him to hurry and vaulted down the stairs. He grinned when he saw a set of keys hung up beside the outside door, pleased that some things never changed. He silently thanked the residents for being so stupid, and he unlocked the door. 
 
   The women were backed up against it. Ernest let them both in quickly before shutting the door and locking it again. Mrs. Watson dropped his cue on the floor and wrapped her arms around him. After a couple of uncomfortable seconds, he returned the gesture.
 
   Emily coughed loudly and tapped Ernest on the shoulder with the cue. “Do you not think we should be checking out the house?”
 
   He nodded, feeling the blood rush to his face. “Have you any idea who lives here?” he asked.
 
   “A young Jamaican couple. I think they may be on holiday, though; I didn’t see their car outside.” 
 
   Ernest didn’t know what to think anymore. He felt like his brain had been wrung out. He walked back up the stairs, keeping his eyes fixed in front of him. The layout of this house was the same as his, so the largest room should be the last door. If the Jamaican couple followed the norm, that should be where their bedroom was. If they were anywhere, he guessed that it would be in there.
 
   He reached the door, took a deep breath, and turned the handle. The room was empty. Emily dropped to the floor and looked under the bed. She looked at both of them and shook her head.
 
   “Looks like you’re right,” Ernest said. “The house is empty.”
 
   He walked up to the window and gazed out. The deadies were moving away. He couldn’t believe just how many of them were out there. It looked like a crowd of football fans all moving in one direction. It was eerie and absolutely fucking terrifying. Emily joined him at the window. She took one look and darted to the door.
 
   “Come on!” she cried. “They’re going, that means we can too.”
 
   She was at the landing and running down the stairs before either of them could speak. Ernest looked at the woman in puzzlement before they both hurried to catch her. Emily already had the door open while they were coming down the stairs. It looked as if the deadies weren’t coming back just yet. They reached the garden gate and watched the girl run down the street.
 
   “We won’t be able to catch up with her, you know,” Mrs. Watson said. “Do we let her go?”
 
   He shrugged. “I’m sure we’ll catch up to her eventually. Come on, it’s almost over.” As he grabbed her hand they both heard what sounded like a crack of thunder. They turned to see Emily fall to the ground with the top half of her head missing. Ernest spied a couple of soldiers running up to the prone body. He pulled Mrs. Watson back towards the house.
 
   “What do we do now?” she sobbed.
 
   He clicked the door shut behind them. “Now we hide.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   The ancient color television flickered twice. The static picture that displayed the words ‘Please Stand By’ then vanished, and scenes from a nature documentary filled the screen. As Emma Reynolds turned away from the window the images vanished, and the same words reappeared on the screen. 
 
   She hadn’t seen the change in picture, and even if her eyes had caught the transition, her mind wouldn’t have registered it. She dragged her eyes away from the television and studied the ornate wall clock hanging on her living room wall above the gas fire. Its two rusted arms pointed to a quarter past five. They hadn’t moved from that position ever since she’d dropped the clock and smashed its face over four years ago. 
 
   Emma tutted loudly, wondering how she hadn’t noticed that it had just struck six o’ clock. Time flew by nowadays, but then again, it had been a busy day. Trouble was that once again the thought of cooking the family dinner had flown right over her head.
 
   “Well, that will never do,” she muttered to herself. “I hope that piece of braising steak will keep until tomorrow.” Emma tried to work out what she had left in the fridge. It shouldn’t be that much of a challenge to mix something half decent together. It wasn’t like she’d bothered to tell her husband what she was making for dinner tonight.
 
   She shuffled over to the television and switched the channel. The test card replaced the ‘Stand By’ message. A little birdy had told Emma that the Grant family had a little device that allowed you to change the channel without having to move from your seat. Now to her, that did sound like a nifty little gizmo. She wasn’t sure about her neighbors though; not one of them was over the age of forty. If you couldn’t get up to change the channel at that young age, what hope was there for them?
 
   The early evening news should be on in a minute. Emma decided to watch that before mooching off into the kitchen in search for food. She settled back in her chair and gazed at the test card.
 
   Why was she even bothering? As per usual, those newsreaders would only concentrate on all the bad news. They never opened with something nice. Wouldn’t that make a pleasant change? Would it be that difficult to devote the programme to showing folks helping out their fellow man? “That’ll never happen,” she muttered.
 
   From her experience, people were too eager to listen to bad news of earthquakes, horrible wars, famines, and murder. Only last night, they wouldn’t stop talking about the shooting of that poor man from The Beatles. So much for ‘All you need is Love’.
 
   Emma frowned—was that from last night? She couldn’t remember now. Her memory was getting a bit flaky recently. Well, even if they did fill the news programme with evil deeds, she’d just have to cheer herself up with the food she had cooking away in the oven.
 
   Emma had bought a lovely piece of braising steak earlier.
 
   It took her a good few minutes of racking her mind to remember the last time they had shown any good news on TV. It must have been the Queen’s Silver Jubilee. Emma frowned again. Was that last month or last year? She sighed, it didn’t really matter. The entire event had been so grand. Remembering her Majesty in all her finery brought happy tears to her eyes. They had even joined in with the festivities by organizing a huge party on the street, just like the ones Emma used to attend with her parents. All the neighbors had helped out, bringing tables and chairs, buying balloons, and donating food. She had made up a couple of platefuls of sandwiches. She’d even cut them into triangles just to feel extra posh. All she’d able to find to fill them were tuna and cucumber. It hadn’t been too fancy, but that didn’t matter; after just a few minutes the assembled crowd had turned those piles into a handful of crumbs.
 
   She made up her mind that the news could bugger off. Emma got out of her chair again and changed the channel. She giggled at the sight of the test card. Oh Lord, how could she have forgotten about the Benny Hill Show? She so loved this programme. He was such a silly man.
 
   Emma noticed the cracked blue tea cup that had been sitting on the table next to her for the last three days. Her only son, Steve, had made her the drink the last time he’d popped in to make sure she was okay. She picked it up and took a sip, then winced. This was horrible, there was way too much sugar in it. Had she picked up Arthur’s cup by mistake?
 
   She put the cup back on the table and tried to remember what had been on her mind. Oh, yeah, that street party. It had been an occasion for another celebration. Her best friend, Ethel Morris, had rushed up to Emma and wrapped her arms around her waist, telling her that she would be getting married in a few months’ time. 
 
   Emma’s tears of joys had soon dried up when she noticed the profound change in her behavior. The hug had been the only time throughout the day when Ethel had displayed any sort of emotional reaction.
 
   Ethel used to be such an outgoing girl back when they were all single. Always smiling, always laughing, and certainly the best friend anyone could have. Ethel, herself, and Mavis Watson all used to troop into Bradford Centre every Saturday night and get up to all sorts of fun. Her friend was a magnet for the boys. If it hadn’t been for her, Emma would have never met her gorgeous Arthur. Sure, it had been Ethel that the randy devil had been attempting to woo, but Emma had soon put a stop to that foolishness.
 
   There was nothing left of her old friend but a thin shell, now. She acted like a frightened mouse, flinching every time her soon-to-be husband spoke. Emma’s mum had raised no fool; she knew the signs. That new man of hers had chewed up the girl’s spirit. It broke Emma’s heart to see such a sight, but at the end of the day, there was very little anyone could do about it. Whatever happened in that house was their business.
 
   She just wished that they hadn’t drifted apart after she started courting Arthur. If Emma had known that Ethel had been smitten on that Dennis Flynn, she’d have put a stop to that nonsense straight away. Emma could never forget how much of a terror that man used to be when he was just knee-high to a grasshopper. 
 
   Good Lord, that boy had been such a nasty piece of work. He was always getting into fights and bullying the other children. He loved picking on the girls. Thinking back, he did that more than bullying the other kids. Dennis Flynn had always been a bad egg, and bad eggs don’t magically turn into good eggs, they just become even more rotten.
 
   Emma hadn’t been the only one at the party surprised to see the return of the unloved Dennis. He and his family hadn’t been the most popular people in Breakspear. She’d been under the impression that the family had flitted over to Huddersfield after all that trouble with Dennis and that girl in the year below him. That evil little boy had almost killed that girl. Everyone in the playground had seen him march up to her and smack her  upside of the head with that rounders bat. Lord knows what would have happened if those two playground monitors hadn’t rushed over. Dennis had been ready to finish the job, but fortunately the adults had pulled him back. He had shown no regret for what he had done.
 
   The rumor that had flown through the classrooms a week later was that the only reason Dennis had tried to kill the girl was because she had fought him off in the girl’s toilets after he’d tried to pull down her knickers.
 
   Emma despised bullies. Not that she herself had suffered any sort of physical or emotional torment. Her father had made sure that Emma wouldn’t be anybody’s victim. His harsh lessons had seen her well throughout her life. She’d made sure that her own son had learned the same lessons when he was at that age as well. 
 
   It made the letter that her tearful son had dropped into her hand this morning all the more painful. Steven’s teacher had sent him home, accusing her little boy of picking on that Ernest Belmont again. It had to be a mistake. Sure, her Steven knew how to look after himself, but the boy would never actually start a fight. Unlike the Belmont family, her child had been brought up, not dragged up. Everyone knew that the family was just a set of thieves anyway, especially Ernest’s dad. Nothing good would come of that family.
 
   Her husband hadn’t been as forgiving, and had tried to explain to Emma that there were two sides to every story, that the teachers must have gathered enough evidence before sending their Steven home. His answer was to give the boy a good hiding and send him to bed without any tea. Although she still believed that Arthur had overreacted a little, it wasn’t her place to openly defy her husband. Besides, there were times when you had to be cruel to be kind. Anyway, a good hiding had never done her any harm.
 
   She sighed and got out of her chair. She turned off the television and walked past the urn containing her husband’s ashes. The bronze container had been perched on the end of her mantelpiece for five years now. Emma decided that it might be a good idea to go check on her Stephen; he’d been very quiet up there. Too quiet. If her boy was still awake, she’d fix him up a big plate of dripping sandwiches, followed by a few chocolate biscuits. He liked that. Arthur didn’t need to know.
 
   Emma so wished that she’d had time to go to the butcher’s. She’d been craving a lovely piece of braising steak for the past few days. Now that would have been a pleasant surprise for Arthur, he so loved his food. Oh, Lord, she missed him. How silly was that? He’d only been out of the house for a couple of hours. The poor man had drawn the short straw and ended up working the night shift for the next couple of months.
 
   Emma opened the door leading to the stairs. She couldn’t really blame Arthur for overreacting with Steven’s punishment. The stress from work had played on all their nerves for these last few weeks. The rumors of layoffs circulating around the factory appeared to be turning into fact. Emma kept reassuring Arthur that they were just hearsay; even if the company did decide to cut down on employees, Steven’s job should still be safe. Unlike the idiots who worked in the main factory, he did a highly skilled job, and they’d be foolish to lose him.
 
   Arthur worked at one of the engineering works that supplied car components for three of the major manufacturers in the north of England. Work had been light recently, but she had told him that trade would pick up. People would always buy British instead of all the silly foreign rubbish.
 
   She climbed the stairs and cast away all these ideas of the company selling out; it would never happen.
 
   Emma had used their new car as a perfect example. Arthur had bought a brand new Austin Princess last year. The car was the envy of the street. It was a good solid British car that would probably last them all the way to the year 2000.
 
   She gently pushed open the spare room door and slid her hand upon the wall until her fingers found the light switch. The naked light bulb filled the room with a dim white light, flushing the darkness away. The illumination revealed ancient furniture dating back forty years and dozens of black bin liners packed full of old clothes, shoes, and newspapers. 
 
   Emma peered around the edge of the door, looking across at the dozens of full bin bags piled on the rotting bed in the corner of the room and smiled in contentment. Her little darling was sound asleep. Watching his father turn from his usual benevolent self into a raging monster had obviously worn Steven out. She gently closed the door. It would be best to just let him rest until the morning; it seemed like the best option. They could all discuss his father’s worries at the breakfast table. Steven would understand.
 
   She turned around, crossed the hallway, and opened her own bedroom door, oblivious to the stench of rotting meat that blasted from the room. Emma paused by the doorframe, trying to remember what had caused her to open her door. She frowned. It couldn’t be time for bed already, it felt as though she’d just woken up. Her memory was getting flaky in her old age. Still, it wasn’t that bad, at least not yet. She’d always been a bit absentminded. Whatever the reason for coming up here, she was sure it would come back to her in time.
 
   Emma stepped over the threshold and weaved through the dozens of supermarket carrier bags standing next to each other. All the bags overflowed with packets of uneaten food. She stepped over a bag that contained nothing but moldy cheese and stopped in front of her dressing table where she absently pushed a shrink-wrapped packet of thin-cut beef steaks onto the damp carpet. She gazed down at the congealed lump of decomposing meat that had fallen out of the burst packet and nodded to herself while grinning. Of course, she must have come up here for another bag of sugar.
 
   The fallen packet had disturbed the hundreds of flies that were busy laying eggs in the rotting food. Emma pushed her way through the cloud of insects and picked up a bag of sugar from the pile that was stacked eight deep in front of her bedroom window. Arthur would need at least three sweet coffees when he came back from his shift. It must be the reason why she’d come up here in the first place. She hoped that he’d be in a better mood when he came home. 
 
   Arthur so loved his sweet tea. At one time, she used to constantly tell the man that too much sugar was bad for him. He would never take any notice of her though. In fact, it just seemed to make him worse. In the end, Emma let him have his own way. It was always the easiest solution. 
 
   Just then she spotted movement outside her window. Emma used a couple of fingers to clean a spot in the thick, grease-coated dust, leaned towards the glass, and peered below.
 
   The surging tide of shuffling dead were now right outside Emma’s garden gate. The old woman’s eyes shone. Oh boy, this really was a magnificent surprise. The street party was going on through the night! No wonder she had been feeling so queer. Of course, now that all the children had been put to bed the adults would be able to have a right proper time of it. 
 
   Her friends were bound to be there. This was great news. If the party got a bit too boring, she, Mavis, and Ethel would just leave the oldies to it and go into town for a few drinks. That reminded her, she’d have to take Ethel somewhere quiet and warn her about that Dennis Flynn; a little birdy had told her that that man was back in Breakspear. He had always had a sweet spot for her friend.
 
   She left the room and made her way down the stairs, humming the theme tune to The Benny Hill show. When Emma reached the foot of the steps, she paused, turned around, and looked behind her, trying to remember if she was about to go up the stairs or whether she’d just come down them. For the life of her, Emma could not remember what she had just been doing.
 
   The growing panic opened up a door in her mind that had been locked for a long time. The sliver of reality showed her looking down at Arthur’s coffin as the machine started to lower it into the grave. Warm tears flowed down both her cheeks. “Oh sweetheart,” she wept. “I so miss you.”
 
   Emma jumped when something slammed into the front door. She staggered back and sat down hard on the bottom step. She heard multiple low moans coming from the other side of that door. The frosted glass only gave her the illusion of movement, but Emma was sure that her street was now full of people.
 
   The old woman didn’t even notice that the door to her past had just slammed shut again. She blinked, then shifted her eyes away from the door and looked at the silver jubilee plate displayed on the shelf just above her head. “Oh, my word, how could I forget? This must be the day that they’re having the street party!”
 
   She wiped her face, wondering why her cheeks were wet, then stood up and hurried over to the door and opened it, stepping out into the warm night. She so hoped that she wasn’t too late. 
 
   Several corpses, with Emma’s dead son leading them, peeled away from one of the other groups and shambled over to her garden gate. Emma saw them waiting for her and rushed up the garden path. She had made a couple of plates full of sandwiches for this party, and she could always grab them in a bit. First of all, she had to see if she could find her friend, Ethel. A little birdy had told her that Dennis Flynn was back in the estate.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   His occupants had stopped banging their bodies against the side of his van a few moments ago. Dennis had yet to peek through the narrow slit behind him, but judging from the noises they’d been making, he guessed that the interior would certainly need hosing down once this experiment was over.
 
   The silence made a very welcome change; even the grinding headache that threatened to drive him mental had begun to ease, although he suspected that the painkillers he’d dry-swallowed were partly to thank.
 
   At first, Dennis had assumed that those creatures had gone postal because of his proximity. Perhaps they could smell him, and their inability to reach their next meal was causing them to lash out in frustration. It seemed to be a fine theory until he remembered that his van was supposed to be airtight. 
 
   His old security van had provided Dennis with so many unforgettable memories.
 
   It had almost brought a few tears to his eyes after he’d pulled the dusty green tarpaulin off the vehicle a few hours ago. He had stood directly in front of the windows, staring at himself in their reflection. It honestly felt as though his old companion was grinning back at him, eager to continue their adventures.
 
   His baby had been in storage for so many years now. He figured that the original owner of this rented lock-up garage must have passed away. Dennis smiled to himself—if not before this situation, then certainly afterwards. 
 
   Dennis was not a bad parent. He had spent plenty of energy, time, and money over the years making sure that if he ever needed her again, his baby would be drivable. Just because he had chosen to retire from his extra-curricular activities there was no reason she should suffer too.
 
   He did find it a little ironic that not one tear had left his eyes when he recalled the many lives that he had severed throughout his period of fun. Yet just the thought of his baby rotting sent freezing bolts of shock all the way through his body.
 
   Like a pervasive tick hiding in the back of his head, Dennis had considered the chance, no matter how unlikely, that he might need to allow the beast out into the open air one more time. He chuckled softly; his rare burst of sentimentality had paid off in the end.
 
   It had been a close-run race though. As he’d aged, Dennis’s self-control had shown signs of fraying. On low days he had seriously considered severing the final tie with his past and having the vehicle crushed. If the authorities ever found it, the forensic department would have a party. Even he had lost count of how many people had spilled their insides in the back of his van.
 
   “If the boys in blue had caught up with your past they would have re-introduced the death penalty just for you, my friend,” he murmured.
 
   Dennis stretched back in the seat and smiled. They hadn’t caught him, though. Right now, he guessed that one pensioned-off mass murderer would be the least of their worries. That suited him down to the ground, as it freed him to continue with his investigations.
 
   He ran the palm of his hand down his front and gently squeezed his guts. Right now, Dennis needed to investigate the glove compartment. He pushed the button, took a pack of sandwiches out, and placed them on the seat beside him. It always paid to be well prepared. Dennis had put these together just before leaving the house to set out on his adventure. He hadn’t been a huge eater ever since retiring, but then again, his life had become more sedentary after he’d taken the steps to live off his pension. Climbing the stairs was probably the most exercise he got during the day, and that didn’t burn off that many calories.
 
   Unlike his earlier disastrous attempt at emulating his wife’s hot chocolate, Dennis needed no coaching when it came to sandwich-making. Even his Ethel couldn’t compete with his talent at creating the perfect sandwich. He did suspect that his skill of being able to ‘connect’ to any bladed instrument did play a large factor, coupled with his meticulous nature, of course. The woman didn’t have a clue when it came to judging how much butter to spread across the bread, for instance. She certainly didn’t understand that each ingredient must be present at each bite. What was the point of making a cheese and tomato sandwich if you only received a slice of tomato when you bit into the bread?
 
   Well, he wouldn’t have to worry about her handing him incorrectly-made sandwiches ever again. The sudden pain that had almost caved in his head looked as though it was on its way out. Those tablets had obviously done their job. Just like the sandwiches, they were another commodity that he had brought with him. It paid dividends to be well prepared.
 
   Dennis knew that he shouldn’t gloat over his obvious superiority over members of his own species. He wasn’t perfect. His level of preparation hadn’t equipped him with the sufficient tools to deal with those two brats.
 
   If he had been carrying his rifle, both of them would have been inside the back of his van by now. Sure, he would have had to wing the pair of them first. He wasn’t as fast or as strong as he once was. He had believed that the helpless old man trick would have been sufficient. Dennis would know better next time. 
 
   He needed to adjust his thinking. Sure, back before the dead started to attack the living carrying a loaded weapon was generally frowned upon, even in Breakspear. But the rules were different now. He’d found that out after watching that other kid poke his head out of the bedroom window, waving that shotgun around. Dennis suspected that his sudden appearance could have been the precursor to his damn headache. He detested unpredictable events.
 
   Dennis leaned forward and peered through the windscreen, sure that he’d just spotted movement in the garden on the other side of the street. After staring while holding his breath for a few moments, he relaxed and sat back. It had just been his imagination. There’d been little sign of anything for the past hour now. The survivors of this plague were not showing themselves. He found that very frustrating. 
 
   This degraded housing estate had spawned entire generations of inbred idiots. Despite the huge drag factor on their addled brains caused by drugs, alcohol, cheap food, nicotine, and hopelessness, even these animals wouldn’t stick around when their dead grandma tried to take bites out of their legs. 
 
   “So, were the survivors hiding or have they gotten out of Dodge City?” It was a puzzler. There hadn’t been much in the way of dead people for that matter. He had no way to explain that ambiguity.
 
   Right now, though, these mysteries could take a back seat. His stomach needed satisfaction. Dennis carefully unwrapped the cling film and placed one of the halves on his lap, wrapping up the other one for later consumption. He lifted the sandwich up to his mouth and took a huge bite out of the middle, sighing in bliss as the flavors of spiced pork and sun dried tomatoes exploded in his mouth. They were his two favourite foods. The combination of both flavours made everything seem better. He swallowed and paused for a moment, enjoying the hot spice tingle on his lips. 
 
   Dennis had heard that human meat had a similar taste to pork. It astonished him that he’d never even thought of finding out until now. He chalked that idea down to something to try out very soon. He opened the sandwich and ran the tip of his finger along the meat, watching the tomato juice part. Although it had been a while since he’d created this specialty of his he knew, even before taking a bite, what it was going to taste like. His sandwich-making skills never altered; the pork under his finger had come from a different beast than in his last sandwich, but Dennis knew that the methodology of its food consumption wouldn’t change from one pig to the next. Therefore, each sandwich would taste the same. 
 
   Each and every human had their own dietary intake, however, just as each human’s muscle build would significantly differ from one person to the next. Dennis took one more bite whilst pondering this dilemma. He’d just have to alter his perception, that’s all. If he adopted the mindset that each person that he tasted wouldn’t taste like the last one, it wouldn’t be that much of a shock after he took a bite.
 
   Dennis smiled, happy that he’d found a workable solution to his new experiment. Unlike the other fools in this estate, he could adapt and survive to meet the new challenges that life, or death, threw at him.
 
   Speaking of death, he decided that he should check on his guests. He finished off the remains of his sandwich and turned around. They had been rather quiet for a while now. Dennis gently slid back the narrow metal hatch set into the steel-reinforced partition that separated the cab from the rest of the vehicle. Through the thick, clear Perspex plate four pairs of eyes stared back at him.
 
   He focused on the young girl. Dennis wasn’t sure of her name, although he thought that the other one had screamed out the name Claire. He shrugged, not that it mattered. Dennis leaned closer to the plate and settled down to a staring contest. He wasn’t totally convinced that any of them could even see him. After a minute, he gave up. It was like trying to stare down a marble statue. It was creepy how none of them were moving. They reminded him of four lizards in a glass tank.
 
   Dennis switched on the main light and three fluorescent tubes bathed the back of the van in bright white light. He shook his head. Not so much as a twitch; even their pupils didn’t contract. The tubes had been one of his additions. He found that the original light didn’t give him enough illumination to work under. Dennis liked to see what he was doing.
 
   The bright light revealed to him just what the others had done to the other girl. He had difficulty locating any piece of her that was larger than an apple. It reminded him of the one time when he’d once dumped a body into a tree shredder. Of course, it had been one of the stupidest things that he’d ever done, but the results were fantastic. Instead of all the bits scattered across that field, the bits looked as though they’d been thrown around the inside of the van. “A tree shredder? No, more like swallowing a live grenade.”
 
   What a mess. After adjusting to the scarlet devastation, he began to pick out individual scraps of clothing and a couple of splintered bones in the corner of the van. He saw very little of anything that could have marked her out as once being human. Lots of thick lumpy crimson gore was splattered around the walls. He sighed in contentment. It was such a beautiful scene.
 
   A chewed-up lump of fatty meat slipped out of a large hole in Albert Pannier’s chest cavity. Dennis marvelled at the contrast in colors, from the vivid ruby-red from the piece of Claire’s insides, to the predominantly black-colored shiny mess inside Albert. The lump rolled down Albert’s thigh and fell onto the blood-streaked floor. One of the other occupants snatched it up and stuffed the piece into its mouth.
 
   “Waste not, want not,” Dennis murmured. Their compulsion to feast on human flesh fascinated him. Was it species-specific, or would these creatures eat any moving animal? He had yet to see evidence of them eating anything other than another human. He suspected that it was just a matter of numbers. There were plenty of humans in the estate—at least there had been—and not many cats and dogs; most of the animals learned from any early age to keep well away from anything with two legs.
 
   Why flesh though? There had to be a logical reason. He didn’t buy the ‘feeding on meat to survive’ idea. These creatures were dead; their bodies no longer needed food. He had considered the possibility that perhaps there might be some chemical or nutritional protein present in the living human body that they needed in order to stay re-animated. Or some long-forgotten primal carnivorous instinct kicked in once they’d been contaminated and transformed into these nightmarish monsters.
 
   Dennis switched off the lights and slid the plate back. It did feel good to have the little grey cells buzzing about. He would need to collect a few more samples and engage in a prolonged observation before some of the answer presented themselves. He was confident that he’d get to the bottom of this mystery though.
 
   He picked up the other half of his sandwich and unwrapped it. He took a small bite, this time, intending to savor the taste. He should have made himself two packs. This last half would not fill him up. “Somehow, I doubt that any of the local takeaways will be open tonight.”
 
   Bugger it, there was plenty of bread and filling left at home; if the desire to eat resurfaced, it would take just minutes to go back. “Focus, Dennis,” he said to himself, “you need to stop thinking about food; you’re getting as bad as your fellow travelers.” He chuckled and took another bite. Dennis wondered if he might be looking at this problem in the wrong way. The simple fact of it might be that since every part of their basic humanity had been stripped away, these creatures could be killing and eating people just for the enjoyment of it. He had assumed that they had no emotions left, but perhaps happiness had remained? He stuffed more of the food into his mouth. Why not? After all, he had never been able to find a logical reason for his own homicidal behavior.
 
   One question that had been troubling him remained: Why did they seem to target selected individuals? Poor Claire was in tiny pieces, while her friend only suffered a simple bite wound on her thigh. What separated the food from the recruited? Or had Claire being consumed have to do with something else entirely?
 
   His half-chewed food almost splattered across his side window when he spotted a very familiar figure stumbling out of a house a couple of doors down from where he’d parked. Of all the people he’d expected to see, Scary Mary was not one of them. It didn’t surprise Dennis to see that her docile husband was just behind her. Dennis watched her for a couple of seconds with a huge grin plastered over his face. The stupid fat fuck could not get her legs to coordinate. Scary Mary was spending more time on her litter-strewn garden path than on her feet.
 
   Oh goodness, the sight of that dead thing rolling about on the weed-infested lawn whilst trying to get up would keep him chuckling for days. This was such a glorious opportunity. He reached for his pistol and pushed a single round in the chamber. He paused, then pushed in another round. The husband would need to go as well. Dennis couldn’t leave him wandering about unchecked. Loose ends should not be allowed to go untied.
 
   He was so going to enjoy watching her head explode. It would be the ultimate revenge for having to put up with the endless insults and snide remarks from that uneducated and spiteful big tub of lard.
 
   Since embracing his darker urges all those years ago, Dennis had understood that keeping a low profile would be crucial if he were to remain out of jail. It had taken him years to learn the craft of concealment, of blending in with any crowd. To become nondescript was to become invincible. How could any witness describe you to the law if they didn’t remember your face or what you were?
 
   Dennis believed that he’d become a grand master at his chosen craft. Apart from his mad neighbor, he knew that he’d be able to walk the streets of Breakspear at any time safe in the knowledge that nobody would confront him. His only Achilles’ heel had been her. The dead whale currently trying to put one foot in front of the other had taken an instant dislike to Dennis. He had no idea what he’d done to upset her. Looking back, he couldn’t for the life of him figure out why he hadn’t murdered her years ago. It wouldn’t have been that difficult. Although it wasn’t his style, Dennis could have easily made it look like an accident; a simple case of her choking on her own vomit, and the pain in his rear end would have been out of the way forever.
 
   “Well, it’s better late than never.”
 
   She had managed to reach her front gate. Considering the obstacles in her way, Dennis thought that she deserved a round of applause. Then again, maybe not. By watching her down all the drink in the Horse and Jockey, he knew that Scary Mary would be used to stumbling about and falling over. He gripped the gun tightly, his only regret that the bitch wouldn’t suffer.
 
   He would have walked a mile over broken glass to have been given the chance of stuffing the screaming and sobbing woman in the back of his van with his guests. He was sure they would have taken more than a few hours to consume her.
 
   His chewed-up food did splat against the glass when he saw more movement from the corner of his eye. Dennis sat back in his seat, unable to grasp just what he was seeing. A vast swarm of the dead creatures shambled and lurched towards his location. Jesus Christ, they were coming out of every open door, sitting up from where they’d been lying in gardens, and Dennis even saw a few roll out from beneath cars. It looked like the whole of Breakspear was out there. He guessed that he wasn’t that far from the truth with that statement. They filled the road, the pavements, and the gardens on either side. Mary and her husband joined the mass, and he lost them in the crowd. Dennis felt like a goldfish looking out as a school of piranhas swam past his bowl. Despite knowing that he was safe in here, he still felt his heartbeat double up. God, what a rush. He tapped on the side window as they passed his van, a little disappointed when none of them even glanced up. His guests had started up the moaning song again. He now had two more questions that needed answers. How did his occupants know that their comrades were on the march, and just as important, where were they all heading off to?
 
   Dennis rapped his fist against the partition. “Hush up, back there. Any more of that silliness, and I won’t get you any more food. You’re all very naughty zombies. You are not going out to play with your friends.”
 
   He giggled and felt one of his mental gears slipping a cog. Did he really just spurt out with all that nonsense?
 
   Within a few moments, the swarm of dead had passed by his van. He watched them get further away through his wing mirror, thinking that must be the strangest thing that he’d seen so far tonight.
 
   Their moaning receded into the distance, and he nodded to himself and sighed when his occupants’ noises quieted down as well. It gave the low thudding at the back of his head a bit of a rest. Dennis’s peace didn’t last for more than a couple of seconds, though. He leaned forward in his seat at the sight of twin beams of light running parallel to his van. So he wasn’t the only survivor left in the estate after all. The engine started up. Dennis frowned; it sounded very similar to his armoured van. The light from the stranger’s headlights was too powerful to make out the type of vehicle. It wasn’t a car, that much Dennis had already worked out.
 
   He wasn’t the only one who’d heard the noise either. Dennis watched a young couple streak out of a door a bit further up the road and stop in the middle of the street, jumping up and waving their arms. The bodies blocked out some of the powerful headlights and now he saw the unmistakable shape of a military vehicle.
 
   “Oh, now this is a turn up for the books,” he murmured. The vehicle screeched to a halt, and Dennis watched several soldiers, all equipped with full face masks, run from behind the armored car and point their rifles at the pair.
 
   They forced the two to lie on the ground face down with their arms behind their backs. A moment later, another vehicle approached and stopped behind the first vehicle. 
 
   “Well, this is not what I expected.” Dennis watched through the side window as two men dressed in white bio-hazard suits stepped out of their vehicle, which reminded him of a dog warden van. Dennis had the feeling that these gentlemen would not be transporting canines in the back of their vehicle. Both men carried a pole a couple of feet taller than them, with stiff wire loops on the ends. 
 
   They fastened the loops around the neck of the sobbing people and pushed them into the back of the van. They weren’t being very gentle, either.
 
   “So, we do indeed have new players in the game. The action moves up one more notch.” He watched both vehicles turn around and drive further into the estate. That told him that these strangers must have set up a base on his hunting ground. “Events in Breakspear are about to become most interesting.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   A subtle shift in the group’s hierarchy had happened about half an hour ago. They hadn’t noticed the change, but he certainly had. Kevin had even saw it coming. This had happened to him all of his life. When he got together in a group it didn’t take long for him to be relegated to the bottom of the pile.
 
   His girl now stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the lanky thug. How long would it be before they were holding hands? Kevin squeezed the bayonet’s handle and told himself to stop getting so paranoid. Both Stephanie and Darren stood with Kevin on the roof of a garage, searching the streets for any sign of the shambling horde. He stood behind Stephanie, wishing that he had a gun like they both did.
 
   “Come on, you must be able to see them now.”
 
   Darren nodded. “Fuck me, lass, you’ve got sharp bastard eyes.”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder and smiled at Kevin. “Sorry, Darren, I’ll take a pass on that. Besides, I’m already taken.” She winked at Kevin, but by the time he’d winked back, the girl had already turned back to face the street. Kevin sighed.
 
   Clearly the lanky thug loved his new toy. He hadn’t let go of it ever since leaving the house and found out how much of a mess it made with human flesh. He cradled his shotgun as if it was his newest teddy bear. Kevin had even seen him stroking the stock a few minutes ago. 
 
   Darren had fired two rounds while still in that house. The first one had taken out the soldier’s face while the other round had destroyed the top of Edgar’s head. Rather than leaving well enough alone, Darren had opened up the closet door to see what his old pal had been doing under the stairs; he’d believed that Edgar might have been hiding a huge cache of weapons with him. That made Kevin so angry, like it was perfectly acceptable to place everyone’s life in danger just to satisfy his curiosity. If that shotgun hadn’t worked they would have all ended up like that poor soldier.
 
   He looked down at his stupid bayonet again and wondered if he would still be so bitter if they had found more weapons under the stairs. Past experience told him that very little would have changed. Oh, the group would have upgraded their weapons alright. Those two would have picked up rocket launchers or assault rifles, while he would have had to make do with a fucking air pistol.
 
   There had been one discovery from Darren’s reckless act that had confused the hell out of all of them. Stephanie had discovered that the soldier was wearing some very curious protective covering under his fatigues. His legs and arms were covered in flexible, tightly-meshed armor. 
 
   Stephanie told them both that it wasn’t standard issue. In a combat situation, only the torso was protected. They both looked at her in astonishment as she reeled all this out. It turned out that his trembling new girlfriend was in the bloody Armed Forces. She’d snatched up the pistol from the chair, and within seconds, had pulled it apart. Stephanie showed them where the ID plate had been filed off and the unusual rounds in the magazine. She concluded that the soldier wasn’t regular Army, more like private security or a mercenary. Darren had agreed with her, moving his head up and down like a fucking nodding dog, and he didn’t object when she’d stuffed the gun down her jeans. Watching Stephanie take the pistol was the point wherein the shift in hierarchy had taken place. Unless the group found another survivor, Kevin believed that he’d stay there.
 
   “It’s like a fucking football crowd,” said Darren.
 
   He moved forward, standing just behind Stephanie and resting his hands on her shoulders. Kevin followed their gazes and felt his spine turn to water as hundreds of the shamblers slowly made their way through the estate. 
 
   “Jesus! Look at that bastard go!” shouted Darren, pointing at a house opposite where they were.
 
   Kevin gaped in horror as a young lad leapt from an upper floor window; he rolled on the grass below and limped out of the garden gate. They could hear him screaming from where they stood.
 
   “Come on, lad,” urged Kevin, “you can do it.”
 
   Even limping, he was outpacing them.
 
   “I’ll bet anyone a tenner that the guy gets eaten.”
 
   Kevin groaned aloud when he saw a couple of the dead emerge from a garden in front of the boy. He swerved to try to avoid their flailing arms, but then tripped up over his own feet. As he went down, several more of the things homed in and fell on him, tearing away at him viciously. Kevin closed his eyes and tried not to burst into tears.
 
   “Oh yes!” shouted Darren. “That’s money in the bank.”
 
   He heard Stephanie call him a heartless bastard. Darren just laughed back at her. Kevin tried to imagine what he would have done in the poor kid’s place. Kevin had been lucky when he got out of the house. There were only a couple of the things after him, not a thousand. He opened his eyes and looked at the bayonet. Would he have had the guts to slit his own throat, to stop himself from changing?
 
   Kevin wanted a gun; it wasn’t fair. Darren said that Steph could have one because she was more of a man than he was. He wasn’t too sure whether he liked the new Stephanie yet. He preferred it when she had clung to him like a limpet and squealed at every sudden movement, a bit sad and pathetic. Kevin sighed. A bit like he still was.
 
   “Okay, it’s time to fuck off. I’m not keen on staying here when those fuckers arrive.”
 
   Kevin decided that it was time to make his stand. He shook his head. “I’m not going to the cemetery.”
 
   “Oh, for crying out loud, not this bullshit again. Now you listen to me, you fucking retarded clown. They are not fucking zombies. It’s a chemical bastard weapon. The dead have not come back to life.”
 
   “Bollocks,” Kevin replied. “I know what I saw, and I saw some dead thing crawl up my fucking stairs!” he screamed.
 
   Darren sighed and thrust his hand out in front of him. “I can’t take this bullshit any more. Look lass, he’s your fucking baggage, you sort him out.” He jumped off the shed and hurried into the back garden. “Don’t take forever either, cos I ain’t waiting.”
 
   Stephanie walked up to Kevin, hugged him tight, and kissed him gently on the lips. “I do believe you, Kevin.”
 
   “But you still want to go with him.”
 
   She nodded. Kevin felt like he’d just been punched in the stomach.
 
   “Darren is a foul-mouthed dickhead, but he’s handy with a gun, and at least he’s still alive.”
 
   “Only just.”
 
   “Oi Darren!” she shouted. “Is that bone yard still in use?”
 
   “Nobody’s been planted in there for over fifty years.”
 
   “You see? There’ll be six feet of hard-packed soil between your feet and a few old bones. Besides, what other option do we have?”
 
   Kevin slowly nodded. “Okay then.” 
 
   They both jumped down and caught up to Darren who was busy trying to climb over a six-foot fence. Stephanie scaled it easily and helped the reluctant Darren to the top. Kevin didn’t need any help. He reached the top and looked behind him. He couldn’t see the things just yet.
 
   The cemetery was just off the next street. Until now, he’d never thought about how odd it was to have some deserted old graveyard smack bang in the middle of a housing estate.
 
   “That’s a blast from the past,” said Darren. “I haven’t seen one of those old things for a long time.”
 
   Kevin looked up to see a dark blue van slowly glide past the front of the house. “Do you think they could be soldiers?”
 
   Darren glared at him. “What are you asking me for? I haven’t got all the answers.”
 
   “I’ve seen that van tonight already,” muttered Stephanie. 
 
   “Yeah, well, I didn’t think that we’d be the only ones still alive in Breakspear. They ain’t gonna get right far in that old thing though,” said Darren. “That tin box will stop the zombies, but as soon as the soldiers see that they’ll blast it sky high.”
 
   Kevin watched the van turn off into a side street and disappear. “I wonder what he’s doing.”
 
   “He’s selling ice cream, you fucking retard,” sneered Darren.
 
   Stephanie giggled.
 
   “It’s fucking obvious what he’s doing, ain’t it? He’s looking for survivors.”
 
   “You mean like us?”
 
   Darren’s eyes blazed. “You can drop that idea right now, Kevin. The answer’s no. We ain’t gonna start running after that van. Besides, I’ve got us a foolproof plan to get us out of here.”
 
   “So what’s in that cemetery, Darren?” Stephanie asked.
 
   “You ain’t from around here are you, lass?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, we were just visiting. We live in Leeds.”
 
   “Well, if you follow me, sweetheart, you’ll be back in Leeds in a few hours. There’s a stretch of land separating the old church from the graveyard, and there’s a manhole right in the …”
 
   “If you’re thinking of that rat tunnel,” interrupted Kevin, “Forget it. The council blocked it up a few years ago.”
 
   “Interrupt me again, tosspot, and I’ll throw you into those nettles. I bet you didn’t go down there before it got blocked up, did you?”
 
   Kevin shook his head.
 
   “I didn’t think so, you little chickenshit. Well, that tunnel is part of a network, and apparently one of the tunnels leading off goes all the way into the rise.”
 
   “But how do we get in if it’s been blocked off?”
 
   Darren jumped down. “There’s another way in.”
 
   Kevin glanced behind him. Those things were now visible and were getting uncomfortably close. He wondered where they were heading. Kevin had the feeling that they were heading to the cemetery too. He followed Stephanie and climbed down.
 
   They ran through the garden and onto the main road. This was the main bus route through the estate. The shops and the local pub were just a bit further down. They hurried over the deserted road and onto the grass verge on the other side. The council had erected a chain link fence all around the church and the cemetery. Kevin remembered it going up. He also remembered how long it had taken them to finish it. The estate kids kept tearing it down every time the workers buggered off home.
 
   Kevin followed Darren as he walked along the perimeter. They passed dozens of repaired holes. It wouldn’t be long before they found one that the council had missed. 
 
   Darren stopped dead. “Bloody hell! It looks like we ain’t the only ones to think of this place.”
 
   A whole section had been flattened into the grass. It looked like someone had rammed a car into it. Kevin followed the others through and then glanced back. His blood turned to water when he saw a group of zombies turn the corner and head in their direction. He looked the other way and saw a load more shambling towards them. 
 
   “What the fuck are we going to do?”
 
   Darren’s arrogant features slipped for a moment to reveal a very scared-looking boy. He looked at the shotgun and then back at the approaching horde of people. “Let’s just hope to fuck that it really is there.”
 
   “We’re surrounded,” muttered Stephanie.
 
   “Yeah, well fuck ‘em. We’ll be out of here in a few minutes anyway.” 
 
   Darren sprinted over the rough ground like a rabbit. That unnerved Kevin. Darren was faster than him. They had trouble keeping up. They passed the old church and reached the tumbledown cemetery gates a couple of minutes later; it had been years since he’d been here, and never at night. 
 
   Just then, the moon broke through the heavy cloud cover, its pale light washing away some of the shadows, revealing the scope and depth of the ruined graveyard. The place had been neglected and forgotten for decades except for generations of kids from the estate. Kevin suspected that not many of them had shown the respect a place like this deserved. Many gravestones had been knocked down, but plenty still remained upright, the lichen-covered stones obscuring any number of horrors just waiting to grab them as they passed.
 
   “They’ll be here in a few minutes,” Stephanie said.
 
   Darren nodded, distracted; he was busy scanning the area in front of him. Kevin had the awful feeling that Darren had never been here before.
 
   “Is that what you’re looking for?” said Stephanie, pointing to a large block of stone set right in the middle of the cemetery.
 
   “Yes, that’s it, the mausoleum. There ain’t no flies on you, is there?”
 
   Kevin forced his eyes away from the approaching horde. He was sure that they were slowing down. He stared into the graveyard, just waiting for something in there to move. Stephanie was right about it being full of mouldering bones. How could anything in there hurt him? It didn’t stop him from gasping out loud when he did see a shadow move.
 
   “What the fuck was that?” he shouted.
 
   Darren jumped. “For fuck’s sake, man. You scared the shit out of me. What’s up with you?”
 
   Kevin just pointed at the corpse slowly lurching up the path. Kevin wanted to punch the air, and then punch Darren for doubting him yet again. Stephanie raised her pistol.
 
   “Put that away, you silly cow. Jesus!” 
 
   Darren marched up to the thing and smashed the butt of his shotgun into its face. The head jerked back before the whole body dropped to the path. Darren lifted up one of his feet, winked at Stephanie, and then slammed it down through the thing’s head. 
 
   It cracked open like a rotten egg, spilling black gelatinous syrup across the weed-choked gravel path. Stephanie turned away.
 
   “Oh Jesus,” she gasped, “the vile bastard.”
 
   Kevin saw a few more of the filthy things, all in various stages of advanced decay, staggering between the gravestones. He moved closer to Stephanie.
 
   “I don’t think they’ll be able to do us much harm. I doubt that they could even open their jaws.”
 
   Darren laughed. “The fuckers probably have to get someone to chew their food up first.”
 
   A young man wearing the remains of a suit staggered up to Darren. As it struggled to lift its arms, he turned the shotgun around and swung the stock into the side of its head. Darren kicked it as he hurried past.
 
   “Come on,” he said, “stop fucking about.”
 
   Kevin charged over, determined to show him that he was just as capable as Darren was.
 
   “Thank fuck for that,” muttered Darren. “I thought it was going to be another of one of Dad’s lies.”
 
   Kevin stopped dead. He didn’t think he was supposed to hear that. If all else failed, there was always the top of that stone; it looked high enough. He wondered how hard it would be to climb on the roof of the mausoleum and if it was large enough to hold all three of them.
 
   He glanced over his shoulder to wait for Stephanie. He wished he hadn’t left her now. The zombies—and as far as he was concerned, they were zombies, fuck whatever Darren said—were now streaming though the broken fence. This wasn’t going to end well, he just knew it.
 
   Kevin turned back to find that Darren was no longer in front of them. He couldn’t see him anywhere. Oh Jesus! Had he done a runner and left them in the lurch?
 
   “He’s over there,” said Stephanie. 
 
   She pointed at a large, red-painted metal canister half buried in the soft soil.
 
   Kevin gazed in confusion at the object sticking out of the ground. It reminded him of three oil drums welded together. There was a large gash running down the length of the canister, and a thick yellow mist escaped from the rent in the metal.
 
   There were a dozen bodies lying around the object. Kevin turned away and stared at the ground, trying not to throw up. He thought the horror he’d seen so far tonight could not be topped. Yet the sight of what was left of those bodies looking like melted plastic toys made him want to fall to the floor, curl up into a tight ball, and want to wake up.
 
   “Darren? Darren, what are you doing?”
 
   The lad didn’t reply to the girl’s question. He placed his hand against the metal, and then his whole body shivered. Kevin skirted around another crawling body and walked towards him. “Darren, are you alright?”
 
   As Kevin got closer, he gasped when he saw the state of Darren’s hand; it looked like it had been welded to the outside of the canister. Darren began to moan. He turned around and gazed at Kevin.
 
   He took one look at those cold, unfeeling eyes and wanted to scream. Darren pulled his hand off the canister and took a step closer to Kevin. The lad’s hand hung down. It looked like a lump of melted toffee.
 
   “No, please, not you as well.”
 
   Kevin tried to take his bayonet out but ended up dropping it into the mud. Then he shrieked when he saw the left side of Darren’s face explode in a geyser of blood. Stephanie rushed past him, picked up the dropped shotgun and pushed the weapon into Kevin’s trembling hands. Then she pulled him over to the entrance of the mausoleum. He saw the thick steel chain wrapped around the bars secured with a padlock and knew there and then that it was over.
 
   Steph started to bash the padlock with the handle of her pistol.
 
   “Can’t you just shoot it off?”
 
   “Of course I can’t shoot it off,” she sobbed. “That only works in films.”
 
   She carried on hitting the padlock. Kevin tapped her on the shoulder.
 
   “I think I know why they’ve come here.”
 
   He watched dozens of faces pop up in the windows of the old church; they must have heard the banging.
 
   “And now I know where the other survivors are.”
 
   Steph groaned. “Oh sweet Jesus, they’ve come here to feed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Back when his worldview consisted merely of hating school and wanting sweets, his mother had once told him that Time was a man. Why else would they call him Father Time? Just like most subjects spouted out of her ill-informed mouth, Ernest had come to the conclusion that the woman had been talking out of her arse.
 
   Three hours and ten minutes had now passed since he went through the fun and games in the Horse and Jockey. While running through the estate with the dead things nipping at his heels, those three hours had felt like five minutes. The ten minutes since he’d pushed his thin body into this cupboard under the sink had taken a good few hours to pass.
 
   Only a woman had the skill to torment a man to that degree. He’d never met a single female who possessed the ability to understand the true meaning of how time worked. Even his Brenda believed that five minutes actually meant a couple of hours, especially when she was getting ready to go out or yapping on at the next door neighbor.
 
   He squeezed his eyes tight. Ernest had no time for the waterworks to flow. He needed to clear his mind and focus on his current predicament. Once again, acquired experience from his previous shady career had saved his skin.
 
   Scouting out potential bolt holes used to be second nature. A convenient hiding place had been his savior on a few occasions. Sleeping people had not always been guaranteed upon entering a dark house. There had always been the danger of bumping into occupants afflicted with the curse of insomnia or walking into a kitchen and finding someone working on a midnight snack. 
 
   Ernest didn’t think he’d have to go to this extreme, though. Then again, he’d never had three seconds to make himself scarce. 
 
   Had those soldiers definitely gone? Ernest had moved so fast that he wasn’t sure if they’d been seen entering the house. Oh, the soldiers had searched the house from top to bottom, but frustratingly had not said a single word. With luck, they’d have gone to another house. He secretly hoped that the fucking deadies got them. All he could hear was the sound of his breathing. Ernest pushed open the cupboard door a crack, blinking at the light from the florescent coming through the gap. His instinct told him that the only sign of life in this kitchen came from him. He saw nobody else. Not that it mattered, Ernest couldn’t stay in here a moment longer. He pushed aside the bottle of bleach and cleaning liquids. The cramped space didn’t bother him, but the smell did. Jesus, he was getting high off the chemicals in here. He’d never be able to clear his nose of peach-infused dishwashing liquid and pine disinfectant. He could even taste the stuff. He pushed all the bottles to the side and wiggled out.
 
   Mrs. Watson had raced up the stairs as soon as the pair of them had run into the house. For the life of him, Ernest didn’t know why he hadn’t followed her. Old habits, he guessed. The sleeping family was usually up there. He sighed. Ernest hadn’t heard a sound from the next floor and hoped she was alright. He wondered why she hadn’t come back down the stairs. He took a deep breath and stretched his limbs. It felt so good to be able to move again. 
 
   Ernest wandered over to the kitchen window and looked out, hoping to see which house the soldiers were now searching. His heart almost gave out when he saw that they were still outside the house. Oh Christ! They had Mrs. Watson face down in the road. He heard her cry out when one of them booted her in the side.
 
   The front door burst open. Ernest had begun to run back towards the cupboard when two masked soldiers ran into the kitchen with their weapons raised.
 
   “Get down on your knees, now!”
 
   He dropped to the floor and raised his hands. Ernest watched the short stocky one slowly advance, the barrel of his gun never wavering. He watched the soldier’s finger tighten on the trigger; Ernest closed his eyes, hoping that it would be over fast. A bullet in the brain was a far better way to die than to have a group of dead people banquet on his flesh.
 
   “Oh, this is fucking unreal,” said the soldier, laughing. “He was under the bloody sink all this time.”
 
   He felt a pair of gloved hands frisk him down. Ernest dared to open one eye, shocked that he still breathed. The soldier bent over his body as he searched him. He stayed as still as possible. It had been many years since he’d been searched, but he knew the procedure; he also knew what happened when you resisted.
 
   “He’s clean.”
 
   The soldier stood up and for the first time Ernest caught a glimpse of him through the face-plate. Bloody hell, he was only a kid about Darren’s age. He just hoped his lad had managed to escape. If anyone could, it would be him. Ernest Belmont had made damned sure that his son hadn’t turned out to be a sniveling weakling.
 
   “How the hell did he get in there?” said the other man, speaking for the first time. “He must be double-jointed or something.”
 
   He was a lot older than the kid, probably in his mid-thirties. Ernest daren’t look up to see if the voice fit the face. He had no wish to antagonize them.
 
   “You’d better make sure you secure the slippery bastard extra well then. We can’t have our bank notes getting away from us.”
 
   The young soldier brought out a bundle of clear cable ties.
 
   “Not in here, you bloody idiot. Do it outside.”
 
   “I take it you ain’t the rescue party,” muttered Ernest.
 
   The soldier grabbed his arm and marched him towards the kitchen door. He laughed. “Hell, no, we ain’t even the Army.”
 
   “Shut your trap, lad,” snapped the other one.
 
   “Oh come on, Gary. Stop being such a misery guts. I mean, just who’s he gonna fucking tell?”
 
   The lad pushed him into the hallway. Ernest stared at the older man as he was marched past, hoping he might see just a glimmer of compassion in his hard eyes. They looked as dead as the shuffling corpses he’d been destroying all night.
 
   “This one’s just earned us another grand. I said there was another one in here, didn’t I?”
 
   The one named Gary nodded. “Yeah, okay, don’t rub it in. I reckon that we ought to give that old bitch another good kicking for lying to us.”
 
   Ernest saw red. He caught the boy by surprise and wriggled out of his grip. Fuck antagonizing them. He dived on the older man, intending to rip the arrogant fucker’s throat out, but the man saw him coming. He just moved out of his way and slammed Ernest’s head into the wall.
 
   The man bent over and lifted Ernest up by his hair. “Nice try, sweetheart. I ought to put a bullet in you here and now for pulling a stunt like that.” He lifted him up and threw him at the other soldier. “Just keep hold of him, you daft bastard.”
 
   A gloved hand encircled his throat. “You’ve made me look like a right twat.”
 
   Ernest tried to laugh. “You didn’t need my help.”
 
   Gary pulled the boy’s hand away. He grabbed Ernest’s arm and forced it up his back, and then marched him out into the sunlight.
 
   “Do you see the assholes dressed in white?” said the lad, jogging at his side. “They’re gonna slice you and your mum up. They want to find why you ain’t gone the same way as the others.”
 
   Gary dragged him over next to Mrs. Watson.
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   The woman managed to nod.
 
   The lad looked at him and grinned. “When you feel those scalpels and bone-saws cut into your flesh, I want you to think about all that cash that you’ve earned us.”
 
   Ernest looked into the lad’s mask and spat at him. “You ain’t going to live to see any money, my friend.”
 
   Gary sighed. “Yeah, whatever, just get on the ground.”
 
   Ernest shook his head, “You can go fuck yourself. I’d rather die here and now.”
 
   Gary shrugged. “Fair enough.” He raised his rifle.
 
   Ernest watched the man’s eyes flicker and turned his head to see one of the men dressed in white edge closer to him; he also saw the metal pole he held in his hands. He had one last chance and he took it. He sprung up and hit the astonished man hard in the chest, causing him to stagger back and fall against the van. Ernest grabbed the pole out of the man’s hand, then pulled on his mask and ripped it off his head.
 
   He watched the terrified man try to hold his breath and scramble about on the floor for the mask before one of the soldiers dragged Ernest back. 
 
   Gary slapped the young lad on the back and began to laugh. “We’ve just earned another grand.”
 
   He pointed his rifle at the handler who was trying to fasten his mask in place.
 
   “Get in the back of the van!” he shouted.
 
   The handler shook his head. “No, please, Gary. Come on man, I’m okay, I promise.”
 
   Gary shook his head. “Bollocks, you’ve been infected; now get in the van before I blow your head off.”
 
   Ernest watched the other man in white open the rear door and help the sobbing man into the large cage. The young lad waved the bundle of cable ties in his face.
 
   They both jumped when Gary’s head exploded in a spray of pink and red. The headless body fell to its knees and slumped forward to reveal the diminutive form of Dennis Flynn standing a few feet behind. He raised his shotgun and pointed it at the kid.
 
   “Hold out your arms in front of you,” Dennis said.
 
   “Please don’t kill me,” he sobbed.
 
   “Ernest, would you care to use those plastic ties on our soldier friend?”
 
   He took the bundle out of the lad’s trembling fingers and secured him. He took perverse pleasure in pulling them extra tight. Ernest turned his head to watch the other man in white tear down the road. 
 
   Dennis shook his head and tutted, then marched up to the whimpering kid and pulled the mask off. “I’ve got some friends I want you to meet.”
 
   Ernest hurried over to Mrs. Watson, thankful that they hadn’t yet tied her up. He gently lifted her off the road and slung his jacket around her trembling shoulders. “Did they hurt you?” 
 
   “No,” she whispered, “I’m just a little shaken up, that’s all.”
 
   “Hello Mavis,” said Dennis. “It’s been a while.”
 
   “That it has,” she replied.
 
   “I don’t suppose you know how to make hot chocolate, do you?”
 
   She shook her head, “No, I can’t stand the stuff.”
 
   “Oh, well that’s a shame.” He dragged the boy away. “See you around.”
 
   Mavis slung her arms around Ernest’s neck, sobbing. He held her tight and took a couple of deep ragged breaths, wondering if this fucking nightmare would ever end. She sighed deep and looked at Ernest.
 
   “Did you see the madness in his eyes?”
 
   He nodded. Dennis had born very little resemblance to the quiet little guy who used to sit with his wife at the end of the bar every Saturday. “Somehow I think meeting Dennis again would be a very bad idea.”
 
   “We need to get out of here. I don’t think I can take much more.”
 
   Ernest stretched. His body needed a good rest, that was for sure; he hadn’t put it through this much punishment since the old days. 
 
   “The old days,” he murmured. “Of course. How could I have forgotten that?” He gazed down at Mavis and smiled. “I think I know a way out.” His hand suddenly went to his neck, “Shit, I’ve lost the key. Never mind, the shop has a pair of bolt cutters.”
 
   He lifted the woman up. “Are you up to a bit more walking?”
 
   She nodded. “Wait a minute. What about the bloke they forced into the van?”
 
   He shrugged, “What about him?”
 
   “We can’t leave him in there. That would make us as bad as them.”
 
   He nodded and wandered over to the doors and pulled them open. Mavis gasped. The flat eyes of a deadie stared back at them, and it started to moan.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   None of his training or experience could have saved him from her attack. One second the little girl was lying in the middle of the road; the next, she had leaped up and dived on the man. Instinct alone saved Colonel Marsham from having his face ripped off. He had managed to lift his arm up to protect his mask just before she flew into him.
 
   The little bitch fastened her teeth on his forearm and bit down hard. He gritted his teeth, expecting to feel the agony any second. No pain came. Apparently the armored mesh that the pencil pushers had forced them to wear worked after all. The stuff had saved him from injury, and more importantly, from infection. 
 
   “Don’t just stare, for crying out loud,” he yelled at the three motionless men in front of him. “Get this thing off my arm!”
 
   Marsham grabbed a handful of filthy blonde hair and savagely pulled. His attempt to dislodge the little girl resulted in him pulling her hair out by its roots. The girl hung on to his arm with the tenacity of a terrier.
 
   A handler and two of his unit reached him. The soldiers each took an arm while the handler grabbed her ears. The three men tugged, but it only made the girl clamp down harder. Marsham clenched his teeth and attempted to push the sudden numbing pain away as the mesh pinched his skin. His vivid imagination calmly informed him that the girl’s teeth were about to tear through the armour as if it was made from pie crust.
 
   “Let go of her!” he cried. How the hell could such a little thing hold so much power in her jaws? “Give me you knife, son,” he said to the thickly-set young man standing next to him.
 
   Sergeant Rushworth took his grey eyes off the girl and hurriedly reached for his belt. The sergeant slapped the handle of a double-bladed eight-inch dagger into Marsham’s open palm. This lethal weapon was the man’s pride and joy; he kept both edges razor sharp.
 
   “May the Lord forgive me for this heinous deed.”
 
   He placed the tip into the little girl’s ear and rammed it in to the hilt. The little girl immediately released his arms and collapsed in an untidy heap at his feet.
 
   Rushworth bent over and pulled his knife out of the dead girl’s ear. Even through the mask, Marsham could see the man’s tears rolling down his cheeks. Marsham had to turn away before he joined him. There’d be time for mourning later.
 
   “I didn’t sign up for this bullshit,” muttered the sergeant.
 
   Marsham sighed and gazed at the crumpled body at his feet. His squad had been involved in many assignments deemed too unsavory for any regular unit, but nothing compared to what his men had fought with so far tonight. At least this little girl was at peace now. Whatever malevolence had tainted her body was well and truly gone, leaving just a shell behind.
 
   The words spat by Rushworth resonated through Marsham’s mind. The powers above must have known exactly what insanity lay before his men. Yet the fuckers chose to be deliberately vague regarding the possible scenarios that his team could encounter in this built-up area. The ambiguity stopped when it came to their core orders though. Marsham was to protect the civilian technicians at all costs and ‘put down’ any sign of hostile activity. 
 
   Well, they had certainly done that. This poor little girl wouldn’t be getting up again. He’d had to put her down like some kind of rabid animal. Jesus. Marsham swallowed down the hot bile as Rushworth wiped off the grey and scarlet-streaked mess from his blade before sliding it back into his sheath.
 
   Marsham took a silent vow that his so-called superiors would find themselves in the company of his unit after they had finished cleaning up this fucking tragedy. His sergeant would need to sharpen his blade beforehand, as he’d need it.
 
   “Sir, we have more hostiles at two o clock.”
 
   He whipped his head up and followed Klinski’s coordinates. Marsham stared in shock at the interior of the shadowy garage. Oh, Lord, there were at least another dozen more little kids just like the dead girl crawling along the oil-stained concrete floor. He took an involuntary step back; the feeling that each one was stalking them wouldn’t leave him. Marsham didn’t think that any of the poor little blighters were over the age of nine.
 
   “What do we do?”
 
   Marsham ripped his eyes off the approaching kiddies and looked over at Klinski. The terror in the man’s eyes was palatable. He couldn’t do it. Marsham’s screaming conscience would not allow him to carry out his very specific orders. The colonel grabbed Klinski’s shoulders and pulled the man away from the garage door. The superiors could go screw themselves; nothing on this planet could make him shoot a bunch of kids.
 
   “Look at them,” he murmured. The kiddies’ bodies stayed statue-still. The fourteen kiddies packed inside that garage now reminded Marsham of tiny showroom mannequins. Just like the girl by his feet, all traces of malevolence had disappeared. “Wait here, I’m going to shut that garage door.” 
 
   The handler frantically shook his head. “Are you fucking insane? Those things will rip you apart!”
 
   He didn’t know who this guy was. The superiors had assigned this joker to his unit, and Marsham had no choice but to allow this civilian to tag along. Apparently the guy was called Jeff. Marsham could tell a false name from a mile away. “It’s isn’t your life on the line, buddy,” he snarled. 
 
   Marsham blocked out the guy’s whining voice and prepared to run over to the door. The garage looked old, which meant he’d have to physically pull the door down. The kiddies hadn’t moved a muscle, but Marsham remembered the little girl’s lightning-fast movements. He wouldn’t have much time to do this.
 
   “Sir, be careful,” said Rushworth. He dropped to his knee and pushed his assault rifle into his shoulder. “If they do react, I will have to take them down.”
 
   Marsham nodded. “Understood.”
 
   He suddenly whipped his head around at the sound of Klinski’s muffled scream. The man had hit the pavement and curled up into a ball. Marsham glared at the handler who now held Klinski’s weapon in his hands.
 
   “Yeah, ain’t you the big hard soldiers. Well, no amount of press ups can stop a kick in the bollocks.” He took a step back. “One blink, and I’ll ventilate the pair of you.” The handler turned to the garage.
 
   “Don’t do this! Look, let me close the door. It’s me who’s taking the risk here. They’ll change back in a few hours, Jeff.”
 
   The handler stifled a chuckle. “You poor, naïve bastard. Did you really fall for that line? Shit, man. No fucker is going to turn back. They are already dead, you bloody fool. It’s as simple as that.” He swung the weapon towards the garage and sprayed the interior with bullets.
 
   “No!” Marsham cried. He saw the man’s finger ease and knew that he was next. Before he had time to react, the handler dropped to his knees and fell face down onto the pavement. Marsham looked over at Klinski who stood there holding a tranquilizer gun. They were supposed to be using that to grab a live specimen for the scientists back at the base.
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   Klinski managed to nod. “Define alright,” he answered. “My wedding tackle’s still making its way down from my guts. Shit, I can’t believe that clown just dropped me.” He struggled to his feet and looked over at the garage. “Sorry, sir. I let you down.”
 
   Marsham shook his head, “No, son. That regret belongs to me. I should have left this white-suited moron in the house.” Of the five kiddies that the handler had managed to take down, only one of them was on the floor. The other four got back on their feet, and despite the appalling injuries afflicted on them by Klinski’s assault rifle, resumed their original positions.
 
   Rushworth walked over to the man and rolled him over onto his back. “There. With luck, the fucker will choke on his own vomit when he comes around. Sir, that stuff he said about this being permanent, do you think it’s true?”
 
   Marsham shrugged. He did believe that. This fucker had no reason to lie. After all, once he’d finished slaughtering the kiddies, Marsham had no doubt that his unit would have joined them. As for those kiddies being dead, that piece of info was a little too hard to swallow. Marsham stooped and grabbed the handler’s shoulders and started to pull his body closer to the garage.
 
   “Sir, those kiddies are starting to move.”
 
   He ignored Rushworth’s warning, feeling the man in the white bio suit begin to stir.
 
   Marsham looked up at the sound of both his men cocking their weapons. He heard the handler groan just before he caught sight of movement behind him. He dropped the body, ran back to his men, and spun around, watching in amazement as all the kiddies, including the shot ones, dove on the handler.
 
   The screaming man disappeared under the pile of wriggling bodies. Before he turned away, Marsham saw that the blonde-haired boy at the top of that pile had taken hits to his chest. Those bullets had shredded the kid’s heart, and yet there he was, still trying to clamber his way through the squirming bodies. The dread that the handler hadn’t been lying about these kiddies being dead began to take root. 
 
   “Come on, I think it’s time to get some answers.”
 
   Klinski looked in the window of a nearby car; he then lifted his rifle and knocked out the side window before reaching in and pulling out a grey blanket.
 
   “If we live through this,” said Klinski, “I swear to God that I’ll make the people responsible pay for this.”
 
   He placed the blanket over the little girl’s crumpled form and bowed his head. The other two joined him in a very short prayer. “When we get back to base, I need you two to stay outside in the garden. Don’t acknowledge anyone. We need more info before acting.” The more he thought about this fuck up, the less Marsham believed. Had even the little information given to him been bullshit?
 
   At his insistence and refusal to do anything unless they told him something about the situation, his superiors had revealed a hint of what he would be facing. They told Marsham that a weapon had been developed that, when used on an enemy, would temporarily block all higher brain functions. In short, they’d just turn on each other. The beauty of this designer chemical was that all traces would disappear within a few short hours, leaving the dazed survivors looking in horror at the devastation they’d caused to everyone around them. 
 
   None of them had given him a good reason how this weapon had somehow ended up in the middle of a vast urban sprawl, only that the flight navigator must have made a miscalculation. 
 
   “Time to leave then,” Marsham said, turning around and hurrying towards the intersection that led to their base of operations. He took the tranquilizer gun from Klinski. “You men don’t have to stay with me.” He stopped and looked at the pair of them. “I’m technically deserting here. We all know the penalty for that particular crime.”
 
   Rushworth sighed. “You know we won’t leave your side, sir. Not after what we’ve just seen.”
 
   Klinski nodded. “Get the information, sir.”
 
   Marsham took a deep breath and ran along the pavement, his men following him, keeping their ears tuned for any other signs of activity. They passed another unit on their way and exchanged brief nods, knowing that the next time they met an exchange of fire was most likely. 
 
   They reached their destination and stopped outside the gate. He waited for his men to take up position before continuing on in. Two white-suited technicians nodded to him as he passed them. Marsham couldn’t find the energy to return the greeting. 
 
   They had chosen this house due to its location. From here, the teams could easily reach any other area of this housing estate within minutes. Right now, though, all the action was occurring at the far end of the estate. Most of the unfortunate residents exposed to the weapon had clumped together into one huge swarm. Before he’d left to supposedly capture a specimen for the head scientist, the nerds behind the monitors had shown him the satellite imagery of the swarm. Back then, it hadn’t occurred to him to ask these know-it-alls why these poor people were behaving completely opposite to what he been told. These people were supposed to be tearing into each other, not acting like a swarm of locusts actively hunting down and consuming single victims who, it seemed, were immune to this weapon.
 
   He wondered what these idiots would do if this swarm changed direction and started to head for this house. The white-suited geeks, all spouting indecipherable gobbledygook into their microphones, wouldn’t stand a chance. Marsham decided that he liked the idea of these fuckers dying at the hands of their creations; it was wonderfully ironic.
 
   “I must say, Colonel, you’re back quickly. Is my new sample outside?”
 
   Marsham gritted his teeth and tried to calm down as he spotted the head geek rushing over to him. This was one guy whom he’d enjoy to see screaming at the mercy of those kiddies. Dr. Marious, despite his diminutive stature and annoying mannerisms, had complete control over this project. Just like everyone else, Marsham had been taken in by the doctor’s eccentric attitude and his timid behavior. He should have known better. It was all an act. This fucker made Dr. Frankenstein look like Dr. Doolittle. All of this mess could be put squarely at his feet; he was the one who had created this vile weapon in the first place. 
 
   “Well, before I see what you’ve brought me, I need to show you this. This test has proven more spectacular than I could have ever imagined.”
 
   The little man hurried off, obviously expecting Marsham to follow him. He sighed and left the cramped kitchen, knowing that if he needed answers, he’d have to stroke this man’s ego as well as play the dumb soldier.
 
   The head scientist led him into what used to be the kitchen. 
 
   “There, just look at that, Marsham!” he announced.
 
   A large glass container stood in the middle of an ancient dining table. Marsham noted with disgust that the tablecloth and plates, still with the remains of food clinging to the ceramic, were piled in the far corner of the room. He fought to control his rage. Not that long ago, some normal family had been sitting around that table with probably nothing more pressing on their minds than wondering what would be on the TV tonight.
 
   The colonel walked over to the table and leaned closer to the glass jar, trying to work out what was inside it. All he saw was a large watermelon-sized ball of meat. This made no sense.
 
   “It is from your last sample. It might help if you walked around the other side, Colonel.”
 
   The only occupant they had stumbled across was a young infected boy around fourteen years of age. Marsham had found him in one of the bedrooms. He’d jammed his foot between two slats in the base of a bed and was trapped there. It had taken all three of them to subdue the kid. He’d only stopped moving when Klinski came up with the genius idea of throwing a pillow case over his head. It had certainly done the trick.
 
   He’d watched his team pull the boy out of the bedroom before turning back to gaze at the walls. Every inch of wallpaper had been covered over with sci-fi movie posters. He’d spotted a bank of white-painted wooden shelves on the back wall, every shelf holding dozens of plastic military models, everything from battleships to a helicopter gunship. He’d picked up a model of a German panzer tank and marveled at the detail. The paintwork alone was exquisite. The now-dead boy had to be a stranger to this house. With his short, cropped hair and skinned knuckles, all wrapped up in a bundle of very expensive designer clothing, their captive looked every inch the miniature thug. 
 
   The doctor rushed over. “Man, you just don’t get it. Save me from the slow and stupid.” He pushed Marsham around the edge of the table. 
 
   “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” he gasped, staring in utter disgust at the upside-down severed head inside the jar. If it wasn’t bad enough that these monsters had defiled the kid’s body, they had completed their debasement by flaying off every scrap of skin.
 
   “Yeah, I thought you’d be impressed,” chuckled the scientist. “Watch this Colonel, this will knock your socks off.” He tapped on the side of the jar.
 
   Marsham jumped back in surprise then the eyes moved towards the direction of the sound. “What the fuck?”
 
   “You are looking at dead flesh, Colonel Marsham.”
 
   He leaned closer, shivering when the eyes found his. Oh Lord, that handler was right after all. Then again, how could he have doubted? Marsham had seen that poor kid with half his internal organs demolished fighting with the others to get to that handler. There were a few compounds out there that could switch off the pain receptors in a body and give people the strength of five men. Nothing out there could allow you to operate without a heart, though. 
 
   He felt the scientist’s eyes boring into the back of his head. He wanted to throttle this little bastard for what he’d done to this kid. He forced down the anger, knowing that he still needed to act the dumb grunt for a while longer, at least until he’d got everything out of this cold-blooded freak. “This has to be a trick.”
 
   Marious flashed him a dazzling smile. “I assure you, there’s no theatrics involved.” 
 
   “This is bullshit. Once you’re dead that’s it, you lie still and rot.”
 
   “Not any more. It appears that the weapon has given us another stage of existence.”
 
   “Explain.”
 
   He shrugged. “I can’t explain it, not without performing more tests. The weapon was not designed to do this.” 
 
   Marsham saw the man’s whole posture switch from confusion to ecstasy. He noticed something else as well. The scientist’s eyes were shining. The madman was actually pleased with this unforeseen result. 
 
   “I still don’t understand how the weapon ended up here, Marious. I mean, I thought the test site was miles from here.”
 
   “Oh, they didn’t go off-course, not at all. This is the test area, Colonel.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
     
 
   He pulled the tin from the back of the shelf and twisted the label to face the front. Ernest then took one step back to ensure that the shelf full of tins of stewed steak were now all symmetrical. He had missed one. Ernest picked up the last tin and turned it over; the tin didn’t go out of date for another month.
 
   “This is our best-selling tinned meat line, you know,” said Ernest, carefully placing the tin back on the shelf. “It’s seven pence cheaper than what the supermarket sells on the end of Bridge Street. Mr. Singh wouldn’t tell me where he got the stock from, but I do know that the shipment didn’t come from any of our regular suppliers.”
 
   Ernest wasn’t an idiot, he knew exactly where this stuff had come from. He knew his boss had been looking into a way of increasing his profit margin, and that obviously included buying questionable, stolen food. It was the only answer. 
 
   He sighed, watching Mavis continue to fill her mouth with pieces of mackerel covered in tomato sauce. Ernest had the insane urge to ask the woman if she was going to pay for that tin that she had just opened.
 
   This was just awful. Being right here in the middle aisle of the mini-market was almost as bad as his last visit to his home. He saw evidence of his handiwork everywhere he looked. That huge display full of sugar bags might have been his boss’s idea, but it was Ernest who had to build up the bloody thing. In fact, he’d had built it up twice, once after that annoying little bastard had thought it would be hilarious to jump into the display. Ernest had suggested placing it at the back of the store, but Mr. Singh would not listen to him. Ernest was the poor soul who had repainted the entire shop when the boss suddenly decided that meadow green was a more appealing colour than leaf green.
 
   Ernest stooped down and scooped up a packet of cream crackers. He placed them back on the shelf and yawned. He had spent many long hours in this shop working like a bloody slave for that man for less than minimum wage. Looking back, Ernest wondered if he had subconsciously chosen to follow this path of drudgery as some sort of perverted penance to atone for his past misdemeanors.
 
   “Are you okay, Ernest?”
 
   He shrugged. “Considering the situation, I think I’m doing better than I should be.” Ernest smiled at her when he saw her face drop. “I’m okay, honest.”
 
   “I remember seeing you in here, Ernest. You looked very smart in your apron. It was good to see a man who took pride in how he dressed.”
 
   Ernest just looked at her, not exactly sure if she was making fun of him. It was only a stupid apron. The boss made him wear the damn thing over his own clothes. “Thank you,” he replied uncertainly.
 
   “We’d better get a move on, Ernest. Where did you say the bolt-cutters were? I can’t seem to find them.”
 
   Ernest turned around and pointed over to the door. “They should be behind the counter, near the cash register. At least that’s where I last saw them.” 
 
   “Oh, that’ll be why I couldn’t find them. For some reason I thought that he’d have them for sale.” 
 
   Ernest shook his head and chuckled. “No, he wouldn’t sell those, Mavis. Mr. Singh sells most things, but even he wouldn’t sell tools to help the thieves in Breakspear break into his shop.” Ernest watched the woman drop the empty mackerel tin on the floor and pick up another one. “But if he did discover that the supermarket was selling them, he’d get some stock in and sell them at a cheaper price.”
 
   He walked past the baking section, stopping himself from pulling the bags of self-rising flour forward, and leaned over the glass counter. Ernest smiled when he saw the bolt-cutters lying next to a claw hammer. 
 
   “Is it still there?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, here it is, just where I thought it would be.” 
 
   Ernest skirted past the sweet display and ducked behind the counter. The hammer was there for one reason. It was Mr. Singh’s only method of protection. The police had told him numerous times that he was risking his own life by keeping the shop open so late and having no visible alarm, but he had just smiled back at them and tried to sell them the contents of the shop. 
 
   Nobody had robbed the shop. Sure, they had a few problems with the odd kid lifting sweets, but nothing major. Most of the locals shopped here only because the boss kept the prices down. They also knew that if the shop was ever turned over, it would cost them a fortune to shop somewhere else. Mr. Singh was no fool, and neither were the residents.
 
   Ernest heard Mavis walking over to the counter. He guessed that the woman must have become bored of eating the shop’s stock of tinned fish. “Okay, Mavis. I’ve got it. We can go now.”
 
   Ernest yelled out in shock when cold fingers gripped his hair and dragged him back up. He twisted around, his eyes streaming with agony as he felt his hair tear from the roots. The cold, dead eyes of his former employer gazed down at him. Ernest shrieked when the man’s mouth opened. His hands scrambled along the counter, trying to find anything to get this thing off him.
 
   The claw hammer seemed to mock him; the ideal weapon was just inches away from his grasping fingers. Ernest pulled back, screaming in agony, feeling the thing’s hands holding on to more of his hair. The dead man moaned louder and reached across the counter with its other hand.
 
   Through tear-blurred vision, Ernest saw something move behind Mr. Singh; he heard Mavis let out a single grunt. His former boss suddenly let go of his hair. Ernest jumped to the side and the dead thing fell face down, cracking the counter glass when he hit it. Ernest saw the handle of a screwdriver sticking out of the back of the neck.
 
   “Oh God, Ernest, are you alright?” Mavis cried. “I’m so sorry that I took so long. It took me ages to get the screwdriver out of the bloody plastic packet.”
 
   He gingerly touched the top of his head and winced. “It’s okay, Mavis. I’ll live to fight another day. Remind me to book an appointment with the barbers. The bastard nearly turned me into a monk.”
 
   “We should have searched the bloody place first. I can’t believe that we didn’t check before we went shopping.” She looked into his eyes, and Ernest saw tears begin to form. “I nearly lost you.”
 
   “Yeah, well, luckily for me our hardware section was stocked up last week.” He picked up the bolt-cutters and looked back at his former boss. At least you died in the place you loved, buddy. Ernest then reached across the cold body and picked up the hammer. That would come in handy. “Come on, we had better make tracks.”
 
   They both looked towards the rear of the store when they heard the sound of smashing glass. Mavis ran around and joined Ernest behind the counter. He saw a shadow move in the corridor that led to Mr. Singh’s living room and got down on the floor. He tightened his hand around the hammer and gripped it tight, just in case.
 
   Mavis tensed up and stifled a gasp. “It’s another one,” she whispered.
 
   Ernest thought she meant another deadie until he spotted the flash of camouflage clothing between two aisles. After their last encounter, he was more than reluctant to stand up and wave. He just hoped that the soldier would find nothing of interest and bugger off.
 
   The man walked past the baking section and abruptly stopped when he saw the slumped body of Mr. Singh.
 
   “Bloody hell!” exclaimed the soldier.
 
   The rubber grip handle of the hammer gave Ernest some reassurance. It frightened the hell out of him to realize that he’d have no trouble in using it on that soldier if he got the chance, though somehow he doubted that the soldier would allow Ernest to slam the business end of the hammer into his head. Any threatening gestures would probably be answered with half a dozen shells ripping through his body. Unless he slammed it into the back of the soldier’s head.
 
   Hopefully, with Mr. Singh’s help, it wouldn’t come to that. His body was providing excellent cover. The man prodded the body with his gun before walking away. Ernest heard him opening the drinks fridge.
 
   “I’ve searched the building, and there are no live ones here, over.”
 
   “That’s a negative, satellite reconnaissance showed two warm images in that building, over.”
 
   Ernest watched him open a big bag of Maltesers.
 
   “I’m telling you, there’s nobody in here. Can you not ask them to check again? Over.”
 
   The soldier proceeded to throw the chocolate sweets at the back of the dead man’s head.
 
   “So you want me to tell the techs to hi-jack another foreign satellite just because you are an incompetent halfwit? Look again, over and fucking out.” 
 
   “Well, you can go fuck yourself, Control,” the guy muttered. “Bollocks to this, I’m out of here.”
 
   He felt Mavis reach over and grab his hand and squeeze it tight. He nodded back; it looked like they were in the clear. The soldier dropped the bag on the floor and wandered down the last aisle. Ernest tried to relax.
 
   Suddenly, the soldier doubled back on himself, laughing. “It won’t be stealing; it’ll all be getting torched anyway.”
 
   He was heading straight for them; they both had their backs pressed against the counter when his hand grabbed the top of the till. His shadow loomed over them; Ernest shut his eyes and pretended to be dead. The man above them must have seen loads of dead bodies tonight, so he shouldn’t bat an eyelid at the sight of two more; besides, he would be more concerned with raiding the till.
 
   He heard the sound of the gun being cocked.
 
   “Come on, up you get or stay down there forever, it’s your choice.”
 
   He felt Mavis move. Ernest opened his eyes and slowly got to his feet.
 
   “And you can drop that fucking hammer. I wasn’t born yesterday.”
 
   The soldier waved them out from behind the counter and pushed the end of his gun into Ernest’s back. He marched the pair over to the freezers. “Put your hands face down on the glass.”
 
   Ernest received a not-so-gentle prod in his ribs when he hesitated.
 
   “How the hell have you two managed to stay alive throughout all this? You don’t really strike me as survivor types.”
 
   Ernest knew from the clumsy way the man was handling the gun that he’d be able to get out of the shop before this clown knew what was happening, but what about Mavis? He couldn’t leave her here.
 
   “Deja vu,” she muttered.
 
   “Shut your face, Grandma.”
 
   Mavis sighed, lifted her hands off the glass, and turned around. The man fumbled with his gun. He finally brought it up and pointed the muzzle at the woman.
 
   “Turn back around!” he shouted, “Or so help me I’ll …”
 
   “You’ll what?” she asked. “Shoot a defenseless old lady in the face?” She placed both hands on the barrel of the gun and pushed it down. “Let us go. You’ve already radioed in that the building is empty.” She smiled at him. “You see, you really are going to have to kill us before we go with you. Now, do you really want that on your conscience? What would your mother say?”
 
   Ernest took his hands off the fridge and faced the soldier. He saw fear and indecision in his eyes. Was he really going to let them go?
 
   “Why not just pretend you didn’t see us and go look in that till?” She looked over at Ernest. “If you get stuck, I’m sure Ernest will help you. He used to work here.”
 
   Would naked greed win out over orders? Oh Christ, he fucking hoped so. Then Ernest remembered something that might help to win him over. “There should be over three grand in the safe.”
 
   That got the bastard’s attention. “Do you have the combination?”
 
   Ernest nodded. Mr. Singh had entrusted him with the numbers a few weeks ago when the man had to rush home due to a family emergency. He hoped he hadn’t changed the bloody numbers. 
 
   He tapped the side of his head. “They are locked up in here, mate. Are you ready to see some serious cash?”
 
   The man nodded. Ernest hoped that he wasn’t laying it on too thick. He had to get the guy hooked, and if he was distracted then it would be a lot bloody easier to lay the fucker out. He had no intention of letting him walk out with that money; he’d helped to put those notes in there.
 
   “Come on then,” the guy said. “Is the safe in the back room?” He didn’t wait for Ernest to answer, instead raising his rifle and aiming it at his head. “If you’re lying, I’ll blow you in two. I’ve decided that I don’t like you. You’re a bit too slimy. A bit weasely.”
 
   Mavis suddenly stopped and stared at the back room. Ernest looked too and groaned when he saw another figure climbing through the broken window. Oh shit, the man must have back-up. There was no way they’d get out of this now. 
 
   From the corner of his eye he saw the man behind him come to a halt and then point his rifle towards the back room. Ernest’s instinct kicked in. He dove on Mavis and pushed her down, narrowly missing cracking her head on the metal shelf stacked with eggs.
 
   A single shot rang out. Ernest glanced back to see the soldier drop to the floor. An uneven spot of dark blood appeared on the man’s stomach and rapidly spread across his chest. They then heard unhurried footsteps coming towards them. Mavis grabbed Ernest and pulled him around the corner out of sight just as the figure came into view. The figure paused before darting into the aisle. The man looked down at them and smiled.
 
   “Hello again,” said Dennis. “It’s a small world.”
 
   He ran over to Mr. Singh and lifted his head up. Ernest heard Dennis mutter something, but he couldn’t hear what it was. Dennis then walked over to the soldier and checked his pulse; he nodded to himself before coming back over to them.
 
   “I’ve got most of the pieces in place now.” The man suddenly burst out laughing. “Oh God! I can’t put into words just how fucking alive I feel. It’s ironic really, to think that it took a total catastrophe for me to realize that I should never have given up what I love the best. I bet you don’t know what I mean by that do you, Ernest?”
 
   He kept silent.
 
   Dennis crouched down and nodded to Mavis. “You were pretty cute when you were younger, lass. I almost chose you instead of Ethel.” He giggled. “You’d be in the van instead of her.” He grinned. “Not that it matters, you’ll be in there pretty soon.”
 
   Dennis stood up and looked back at the fallen soldier. “I want you two to carry him outside, and hurry up. I don’t want him dying on us just yet.”
 
   Mavis looked at him, her eyes full of fear. She then glanced at the gun Dennis had in his hand. Ernest could see the madness in the old man’s eyes as well.
 
   “Well, come on!” urged Dennis. “There’s still loads left to do tonight.”
 
   Ernest got to his feet and padded over to the man on the floor. He didn’t look very alive to him. He put his arms under his shoulders, waited for Mavis to grab his legs, and then attempted to lift him up. He was surprisingly light.
 
   “It’s all down to us and them in the end.” Dennis saw Ernest look back at his ex-boss, and he started to laugh again. “No, no, it’s not about who’s alive or dead.”
 
   Ernest rested the body on the edge of the sofa; it didn’t look as if Dennis had noticed that he’d stopped.
 
   “There’s us: me, you, Mavis, and a few others scattered around. We are potentials. If those things out there catch us, we’ll join their ranks. Then there are the others, they’re the competitors.” He grinned. “Now if they get caught, they’ll get ripped to bits and chewed up. Now why do you suppose that is, eh? I mean, it’s not like they get any nutritional value out of the flesh, I mean how can they? Their bodies have effectively shut down.”
 
   Dennis waved his gun at Ernest; he got the message and lifted the body back up.
 
   “I’m not sure yet just why this is, although I suspect that our dead friends are scared of the competitors. You see, I reckon that if a competitor survives a bite then they’ll change but perhaps into something else.” He shrugged. “I’m sure I’ll find out soon enough.”
 
   This madman was going to kill them both. They had to get away from him. Mavis managed to get the soldier’s feet out of the window. Ernest heaved and shouldered the rest of him through the hole. He landed on the grass below in an untidy heap; if he wasn’t dead earlier, Ernest suspected that he was now.
 
   “Right then, dear, you first, out you get.”
 
   Ernest hoped that Mavis would climb out from the window and just make a run for it; he wouldn’t blame her if she did.
 
   “I think it may have something to do with tribes, you know. In the future, this planet will be ruled by the dead—it’s inevitable—but I don’t think that the dead will be one big harmonious group. Right, you wait there. After I climb out, I want you to be right behind me. If you take too long, like have strange ideas about running back into the shop to grab a knife or some other weapon, you’re going to find the pretty Mavis cut up into several bloodied lumps.”
 
   He watched Dennis climb through the window. He wanted to break down and weep; he felt like he’d failed everyone. Ernest knew that this was not going to end well, and he couldn’t see a way out of it.
 
   After he heard him drop down, Ernest looked wildly around the room, looking for something, anything that he could use to protect himself and Mavis from that fucking lunatic. Potentials and competitors? Oh Christ, what a fucking looney tune. 
 
   Oh fuck, there was bugger all here; but then he remembered the soldier. The lad must have a knife on him somewhere, and Dennis was bound to make them carry him to wherever he was going. Ernest nodded and grabbed the window frame. It was better than nothing, he supposed.
 
   As he hit the ground the fact that the soldier had dropped his fucking rifle in the shop hit him like an express train. Ernest couldn’t believe he had been so Goddamn stupid. He slowly turned around, expecting to see the face of the grinning old man leering at him.
 
   He saw Mavis, a teenage boy, and a young woman. The boy held a long knife, and Dennis was at his feet with a pool of blood spreading out from under him.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Ernest held the bolt-cutters in one hand while tucking the handle of the hammer down the back of his trousers. He’d tried pushing the handle through one of his belt hoops, but the hoop was too bloody small.
 
   Going back into that place was probably one of the hardest things he had ever done; he was left with no choice though. Ernest needed those bolt-cutters.
 
   Despite his earlier idea about grabbing the soldier’s gun, he left it on the floor. They were fine, but only until the ammo ran dry or it jammed. He’d stick with the hammer; you didn’t have to put bullets into that. Ernest so missed his trusty pool cue. Sporting goods was yet another item on Mr. Singh’s banned lists.
 
   The soldier had begun to stir. Ernest had gained enough experience tonight to understand what that meant. He leapt through the smashed window, put the bolt-cutters on the ground, and pulled Dennis’s shotgun out from beneath the old man’s body.
 
   “Life’s a bitch, ain’t it?” he said. “Welcome to Breakspear.”
 
   He took hold of the barrel and brought the stock down hard on the man’s head. His movements ceased.
 
   “Live by the gun, die by the gun. I’m sorry, but you didn’t deserve the hammer.”
 
   He looked over at Dennis and wondered how long it would be before he started to move again. Ernest didn’t even know if he was dead yet. He lifted up the barrel of the shotgun. Well, if he wasn’t, he would be in a second.
 
   As he lifted up the shotgun, a single cry echoed through the night air, followed by four gunshots. He dropped the weapon and spun around.
 
   “Oh Jesus.”
 
   He’d forgotten that the strangers said they were going to do that. The other three stood beside a blue van opposite the square, and there were four bodies lying at their feet.
 
   The soldier had commented about how he and Mavis didn’t look like the types to survive. Ernest wondered what he would have thought if he saw their new friends, especially the boy. He didn’t look strong enough to fight his way out of a wet paper bag.
 
   He picked up the bolt-cutters and jogged towards the van
 
   “So, you got them,” Mavis said.
 
   Ernest nodded, trying not to look down at those four chained-up corpses between him and the other three. In the end, he gave in to his morbid curiosity and stared in disgust at what Dennis had done to them. He had no idea who three of them were, and it took him a while to recognize Dennis’s dear departed wife. The poor thing looked like she’d been dead for a couple of weeks before she’d succumbed to whatever the fuck had happened to their estate. 
 
   Having his wife rise from the grave, even if she’d actually made it there, wasn’t good enough for the old man. He’d manacled her legs together and done the same to her hands. He saw rectangular strips of flesh cut out of all of them. Jesus, he’d been experimenting on them too. He noticed a dark-haired woman with a large number of facial piercings lying next to the remains of a man who looked like he had definitely been dug up. The woman’s lips had been sewn together; he shook his head at the madness of it all. 
 
   “This is Stephanie,” said Mavis.
 
   The girl smiled and nodded. He nodded back, unable to trace her. Ernest thought he knew everybody in the estate, so either he was wrong, or the girl was a stranger. If she was, the poor lass had picked the wrong bloody day to come visiting.
 
   “And this is Kevin.”
 
   The boy stepped over the bodies and shook Ernest’s hand. It was obvious that he wasn’t used to the gesture.
 
   “Thanks for looking after him,” he said.
 
   “That’s okay,” Ernest replied, not knowing what the hell he was talking about. He hadn’t realized just how bad the lad smelled; he stank of gone-off meat. The stench was coming off that dirty, tattered jacket he wore over his sweatshirt. The girl had one on too. What the hell had they been doing?
 
   “Kevin here is Adrian’s younger brother.”
 
   Ernest immediately dropped his eyes to the floor, “Oh Christ, lad. I’m really sorry.”
 
   Kevin sighed, “It’s okay, I accepted that he was gone a bit back. I’m just glad that he took a few of those filthy bastards with him.”
 
   Well, he sounded tougher than he looked. He gazed back to where Doctor Death had fallen, suddenly remembering that he’d intended to smash his skull in. “Thanks for saving our lives, both of you. I reckon that if you hadn’t turned up, we’d have both ended up like those poor bastards in the van.”
 
   The boy shrugged. “Yeah, well, we were seconds away from shouting out to the old man until …” he paused and took a deep breath, “… until he opened the van doors and those things spilled out.”
 
   Kevin turned and padded around to the front of the van. Mavis hurried after him.
 
   “That young girl there is Kevin’s sister,” said Stephanie.
 
   Oh, Jesus, talk about a double whammy; that kid would be in therapy for the rest of his life—if they lived through tonight that is. He quickly searched around to find something to cover her body. He had to make do with half a bed sheet he found in the back of the van; it was covered in bits of God knows what, but it was better than nothing.
 
   “Mavis says that you may be able to get us out.”
 
   Ernest nodded at the girl, glad that she had changed the subject. Mavis returned with the boy, and he waited for them both to draw near before he answered. He reckoned that the lad ought to hear this too; he looked like he needed cheering up.
 
   “Yeah, I can get us out. There’s a tunnel that leads all the way from …” he trailed off when he saw the color drain from both of their faces.
 
   “It’s under the old graveyard, isn’t it,” muttered Kevin.
 
   Ernest nodded. “Yeah, how did you know?”
 
   The hardened fighter disguise fell away to reveal a very frightened-looking boy. Mavis hurried over and put her arm around him.
 
   “We’ve just escaped from the cemetery,” said the girl.
 
   “What do you mean by escaped?”
 
   “There were thousands of them coming out from every house and shuffling through the streets.”
 
   “We saw that happen as well.” He decided not to mention that Adrian didn’t live through that. The lad looked traumatized enough. 
 
   “Yeah, well, we were with this other lad who led us into the cemetery. See if you can guess where that vast swarm of people was heading?”
 
   Ernest looked into the girl’s eyes. He couldn’t imagine what kind of terror she must have felt when she saw that swarm of ravenous things coming towards them.
 
   “How did you escape?”
 
   She picked at the decaying fabric covering her clothes, then looked at Kevin and smiled at him before walking over and grabbing his hand.
 
   “We wore a disguise. It was Kevin’s idea.”
 
   “There were a load of people hiding in the old church; those dead people just tore into them. I thought that we might be able to slip past them if we smelled as bad as they did.”
 
   The old woman had a very funny look on her face, as though she’d just found God.
 
   “We took these rags off a couple of dead people and hoped for the best. I mean, we had no other choice.”
 
   “Potentials and competitors,” murmured Mavis.
 
   Stephanie stared at her “What does that mean?”
 
   “It’s something that Doctor Death was going on about in the shop,” said Ernest. “He said that was how those things saw the human race. If you’re a potential then they’ll take a chunk out of you, and you’ll end up turning into one of them, but if they see you as a competitor then those bastards will rip you apart and eat the bits.”
 
   “A bit like a paper shredder,” whispered Mavis.
 
   “I think that’s why you were able to get past them; a competitor will take priority over a potential.”
 
   “This is bullshit,” said Kevin, “you’re not buying into this crap, are you, Steph? I mean, you’re repeating some twisted theory that a fucking homicidal maniac came out with.” He glared at Mavis.
 
   “Come on, Kevin. You’ve got to admit that it does sound plausible. They just pushed us out of the way to get to those other people.”
 
   Ernest gazed at the badly decomposed body next to Ethel, not believing what he was thinking. He swallowed down his fear and turned to the others. “We need to go into the cemetery. Personally, I think it’s the only chance we have.”
 
   Kevin staggered back, shaking his head. “I’m hearing things.”
 
   “You got out,” said Ernest, “we’ll be able to get in.”
 
   “Are you having a laugh?” cried Kevin. “We barely escaped with our lives. If those things hadn’t been distracted, we’d have had no bloody chance. Those poor souls will all be dead now.”
 
   Ernest shrugged. “Well, in that case, that swarm will move on then, because you can guarantee that there’ll be more refugees scattered about the estate. They’ll be hunting them.”
 
   He held his breath and leaned over the corpse. He grabbed the shoulder, cringing when his forefinger pushed through into the soft flesh; it felt like he’d just stuck his finger into a rotten pear.
 
   “Ernest, you really do believe Dennis’s ideas, don’t you,” said Mavis.
 
   He looked at her and nodded, trying to ignore her troubled frown and those warning bells going off in his head.
 
   “I do know that Dennis was empathically dead and had no conscience, but he wasn’t insane.” 
 
   “Well, what about these dead things inheriting the planet? Will he be right about that bit too?”
 
   He shook his head, “Of course not. I don’t think that’s even possible. Come on, Mavis, do you honestly think I want to do this? What other choice do we have?”
 
   “There are always other choices. Say we do get out of here, Ernest. What will happen when we eventually die? Will we stay dead, or will we rise up from death and spread this plague? Have you considered that? Good Lord, we could be the ones responsible for killing our species!”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “And neither do you. I think we should …”
 
   “I can hear something coming,” hissed Stephanie.
 
   Ernest saw headlights reflecting in the windows of the dark houses, and raced over to hide behind the van, the other three right behind him. He peered through the side window; his heart sank when he saw a convoy of military vehicles rumbling past. They turned off and traveled down towards the old church.
 
   “We have to give ourselves up; it’s the only moral action we have left.”
 
   “Have you lost your mind, lass? How can you even suggest that after the way they treated you earlier?”
 
   “Those poor men were terrified, Ernest. The people they answer to will be professional specialists, and I’m sure that they’ll treat us with dignity and respect.”
 
   “Jesus lady, what planet did you come from?” muttered the girl.
 
   Mavis ignored her; she smiled and stood up. “Look, I’ll show you.”
 
   “For Christ’s sake woman, sit down!”
 
   She moved out of the way of Ernest’s arms and hurried around the van with her arms in the air.
 
   “Maybe she’s right, Ernest. Maybe we ought to give ourselves up.”
 
   He looked at Kevin and shook his head, “Believe me, son, she isn’t.”
 
   The boy tried to stand up, but Stephanie reached out and pulled him back. “You ain’t going anywhere.”
 
   Three soldiers saw Mavis and immediately raised their rifles. The woman stopped. Ernest shut his eyes; he just knew what would happen next. He turned and slid down the van, flinching as three gunshots blasted through the air. He heard the girl start to sob, and he felt like joining her.
 
   “Oh, Jesus, that’s murder,” she cried. “Why the hell did they have to go do that?”
 
   “There are no vans out there; they have all the specimens they need. Those soldiers are a clean up crew, and they’ll have orders to shoot anything that moves.”
 
   “Can’t we find somewhere to hole up and try again in the morning?”
 
   He shook his head. “I’ve already thought of that one, Stephanie, but it has to be tonight.”
 
   “A load more soldiers have just turned up. It looks like they are trying to repair the fence.”
 
   Ernest opened his eyes. He stood up and joined Kevin by the window; thankfully the van obscured his friend’s body.
 
   He slammed his hand against the side of the van, frustrated and angry. It wasn’t fucking fair.
 
   “Why does it have to be tonight?” Kevin asked.
 
   “They’ve got eyes in the sky. They’ll use satellite imagery to find us. If we find a nice safe hidey hole, within an hour those bastards will boot the door down.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Kevin lifted his head up and looked at Stephanie. “I think we should go back to that house.”
 
   “What the hell for? We already checked the place for weapons before we left.”
 
   “Steph, I was thinking about that soldier. He wore body armor. One of us could wear that. If it’s bulletproof, it’s got to be bite-proof as well.”
 
   Ernest spun around and hurried over to the kid. “Wait a minute, what did you just say?”
 
   “Oh, we captured a soldier, a bit back and …”
 
   “No, not that. You said armor, didn’t you?!”
 
   Kevin nodded.
 
   Ernest started to chuckle. “Oh bloody hell. It looks like I get the dumb bastard medal award tonight. How could I have been so fucking stupid?” He patted the side of the truck. “It’s staring us all right in the face.” He ran over to the driver’s window, peered through the glass and whooped with joy when he saw the keys were still in the ignition. He pulled open the door and wrinkled his nose at the sour smell that wafted out of the cab. “Okay kids, I want you to get into the back. Let’s get this over and done with.”
 
   Stephanie grinned herself and tapped the side of the truck with her knuckles. “It’s a fucking armored truck. This baby is bound to be bulletproof. Hell, I bet it’s even missile-proof as well!”
 
   He watched the boy grab Stephanie’s hand, and then pull the girl over to the open doors. They both groaned. Ernest sighed; he’d forgotten about the mess. Still, a bit of blood wouldn’t do them any harm as long as neither of them got any of it in their mouth. He climbed into the cab and started the engine, hoping those two in the back had secured themselves. He had the feeling that this was going to be a very bumpy ride. 
 
   Three soldiers turned into the street. He guessed that they must have heard the van start up. All of them raced towards the van, waving their arms in the air. He gunned the engine, then pressed down on the accelerator, and headed straight for them. He shook his head, unable to grasp their stupidity. The sensible course of action would have been to just open fire; he doubted that even the toughened glass would be able to withstand a concentrated barrage of gunfire.
 
   “This is for killing a sweet old lady,” he said through gritted teeth.
 
   Two of the soldiers weren’t agile enough to get out of the way, and the van clipped them as he drove past. Ernest missed the remaining soldier despite swerving towards him; still, two out of three was a good result.
 
   Ernest drove towards the fence, hoping that the surviving soldier would do the wrong thing and go check on his comrades. He also hoped that they had turned into deadies just as he bent down to check on them.
 
   Half a dozen suited figures scattered like bowling pins as the van ploughed through the wire fence. He heard a few bullets ping off the bodywork and prayed that the soldiers didn’t have anything larger in their arsenal, like a tank.
 
   “Holy fuck!” he gasped when the old church came into view. Despite all the mind-numbing terror he’d been through tonight, it still didn’t prepare him for the inhuman carnage and butchery a few metres in front of the van. It was a slaughter of biblical proportions. He saw dozens of separate groups of the vile things scattered around the churchyard, systematically ripping up human bodies and chewing on their flesh.
 
   Not everyone had succumbed to the dead horde. He saw a few survivors clinging on to high walls; a few had even managed to climb onto the remains of the roof. Ernest wanted to close his eyes so he didn’t have to look at them. He watched two of them stand up, and one had even begun to wave. It would have been so much easier if there had been no survivors. Those poor bastards must have thought he was the cavalry, and that Ernest Belmont was going to rescue them. 
 
   There was just no feasible way to help them; either the deadies or the soldiers or both would swarm over them as soon as he stopped the van.
 
   “Mavis Watson would have tried to help them,” he muttered.
 
   Mavis was dead though. She’d lost her life in the mistaken belief that everybody was a good person deep down inside. Ernest knew that he was a good person deep down too, but he was also a realist.
 
   He recognised that waving man. He used to come into the mini-market nearly every day for the Daily Mirror and a pack of Golden Virginia. He’d always stop for a few minutes to pass the time of day with Ernest. He raced pigeons.
 
   Suddenly someone behind him opened up with something a little more powerful than a rifle. The noise was deafening; it sounded like hail hitting glass. He didn’t know just how much more punishment the van could take. He headed down the grass slope towards what was left of the cobbled road that ran alongside the church. He heard the girl in the back scream and felt something slam into the back of the partition. Had they hit her? He daren’t shout out, so instead he prayed and tried to get a little more speed out of the vehicle. Two of the dead stepped out in front of the van, and he felt one go under the wheels. He tore his eyes off the road for one second to look around, and saw that some of the groups had gotten to their feet and were making their way towards the cemetery; it was almost as if they all knew where he was going. 
 
   Ernest looked into his remaining wing mirror and almost wept with relief when he saw the soldiers weren’t pursuing them. They had their hands full now as their gunfire had attracted the interest of a large crowd of the dead.
 
   His wing mirror broke off when he smashed through what was left of the cemetery gates; the mausoleum was now in sight. In two minutes they’d be there and on their way out of this nightmare. Ernest stopped the van and banged on the partition. He looked through the side window and saw a large number of the things heading towards the now-stationary vehicle. He picked up the bolt cutters, still wishing that he had his pool cue, and leaped out of the van.
 
   The other two joined him; they were both covered in blood. 
 
   “Oh, my fucking God!” gasped the girl. “Just look at the state of me.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before opening her eyes. “It’s okay, Ernest, it isn’t our blood.”
 
   Kevin passed him a metal baseball bat.
 
   “I found it in the back.” said Kevin.
 
   Ernest nodded and gratefully accepted it. The weight felt good. He strode forward and stepped over a fallen gravestone. There were eight of the shambling dead standing between them and their goal. He dropped the hammer, threw the bolt-cutters towards the mausoleum, and he wished he had an extra pair of hands. A dead youth with long black hair and wearing an Iron Maiden t-shirt lumbered over. He swung the bat back, fought off the insane urge to shout ‘Fore!’ and smacked the end into the youth’s temple. 
 
   “Where’s Darren’s body gone?” cried Kevin. 
 
   Steph shook her head. “He dropped further into the cemetery.” 
 
   The boy’s voice rose in fear, “Bollocks, it was here, I know it was,” he said, pointing to the ground. “You can even see the depression and the blood splats.”
 
   Ernest took his eyes off them when he felt another one coming towards him. An old woman dressed in a night shirt began to moan. She took a couple of steps forward and tripped over the fallen boy. Ernest slammed the bat into the back of her head, yelling in grim satisfaction when he heard her skull crack. He glanced behind him and watched Kevin fire his shotgun point blank at a dead copper’s head.
 
   “Come on!” screamed the girl. “Oh, my God, look at that!”
 
   Ernest turned, his jaw dropping when he saw them; they were all coming towards them now. He turned back and dodged the snapping jaws of a young woman.
 
   “Get that gate open,” shouted Stephanie. “I’ll deal with the rest.” He waited till he saw her raise the pistol, and then ran over to where the bolt-cutters had landed.
 
   He scooped them up and darted over to the gates. The chain had already been snapped off. He spun around as the panting pair joined him. He pointed to the chain on the floor.
 
   “I didn’t do that,” he said.
 
   Kevin shook his head. “What the hell? It was locked, I swear it.”
 
   The girl pulled the gate open and looked inside. “Come on,” she said, “it’s not like we have a choice, do we?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   He ran the tips of his fingers across the smooth white stone, feeling as though he’d just met up with a very old and dear friend. It had been such a long time since he was last down here, at this very spot, back before his guilt got the better of him.
 
   A tumble of pleasant nostalgic memories flooded into his mind. Running his fingers over this stone had turned into a routine—this had become his lucky stone. Ernest used to believe that if he touched this before setting out on a job, not only would he return undetected, he’d also bring back a whole host of goodies ready to sell to his contacts in the markets and to the dodgy guys in the local pubs.
 
   This convenient route ran for over a mile under the houses; it had not only saved him from capture on more than one occasion, it had also helped to make life very comfortable for him and his family.
 
   At this very moment, Ernest would do anything to experience a bit of comfort. He wasn’t sure of the time, but right now, if this shit hadn’t landed on all their head, Ernest would most likely be wrapped up in his warm quilt, watching a bit of football, and perhaps sipping a blended scotch.
 
   Judging from the chaos happening above their heads, he believed that the notion of enjoying a few of life’s little luxuries would soon be passed into memory for everyone. Ernest didn’t think that this fuck up would stay in Breakspear.
 
   He swiveled his head and watched his two remaining companions as they waded their way through the freezing cold, ankle-deep water. The lad didn’t look all that happy. They were too far away for Ernest to catch their words, but he guessed that Kevin must be moaning about the conditions down here.
 
   It was so strange that he could almost see their missing companion, Mavis. Ernest could even hear her reminding Kevin that he should be grateful for still being alive and to stop complaining about the cold water. 
 
   How was it that one woman whom he’d only known for a few short hours made him feel so torn? Hell, even the loss he had felt for his wife’s death had begun to fade away. “Jesus, Brenda. I’m so sorry for what happened to you.” He turned away from the approaching kids, not wanting them to see the tears in his eyes. Those tears were from the guilt that had suddenly decided to pay him a visit. Just what sort of marriage had he been living if he’d had carnal thoughts over some strange woman just an hour after he’d seen the rotting shell of his own fucking wife reaching out to him?
 
   Ernest was a complete mess. In his confused state, he didn’t know what to think anymore. One thing that did stand out was that he still believed that woman had thrown her life away for no reason. He clenched his hands tight, wondering how events could have panned out if she hadn’t gone and stupidly thrown her life away.
 
   Maybe he was wrong about this thing spreading past the estate. In a few weeks’ time, all this might just blow over. He and Mrs. Watson could have sat down in the corner of a quiet pub and toasted to absent friends.
 
   “Fuck off, optimism,” he whispered. “Your kind isn’t welcome around here anymore.” Christ, after all the shit he had gone through tonight, why did he still allow his mind to wander off to skip through a land full of rainbow-colored bunnies playing on fluffy clouds? If she hadn’t got herself shot, that silly woman would have found another way to end her life.
 
   “How far do we have to go, Ernest?” asked Kevin. “It’s going on forever. I can’t feel my fucking feet now.” He lifted his leg out of the water and rested it on a ledge, then proceeded to vigorously rub it. “It’s freezing, and it stinks of shit in here.”
 
   “It’s an old sewer; did you expect it to smell of spring flowers?” Ernest tapped the pale stone. “Look, this marks the halfway stage. There’s a ledge set into the wall. It should be large enough to hold us all. We can rest there, just to get our breath back and to warm up, if you like. Although I believe that if we keep going, we’ll be out of here in no time. The exit is only about twenty minutes from here.”
 
   Kevin shook his head and wrapped his arms tight around his body. “Would you mind if we rested, just for a few minutes?” He looked across at Stephanie. “I know that I’ve been moaning for the pair of us, but you must be just as cold as me.” He looked down at the water. “I want to see if my feet are still attached to my legs.”
 
   Ernest’s reply to the boy didn’t have time to leave his mouth when his senses suddenly notched up to red alert. He waded over to his companions and peered over their shoulders, pointing the flashlight into the gloom, trying to see anything moving.
 
   “What is it?” asked Stephanie, turning around. “Ernest, you’re making me very nervous here.”
 
   Kevin moaned softly. “You think those things are in here with us, don’t you!” 
 
   He heard the rising panic in the kid’s voice and placed his hand on his shoulder. “It’s probably nothing.” Ernest wasn’t sure what to think. He hadn’t heard anything, but even so, he had never turned his back on his gut feeling before. He was pretty sure there was something back there. He then heard something splash into the water further down the tunnel.
 
   Kevin whimpered.
 
   “Don’t worry, Kevin.” Stephanie grabbed his hand. “It’s probably just a rat. I bet this sewer is infested with them.”
 
   Ernest knew for a fact that the splash hadn’t come from a rat, not unless the fuckers had grown to large dog-size in recent years.
 
   “That was no rat,” replied Kevin. He stared into the darkness before looking back at Ernest. “You don’t think that they’re following us, do you?”
 
   He heard another large splash, this one a lot closer. Ernest’s stomach rolled when something from his past decided to make an unwelcome appearance. He wanted to kick himself for not remembering sooner.
 
   “It isn’t them,” replied Stephanie, “not unless they can squeeze through those bars. I made bloody sure that the chain was secured.”
 
   Ernest looked into their terrified faces, wondering if he looked as scared as they did. “Do any of you remember a hole in the road opening up and a car falling into it?”
 
   They both shook their heads.
 
   “Maybe it was a bit before your time. It happened about fifteen years ago, just behind the Horse and Jockey. You see, the estate was built on what remained of the original town of Breakspear. The contractors were supposed to have leveled what was left of the town and filled in the old sewer system.” He looked up at the curved brick ceiling. “As you can see, they’ve missed this one. Who know what other tunnels they missed? The estate could be riddled with tunnels like this one.”
 
   “Well, that’s just fucking fantastic,” muttered Stephanie.
 
   “Please tell me there’s no other way into this tunnel, Ernest?”
 
   Blood hell, why did he go and have to open his big mouth? Hell, all he had to say that it was a big rat or even a dog. Thanks to him, Kevin looked close to losing it now. “As far as I know, yes, there’s no other way in here. I’ve been up and down this tunnel hundreds of times, and I’ve never seen another way in or out apart from the two entrances. Don’t worry about it. The splash probably came from a dog or something.”
 
   Ernest’s hand tightened round his bat when he heard something else splash into the dark water. This time he knew that it had come from in front of them. He felt the others bunch up behind him.
 
   “That’s not a rat,” whispered the girl. “How many do you think there are?”
 
   Ernest was now sure that they weren’t alone, but their silence confused him. If the dead were down here, why weren’t they making any noise? A shadow moved directly in front of them. 
 
   “It’s those fucking soldiers!” yelled Kevin, raising his shotgun and pointing the barrel at the two figures running toward them. “They have us surrounded. I bet they’ve cut the chain as well.”
 
   Stephanie pushed the gun down. “Will you calm it down!” she hissed. “They’re armed as well, you idiot.”
 
   Ernest jumped forward and covered the struggling boy with his body. He had no wish for anybody else to end up dead. It took the last of his resolve to force his own gun to face the water. Despite the bastards cutting down Mrs Watson, he felt that it was the right thing to do to look as harmless as possible.
 
   The lead soldier’s eyes locked in on Ernest; he saw torment and fear in them. These men were soldiers no longer, and Ernest saw just another couple of survivors. He looked behind him one more time before he waded toward the older man and held out his hand.
 
   “I won’t say it’s a pleasure to see you, but at least you’re alive, and a couple more guns are more than welcome. I’m Ernest.”
 
   The man shook Ernest’s hand, he looked at his own pistol, and dropped it in the water. “Jack, Jack Marsham. I’m sorry Ernest, but we’re both empty.” Ernest gazed at the other man who immediately looked to the floor before turning his rifle around and gripping it like a club. 
 
   “Do you have a name?” Ernest asked him.
 
   “This is Klinski,” replied Marsham. “I hope your friends have some ammo left, there are two of those things behind us.”
 
   Ernest nodded. “There’s three behind us too.”
 
   Stephanie raised her pistol; she pointed it directly at Marsham. “These fuckers killed Mavis in cold blood, Ernest. Have you forgotten that already?” Kevin pointed his own shotgun at the two men.
 
   “I don’t have a fucking clue what you’re talking about, lass,” said Klinski. “But if you want to shoot us then go ahead. I mean, if we don’t get a move on, we’re dead anyway.” He shook his head and turned around to face the way they’d just come. Ernest could now hear the deadies splashing towards them. They had begun to moan.
 
   “Steph? Come on. Don’t lose your cool.”
 
   “Listen to him, lass,” said Marsham. “Pick your target wisely; I can’t imagine you have many rounds left in your new toy.” 
 
   Ernest could see the others approaching from behind them now. Oh, Jesus, there were dozens of them. “Shit! We can’t win this one! Kevin, take out those following the soldiers!”
 
   Kevin looked at Stephanie. She lowered her gun and they splashed over to Klinski.
 
   “Do you know a way out of this bloody maze?” asked Marsham.
 
   Ernest nodded. “Yeah, but what do we do about them?”
 
   He didn’t hear the reply as Kevin and Stephanie fired at the same time at the three wading over. Stephanie released the clip and turned back to Ernest. “I’ve two rounds left.” She gazed at the deadies coming towards them. “Why have we stopped?”
 
   Ernest heard her but didn’t respond, he couldn’t. His attention was fixed upon the approaching crowd of shambling deadies, in particular the one in front. It was his only son, Darren.
 
   “Oh, please, not you too,” Ernest moaned. He took one step forward. He couldn’t leave him like that. It was bad enough that he’d left Brenda, but Ernest would just die if he left Darren like this, too. He hadn’t told the others about his wife, which was one fact that he intended to take to his grave. 
 
   “I love you, son,” he whispered. 
 
   Ernest then took one look at the baseball bat. If he used this, the other things would tear him to pieces. He looked back at Stephanie, intending to ask for the pistol. They both stood, transfixed, only they weren’t staring at the horde; it was Darren who held their gaze.
 
   “You know him, don’t you?”
 
   They both nodded.
 
   “I thought he was dead,” muttered Kevin.
 
   Ernest heard the venom dripping off the boy’s tongue, and suddenly it all clicked into place. Darren had been their other companion. No bloody wonder that cowardly little shit had been able to stay alive for so long; his son had been helping them out.
 
   “And you two left him to die?”
 
   Stephanie tried to put her hand on his shoulder. He took one step back and lifted the bat. “Don’t you dare touch me,” he growled.
 
   From the corner of his eye, Ernest spotted Marsham moving closer to the girl. She yelped when the man whipped the pistol out of her hand. Before Ernest could react, he found Klinksi’s huge arms wrapped around his waist. The soldier had him pinned.
 
   “You had better lose that emotion right now, feller. You know what needs to be done,” said Klinski.
 
   He shook his head from side to side, watching in horror as Marsham raised the pistol and pointed it at the approaching boy.
 
   “Please, you don't have to do this!” he cried out in torment as a single shot echoed through the tunnel. His only son flew backwards and disappeared below the water.
 
   Klinksi released him, then lunged forward and snatched the shotgun out of Kevin's hands. 
 
   Ernest stood there for a moment, stunned; then he looked at Stephanie and Kevin. “I haven’t finished with you two.”
 
   Marsham grabbed his arm and pulled him around. “Settle it later, you heard Klinski. Lose the emotion, or I’ll drop you myself.”
 
   Ernest glared at the two kids as he passed them; he wasn’t going to forget this. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Dennis walked his fingers down the side of his distorted body until he reached the first blister. He ran his forefinger over the dome, marveling at how smooth his skin was. He jerked his head to one side until the bones cracked back into place, then twisted the top of his body. He just had to see. Where was the fun of popping it, if he couldn’t watch?
 
   The blister had the same diameter of a ten pence piece, and judging from the tight skin, it would probably burst all by itself. Dennis guessed the only reason why that one as well as the others hadn’t burst was because he was so old. 
 
   He straightened his forefinger and jabbed it down, grinning at the sight of the thick, yellow-streaked blood that burst through the torn skin and ran down the side of his broken body. It reminded him of strawberry jam mixed with custard. 
 
   Should he be surprised that there had been no pain when his finger punctured the tight skin? He sighed. Like he’d be able to feel something as minor as a burst blister, considering the state of the rest of his broken body.
 
   There was another blister further down, at the top of his thigh. It hadn’t been there long, and Dennis guessed that it would increase in size, just like the one he had just broken open. That was fine by him. It would take at least another hour of maneuvering before he’d be able to get to that one.
 
   He’d loosened his neck muscles just enough for him to watch his fingers push through that taught skin. Perhaps it was time to take a look at his only route out of here. Dennis felt the neck bones shift as he pulled his head back. As before, there was no pain, only the weird sensation of hard things moving about beneath his blanket of flesh. It reminded him of the last time he’d had his teeth pulled. The six thick metal bars covering the storm drain were only a few feet from his head. Right now, thanks to the very undignified tumble that had shattered his thin body, those few feet might as well be a few miles.
 
   Dennis shrugged, happy that at least the bones in his neck and shoulders were still intact. From what he’d so far observed, his body was trying to fix itself. It should take just a few more hours. Dennis would regain the strength to enable him to get out of here; he’d just have to be patient. That was fine by him; he had nothing else planned.
 
   He endured the strange sensation of his bones shifting one more time; he had to examine the rest of his body. The damage was pretty bad. Just below his left knees his splintered bones poked up through the flesh. His other leg looked as though a car had run over it. “I should be dead.”
 
   Dennis allowed a smirk to play over his lips for a moment before his thoughts returned to the events which had occurred just after opening his eyes. Both his mind and his body had both competed to drop him into a deep pit of agonizing pain. Dennis had shrieked out, feeling as though every cell in his body had been dropped into molten metal. The smirk fell off his face as the memory of his slow journey returned with a vengeance. 
 
   Those bastards had left his Ethel where she fell just a few metres from where he had woken up. It took more resolve than he thought he possessed to drag his dying body over to his wife. Dennis had no other option. Those bastards weren’t going to win; he intended to die for nobody.
 
   With the last of his strength, Dennis pushed his forefinger into the side of his wife’s eye socket, and watched her eyeball pop out and roll down her cheek. He ripped the dried orb from the cord and squeezed it in his hand before rubbing the stinking mess into the stab wound.
 
   He knew that his mission to stay moving was far from over. The stench of burning gasoline had reached his nostrils, and the sound of boot steps increased with every moment. It wouldn’t be long before the soldiers and their flamethrowers reached this street. Dennis had managed to crawl, then fall into this storm drain with only seconds to spare. Some of that inflammable material had found its way down the drain, but he was too far gone to feel the stuff burning into his flesh.
 
   The morning sun had already started to banish the night’s shadows. The smell of burning flesh still lingered, but he detected no human voices close by. Dennis knew that there were a few soldiers not too far from his location, though; he could feel their thoughts. One of them was getting ready to sleep; he believed that the danger was over. The soldier started to close his eyes, confident that their weapons had put down the last threat.
 
   “Oh, this new ability will be most useful,” Dennis muttered. Now he knew why the dead feared the competitors. They really were the pinnacle hunters. He flexed his hands. Already the strength had flowed back into them. Dennis pressed his thumb hard against one of the bricks. His digit felt no resistance as he pushed it in all the way up to the knuckle. It felt like chalk to him. 
 
   If this was some indication as to what the rest of his body would be like once the repairs were complete, then he’d be invincible. Those soldiers would be in for a bit of a shock very soon.
 
   Those dumb bastards had no idea that some of the dead things had already gotten past their stupid quarantine, stumbling into the residential areas past Breakspear. In fact, the outbreak had already begun to infect those living beyond the estate. He grinned to himself and closed his eyes, settling back to allow his new body to mend, knowing that when he did get out of here, Dennis would be emerging into a whole new world of delight.
 
    
 
    
 
   The End?
 
    
 
    
 
   So, what happens next?
 
    
 
   In the next episode, we’ll move a couple of miles away from the Breakspear housing estate. As you have probably guessed, the soldiers were unable to contain the infection. I’ll be introducing a new set of characters in Walking with Zombies. Don’t worry though, we will find out what happens to Ernest and his pals, just not in the next book.
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading The Unwashed Dead, and I hope you enjoyed my story. It would mean a lot to me if you could spare just a few moments of your precious time to leave a review. Even if it’s just a few shorts words, it doesn’t matter.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Do you want more?
 
    
 
   Okay, here are the first two chapters from Walking with Zombies.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Talbot Field decided there and then that his wife had gone too far with this prank. She would be waking up in the morning in a great deal of pain. He crushed the empty cardboard tube in his ham-sized fist before he launched the crunched-up tube towards the bathroom door.
 
   “Just how many times do I have to tell you about this, you stupid little woman?” he muttered through gritted teeth. “That’s it, there’s going to be no more warnings, Christine. This time I really am going to mess up your pretty little face.” After he’d worked on her body first, but that was a given, anyway.
 
   It hadn’t occurred to Talbot that he would have saved himself a whole load of annoyance, stress, and inconvenience if he had just pulled the light cord upon entering the bathroom. He would have seen straightaway that his bone-idle wife had forgotten to replace the toilet paper.
 
   Talbot blindly felt along the tiled shelf to make doubly sure that he hadn’t missed the new toilet roll in his previous search. He then kicked his feet around the lino. The only item of interest he found was a pair of his wife’s underwear tucked behind the bottom of the sink. Talbot picked them up and took a tentative sniff. They were clean; well, nearly clean. He’d bought these ones for the ungrateful bitch just a few days ago. The soft silky material gave it away. It wasn’t often he bought her presents. It wasn’t often that he actually liked the woman, but he’d seen them in the shop window and knew that he just had to see her wearing them.
 
   Christine hated the color red, but Talbot could care less about her silly feelings. As he watched the assistant wrap them complete with a stupid bow around the package, he knew the bitch would desperately try to keep her face fixed in surprised smile mode when she opened the packaging. She would wear them despite her private revulsion. Talbot wanted to see her filling them. She’d wear them or face the consequences.
 
   He’d forgotten all about his gift to her. She certainly hadn’t worn them for his pleasure. Talbot turned them over and gave them another sniff. This time the subtle odor of cream cleanser wafted into his nostrils. Oh, the defiant bitch, she’d been using them to clean the fucking bathroom.
 
   “You are so going to pay for this,” he muttered.
 
   He took a deep breath, imagining the look of her shit-eating grin falling from her face when he presented the evidence. Talbot then had an epiphany.
 
   “A shit-eating grin might be the best lesson.”
 
   Talbot chuckled to himself. He liked the idea. He decided not to punch the bitch after all; he’d make her eat these knickers instead after he’d wiped his arse on them first. The punishment would fit the crime.
 
   It was about time he showed her where her place was again. Even after twelve years of marriage, the stupid cow still had the occasional lapse. He shook his head. Some people never learned.
 
   He used the underwear to clean himself, and then carefully folded it up before placing the package next to his feet. Talbot was a little disappointed that he would have to wait for a few hours before he could play his little game. She wasn’t home from work yet, not that being a waitress in some swanky restaurant was a proper job, mind, but it was the best she could do with her limited intelligence.
 
   Talbot was due to go out in a few minutes too. He had an appointment with a certain young man who had fallen behind on the re-payments for his lovely car. He smiled, knowing that at least one person tonight would be kissing his fists.
 
   He pulled up his trousers and hid the package at the bottom of the bathroom bin. He doubted that she’d empty it between the time she arrived home and the time he got back himself. The dirty, lazy bitch never cleaned the house properly anymore.
 
   His balls tightened, and he felt the beginnings of an erection at the thought of doing some serious face reshaping on the cocky little bastard who thought that he could piss in the face of Talbot’s employer. Speaking of which, he pulled the light cord so he could read the time on his watch; he didn’t want to be late.
 
   Talbot laughed aloud when he saw the full roll of toilet paper that had fallen in the sink.
 
   Christine hadn’t been as slack as he’d initially thought. He turned the handle and padded into the hallway. He still intended to stuff those knickers into her mouth as punishment for using them as a cleaning rag. The bitch needed to learn respect. That underwear had cost him the price of three pints.
 
   Before he went down the stairs, he paused at his eldest son’s bedroom door. He’d caught Brendan smoking earlier this evening. The stupid boy thought that he wouldn’t be able to smell the smoke if he leaned out of the window. The lad was a moron, just like his mother. He often wondered if the boy was actually his.
 
   Just as he had promised, he’d forced the lad into the dog cage. Talbot put his ear to the door. There was no sound coming from the other side, which was a little odd; Brendan hated the cage. The last time Talbot had put him in there, he had howled for nearly twenty minutes. He couldn’t hear anything, not even quiet sobbing.
 
   His internal warning system kicked into action. Something was wrong. He grabbed the handle, pushed open the door, and then flicked the switch. The naked bulb bathed the room in harsh white light. He saw his first born son on all fours, and still in the cage just under the window. Talbot immediately noticed the other, smaller cage lying in front of Brendan.
 
   “What the fucking hell have you done?” Talbot shouted.
 
   The occupant of the smaller cage was in Brendan’s left hand. His son slowly looked at his father, and an emotion that Talbot hadn’t felt for many years made an unwelcome appearance: it was fear. The only thing he saw in his son’s eyes was his own reflection.
 
   The terror that he was so used to seeing was gone. The boy dropped the bloodied remains of his pet hamster and opened his mouth in a snarl. Talbot turned away, unable to look at those blood-stained teeth; his son began to moan, and pawed at the cage door.
 
   The key to the padlock was in Talbot’s top pocket, and for the moment it would stay there too. He closed the bedroom door and hurried downstairs. He hadn’t a clue what had happened to Brendan, nor did he really care. The boy had obviously taken something; it looked to Talbot that smoking was only the start of it. He was just glad he’d caught it when he had; if the little bastard was taking drugs then being locked in a cage was the best thing for him.
 
   Fuck knows where the boy’s mind was, probably orbiting the next planet in the solar system, whichever one that was. He grabbed a red marker pen off the windowsill at the foot of the stairs and left Christine a short note on the whiteboard that he’d fastened to the wall next to the coat hooks. He ordered the bitch not to disturb Brendan. Talbot knew that she’d leave that door well alone, especially after the last time.
 
   Three weeks ago he’d left a note of a similar nature before he left for work, but before he did, he’d sellotaped a single hair across Brendan’s door and the frame. It didn’t surprise him to find that the hair had been snapped in half upon his return. It did surprise his wife when he confronted her with the evidence. He’d never forget that stupid look upon her dozy face just before he used her back and chest as a punch bag. Talbot felt his loins stirring again. He opened the front door and stepped out into the cool night air; after he destroyed the lad’s face he might have to pay a visit to his boss’s place on the other side of town, the Stockholm Club. He always felt the urge to fuck someone after he’d fucked someone up.
 
   That barmaid, the one with the tiny tits, had given him the hint that she needed a big man to look after her the last time he’d visited the place. Talbot walked down his garden path and stopped at his car door. She'd do very nicely. Talbot liked his girls young, pliant, and with just a touch of innocence left.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Marlene Jeffrey gave the car’s front tire a hard kick. Her violent action failed to help her situation in any way, but the sporadic burst of violence did make her feel a touch better, at least for a few seconds. This was so bloody unfair. She did not understand why the engine had suddenly decided to stop. This car was brand new; this sort of thing was not supposed to happen to modern cars nowadays. Marlene closed the bonnet, wondering why she even bothered to open it in the first place.
 
   She’d just have to ring the garage and tell them to pick it up. Marlene pulled out her phone and scowled when she noticed the time. She couldn’t stay with the car, there was no way that she could be late for work. Marlene’s scowl grew deeper when she found she had no signal. She’d just have to ring from the club’s phone instead. “Stupid modern technology,” she muttered.
 
   Still, it could have been a lot worse. Marlene daren’t think what she would have done if her pride and joy had chosen to stop whilst she was in the middle of that rough housing estate. Marlene always used the Breakspear housing estate as a short cut on her way to work. So far, she had yet to encounter any trouble in there, and despite the rumors, the place had always seemed quiet enough. 
 
   The local rag was always full of horror stories coming from Breakspear. She did suspect that half of them must be made up—the place couldn’t be that bad. Even so, Marlene knew that she shouldn’t take such risks, even if cutting through Breakspear did cut thirty minutes off her journey and save her a fortune in petrol.
 
   She gave the tire one more kick before bending down and tapping her knuckle on the side window. Marlene’s passenger turned his head and gave her a shy smile. The woman noticed the hopeful look spread over his face, as if somehow her getting out of the car and gazing in confusion at all the incomprehensible components under the bonnet would somehow magically make the car go again.
 
   The man occupying the passenger seat had only just started working at the Stockholm Club. This night would be Thomas Maryland’s third shift. She had doubts whether he would still be working with her this time next week. If he did go, it would be a real shame. She really liked the young man. All the floor staff got on with Thomas. His personable manner and his no-nonsense approach to getting the job done was a breath of fresh air. It was unusual to see those qualities in kids nowadays. The lad’s undoing would be the chaos and upset that seemed to follow him like a diseased shadow.
 
   Marlene had not really considered herself to be a superstitious woman. Sure, she’d avoid walking under a ladder, but she put that down to common sense. Her opinion didn’t carry that much weight at the Club; she hadn’t been the one who had given him the job. The owner of the Stockholm Club, Bernard Crowley, was the total opposite of her. Marlene had even stopped the man from crossing himself after Thomas had once walked past him.
 
   On Thomas’s first evening shift, they’d had two stabbings in the car park, several windows broken, and a bunch of kids had tried to set the trade bins around the back of the Club on fire. Last night, the cooker in the kitchen blew up. Was it coincidence that Thomas had been near all the events just a few minutes beforehand? Marlene involuntarily shivered, hoping that tonight would pass without incident.
 
   Marlene opened the passenger door, ushered the lad out, smirking when he walked to the front of the car, and clicked the bonnet shut. Her dad would not have allowed the car to beat him. He would have been straight under that bonnet, and he would have usually got the thing going again. Marlene saw Thomas sigh. That poor sod would have less of an idea than Marlene about what was wrong with the car.
 
   She had already found out that Mr. Crowley had checked out the new boy’s checkered previous work history and found that trouble really did follow the young man around. It had surprised her that he had hired him on in the first place. 
 
   “Does this mean that we’re walking, Marlene?”
 
   “Yeah, it looks that way,” she replied. “I don’t have a clue what’s wrong with the stupid car. No worries, though, we’re not that far from the Club.”
 
   The car had worked fine until he got into it. She pushed that dangerous thought to the back of her mind, collected her bag, and locked the car. This wasn’t his fault. There was nothing wrong with the boy, it was just a bunch of coincidences.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “What have you to be sorry about?”
 
   He took a deep breath. “Well, if you hadn’t gone out of your way to give me a lift, this probably wouldn’t have happened.”
 
   Marlene decided that silence was the best response to that answer. There was no way in hell that she would buy in to all that nonsense. There was a logical reason for everything, it was just a matter of examining all the evidence. 
 
   She looked up and down the deserted high street and decided that her car should be safe here. There were plenty of streetlights plus a few other cars parked close by. Thankfully the other cars looked flashier then hers, so if somebody did decide to have a go, they’d try the other cars first. Marlene then quietly chuckled, imagining some car thief trying to make off with a car that wouldn’t even start.
 
   The main road was usually busy with traffic, although tonight the place was deserted. She couldn’t explain that one.
 
   “Do you know what time it is?”
 
   Marlene glanced at her phone, noticing that there was still no signal. That was so weird. “It’s just gone past seven,” she replied. A slight unease crept into her body and settled in the pit of her stomach. Something just wasn’t quite right.
 
   “We won’t be late, will we?”
 
   “Don’t fret,” she answered. “We have plenty of time.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not fretting,” replied Thomas. “I just wondered, that’s all.”
 
   The unease lifted just a little when she saw a youth stagger out of a chip shop further along the street. He looked three sheets to the wind, but at least they weren’t alone. 
 
   She snuck a glance at Thomas. He was rather tall for his age; she already knew that he’d just turned eighteen. He also had the right build to match his height. With those soft facial features, shoulder-length, dirty blonde hair, and easygoing manner, he ought to have a mile-long queue of girls demanding his attention.
 
   It did surprise her when Thomas had happened to let it slip that he was still single. She briefly wondered if he was gay.
 
   “Thank you for the lift, by the way.”
 
   “You’ve already thanked me twice, Thomas,” she said, smiling. “Like I said the last time, don’t worry about it.”
 
   She turned away but could still see his eyes giving her own body the onceover. Mr.
 
   Crowley preferred his waitresses and female bar staff to wear low cut tops. There was probably some law against that, but Marlene didn’t really mind. Thomas was certainly getting an eyeful. She mentally shook her head. There was no way he was gay; he was probably just a bit shy.
 
   Her love life wasn’t exactly blossoming at the moment. Thanks to her last boyfriend dumping her in favor of a newer, younger model, she had a cold, lonely bed to look forward to after her shift finished. Finding out that her Jonathon had been sleeping with some kid just out of school had really got under her skin. She was only twenty-nine, herself. Since when was that too old? It wasn’t as if she was ready for the scrapheap or anything.
 
   Thomas was probably the same age as her ex-boyfriend’s new tart. Marlene might feel young, but there was no way she’d consider dating the handsome young man beside her. The boy’s mother was probably just a few years older than Marlene was. She vaguely wondered if Thomas’s mum felt that she was ready for the scrapheap.
 
   She smiled to herself. It was such a shame, really. Marlene had seen much of his chest and arms, and he did have a good-looking body. The rest of him was probably just as easy on the eyes as well. Marlene paused and tried to push those erotic thoughts to the back of her mind. Christ, what was wrong with her tonight?
 
   “You’re the only person at work who’s actually nice to me, Marlene.”
 
   She abruptly stopped and gazed at the lad in astonishment. Where the hell did that come from? “Don’t be silly,” she replied. “Of course the others like you, why wouldn’t they? I know for a fact that Dominic thinks you’re a smashing lad.”
 
   Thomas sighed. “I’ve seen that oh so familiar look appearing in their eyes, especially last night when that oven exploded. They did like me when I first started, but now? Their attitude has altered.” He shrugged. “It’s happened so many times now, I could write the bloody script.”
 
   “They were only accidents, Thomas. Nobody blames you.”
 
   He started to nod; she didn’t think he believed her.
 
   “They all say that, at least they do at the beginning, until other stuff goes wrong, and then one by one they all start to look at me. I’m a Jonah you see, bad things happen to people when I’m around—never to me though; I’ve noticed that, never to me.”
 
   She shook her head, wishing that the pleasant lad with the easy smile would come back. Marlene wasn’t comfortable in handling situations like these. “I’m sorry, Thomas, but I don’t believe that, they are just random occurrences. There’s no such thing as a Jonah.”
 
   “Thank you, Marlene, that means a lot to me, really it does, but you are in the minority. I already know that Mr. Crowley regrets taking me on. My uncle owns an engineering firm; he got me a job there just after I left school. Mr. Crowley rang him up last night.”
 
   “What’s wrong with that? He was probably just checking your references. It’s standard procedure.”
 
   Thomas shook his head, “He’s already done that, last week. This time he was asking my uncle if there had been any accidents while I worked there.”
 
   He thrust his hands deep into his pockets and kept on walking.
 
   Marlene hurried to catch up with him. She was at a loss as to what she could do; the lad had some serious issues, that was obvious. She still believed the events at the Club were unrelated to the tall, silent lad next to her. Marlene also suspected that she was the only one who believed that. Thomas would be lucky to be still working at the Club tomorrow night.
 
   The boss didn’t hesitate to get rid of employees who could potentially harm his business, even if it wasn’t their fault. She expected that Thomas would be called into the office as soon as he arrived.
 
   They both stopped again and stared as a convoy of military vehicles turned onto the main road and slowly rumbled past them.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” she muttered. Her heart dropped a beat when she saw two soldiers sitting in the cab of a large lorry with gas masks over their faces. This was not good.
 
   “Maybe we’re being invaded?” asked Thomas.
 
   Marlene counted eight armoured cars, a couple of Lorries, and five plain white vans. She backtracked through her mind, trying to remember anything on the news that would warrant a bloody convoy going through the middle of Bradford. She watched the last one retreat into the distance. They appeared to be heading towards that rough estate. Well, that figured, maybe the police had decided to call the big boys in.
 
   Marlene turned to Thomas. “Invaded? Come on, Thomas, who the bloody hell would want to invade Bradford?”
 
   He shrugged. “Dunno, maybe Leeds has declared war on us.”
 
   She grinned, thinking that could have been a reality if both the football teams were in the same league. “Come on, you. If we don’t hurry up, we really will be late.”
 
   Marlene took one more look behind her before she caught up with Thomas. Seeing that collection of vehicles was going to play on her mind all night; something was going on. As if she didn’t have enough to think about. They were almost at the Club now; she could see the building from here.
 
   Marlene gazed up at the lad. “Look, Thomas, I’ll have a word with the boss tonight. Despite still thinking that this theory of yours is a load of baloney, it’s obvious that you believe it. The boss knows lots of people. Maybe he can find you a job where you don’t come into contact with other folk.”
 
   The lad grinned and hugged her. He smelled of Old Spice. Marlene’s dad used to wear that. She felt a little depressed when he let her go.
 
   “I’m not promising anything, but I’ll do my best. By the way Thomas, nothing bad is going to happen tonight, do you hear me?”
 
   He shrugged. “I hope not, but I stopped tempting the three sisters of fate a long time ago.”
 
   “Just out of interest, did anything odd happen while you were working at your uncle’s firm?”
 
   He nodded. “On the first day, the lathe operator got his finger crushed.”
 
   “Oh Jesus,” she muttered.
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading.
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   Prologue
 
    
 
   James Darwin watched in exasperation as his two best friends scurried up that rusty metal ladder bolted to the sewer wall. The comparison of their frantic movements to that huge rat that landed on Adam’s shoulder wasn’t lost on him. It wouldn’t be all that surprised if they started to squeak like that fucker as well.
 
   “You’re both a set of cowards!” he shouted. “It’s gone now; your pathetic bleating scared it away.”
 
   The curved sewer wall amplified his shouts, making his voice sound twice as loud. Adam and Oliver both paused on the ladder but they didn’t turn back. James tutted in disgust as they climbed out onto the surface, leaving him alone. 
 
   Were they still up there? Hanging around to see if he’d follow them up? Well, if the yellow twats were intending to wait then they’d be hanging around for a long fucking time; James had no intention of joining them.
 
   He pulled out a crushed packet of cigarettes from his inside jacket pocket and dug around, looking for one still unbroken. He gave that disk of blue sky one final look before turning away. This was just like Adam, exploring the sewers under the school had been his fucking idea. Trust that gobby little shit to chicken out.
 
   He lit the cig and filled his lungs with hot smoke; he nodded, that was so much better. The fumes helped to block out the eye-watering stench drifting up from the brackish water by his boots.
 
   “Fucking cowards,” he muttered.
 
   James switched on his torch and played the beam along the crumbling brickwork, smiling when the light illuminated the small furry body of a rat; it squealed before leaping onto the top of a large ceramic pipe. Those things were more scared of him than vise versa. The horrible animal shot away. He couldn’t wait to tell the rest of the class that Adam had shat his pants at the sight of a rat. James giggled. Bugger it, he’d tell them that it was a mouse or a hamster or something. He’d make sure that Adam would remember this day forever.
 
   He walked along the narrow ledge, being careful not to brush his blazer against the green slime coating the bricks. Rats he could deal with, but his mum was another matter. She’d tear him a new fucking arsehole if he buggered up his school uniform. James glanced at the sleeve. There were a couple of stains, but the new washing machine that his mum’s last boyfriend had bought would easily take care of them.
 
   James chucked the tab end into the water and checked the pack for another unbroken cig. He grinned when he discovered just one more left; it was a bit crumpled up but no splits, which was the main thing.
 
   This pack had come from his mum’s latest shag-piece. Some scrote called Dave; apparently his mum had gone to school with him. He’d just been released from prison, not that James held that against him. He may be as rough as a badger’s arse and a bit shouty when pissed, but at least he wasn’t one of those cunts who spoke with his fists once they’d had a skinful, unlike the horrible twat that his mum had been seeing a few months back. James shuddered, reliving the painful nights alone with that evil bastard. He was so glad that he was out of their life.
 
   Dave didn’t mind James smoking, which was a bonus. He’d thrown this pack at him this morning and told him he’d sat on it whilst in the pub last night. 
 
   James gazed up towards the open sewer cover, just daring them to show their faces. He lit his cig and waved it from side to side. “Well, fuck the pair of you!” he shouted, “I did say I’d crash my fags but as you two have lost your spines, you can both suck my knob.”
 
   That would well piss them off. Getting their hands on the old cancer sticks had been proving well hard since the pigs had cracked down on the local offies and corner shops. James found it a little ironic that it was far easier to buy weed nowadays than a packet of fags.
 
   He continued on his way along the ledge. The idea had been to walk to the next exit; apparently that one came out directly under the girl’s changing rooms in the sports block. Oliver had told Adam that he was full of shit, but somehow James thought there might be a grain of truth in the rumour. Adam may be yellower than a wagon full of dead chinks, but he wasn’t known for his bullshitting skills. Whatever the truth, James intended to find out.
 
   He shined his torch across the far wall, wondering just how far the next exit was. He attempted to go through the surface journey in his mind but gave up when he realised the idea was bollocks, he wouldn’t be able to do that unless he could walk through walls. Still, it couldn’t be that far.
 
   Something further down the sewer fell into the water with a huge splash. James spun around and pointed the beam in front of him.
 
   “Who the fuck is there?” he shouted. James looked up toward the open grate. It dawned on him what was going on; those turds up there were lobbing bricks down. “Just you two fucking wait,” he growled. “You’re both gonna get a total bitch slap, see if I don’t.”
 
   He turned back and hurried along the ledge, eager to get to the next set of ladders. He began to feel a little uneasy; James couldn’t put his finger on as to why, he just felt spooked, as if someone was down here with him. Of course, the idea was just plain stupid, he was getting as queer as those two useless fucks.
 
   He laughed out loud, startled when his voice cracked. James skidded to a halt when something else splashed into the water not far behind him. The opening was almost out of sight, so that couldn’t have come from the surface.
 
   Could it have been a rat? He shook his head, no way, not unless it was the size of a fucking dog. He flattened his back against the damp wall. Well, fuck the blazer. James shone the beam directly into the black water. The frightened features of his face stared back at him.
 
   It was time to get the fuck out of here, something here wasn’t right. He ran along the ledge, keeping his eyes fixed on the water. He heard something else, it sounded like moaning. He stopped and burst out laughing.
 
   “Oh bloody hell, you stupid pair of tossers. It’s you two ain’t it, trying to shit me up. You set of fuckers; you nearly had me going too.”
 
   He swung the torch around, trying to locate them. James then heard another moan coming from the other direction. “How the fuck are they doing that?” he whispered.
 
   He looked up and saw two faces staring down at him.
 
   “Who are you talking to?” Adam’s voice sounded tiny.
 
   James shrieked and jumped back when a blast of fetid air hit him in the face, followed be the sound of a phlegm-filled cough. He made out the shape of a huge body beside him. James brought up the torch and screamed again as the harsh white light illuminated a tattered dark jacket barely covering a set of slimy rib bones. James staggered back, not believing this was happening. The dead thing shambled towards him, its moaning increased in volume. 
 
   His feet strayed close to the edge as James backed away from the approaching monster as a blackened arm shot out of the water and fastened around his ankle. Before he could react, a flesh-shrunken head followed the arm. The jaw opened and ragged chisel like teeth bit through his school trousers and into his flesh.
 
   The intense pain shot through him like fire. He felt his mind close to locking up, and James was vaguely aware of the other one reaching out towards him, its excitable groans were the only sound that he could hear. Suddenly, the one in the water pulled and James slipped, his head cracked against the concrete. The dead thing slowly dragged him into the freezing water; it lunged once more and bit into his inner thigh. The sewer water filled his open mouth before he could cry out.
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   It resembled morning dew. His droplet of thrown sweat had managed to land on the single green spiky leaf. George Kasnovski decided against calculating the chances of his brow wipe finding the only remaining nettle left alive in his garden.
 
   He straightened his back, listening to his bones creak and those overused muscles complain; he’d need a good soak tonight, the last thing he needed was to be as stiff as a board in the morning. George had done way too much in his garden today; it surprised him that he hadn’t already seized up.
 
   A terrible thought crept up and pushed aside that need to jump in the bath. What if that leaf wasn’t alone, what if the bloody thing had a friend or even a few dozen? This could be the onset of yet another bloody invasion. That was the last thing he needed right now. George placed his red handled trowel next to the offending plant and carefully walked across his large back garden toward the open back door. He stopped and glared at the nettle leaf.
 
   “This garden isn’t big enough for the both of us. I’ll tell you what I’m going to do, if you leave of your own accord, then we’ll forget all about it. You’ve got two minutes to make yourself scarce, and there won’t be anymore warnings.”
 
   As he stepped over his two rows of King Edward potatoes, he gazed up into the hot afternoon July sky. There wasn’t a cloud to be seen, three days without rain was having a huge toll on his plants; there was only so much a hosepipe could do.
 
   “You lot need a bloody good soak.”
 
   George shuddered; a downpour would also bring up the rest of the weeds. The thought of having to dig all those buggers out brought fresh pains to his poor back. Back when Madison was still with him, she’d get him to lie on his front and massage the pain away.
 
   “I do miss those hands,” he muttered.
 
   George wondered what his darling wife would have said about him talking to the garden. He suspected that she’d be more upset about him digging up her manicured lawn, tearing up her flowerbeds, and transforming it into a vegetable plot.
 
   “She’d probably have my guts for garters,” he said, whilst shaking his head.
 
   It had been two years this month since he lost the light of his life. Her loss had left a gaping chasm in his heart. A hole he knew that would never be filled. George let out a heavy sigh. He gazed down at the row of cabbages underneath the kitchen window.
 
   Converting the garden had helped a great deal, but that ache, although it wasn’t so intense, still ate into him like the vile cancer that took away his beloved Madison. He had his friends of course; they had all been supportive and helped him get through the darker patches. Anne in particular had been so helpful, perhaps because she lost her partner in similar circumstances.
 
   He padded over to the treble row of pea pods next to the cabbages and pinched off two large pods. He couldn’t believe how well these had grown; these peas grew faster than the nettles. After a moment’s hesitation, he collected a large handful. Anne would love these as a gift.
 
   George entered his kitchen, the cool air made him shiver; he threw the pods into the sink. Would Madison have had his guts if she knew that George and her best friend were getting on rather too well, or would Madison be happy for him? He sighed again, crouched down, and opened the cupboard door under the draining board.
 
   After a few seconds of pushing past a bottle of bleach, some washing up liquid, and a bottle of detergent, he finally grasped an old spray bottle, half-full of industrial weed-killer. When he came to the historic decision of growing his own produce, he’d been told by all the self-proclaimed experts in the village that organic was the way to go. Use nature itself to fight the pests and the weeds, they’d told him. He had, of course listened and taken their advice, with disastrous results. He had lost most of his crops to slugs and other horrible pests, and invasive plants had covered the garden and choked the rest. 
 
   George placed the bottle on his work surface and pushed everything back into the cupboard, and reminding himself to set aside a good hour tomorrow afternoon to clean this cupboard out.  
 
   He decided to use chemicals this year; he just didn’t tell any of his new gardening friends. It satisfied everybody, except for the weeds. He grinned, picked up the spray bottle, and pointed it towards his trowel, gunslinger style.
 
   “If you ain’t gone when I get back out there, Mr. Nettle, you and any other of your chums will get dead.”
 
   Tom Maryland, the young lad who owned the local butchers shop, would have a seizure if he saw George with weed killer. He’d spent over half an hour chatting about the benefits of nettle soup last August and how industrial chemicals were wrecking the countryside. George had been happy to listen to him at the time; besides the man had given him a nice piece of skirt beef for half price plus a big bone for his dog.
 
   Before George could return to the garden to dispense death to that offending plant, he heard his doorbell ring twice. He wasn’t expecting anyone. Could it be yet another one of those annoying salespeople trying to convince him to part with his money? He padded into the hall. If it was, he intended to set Gruff on them. George glanced around and located the dog. The Alsatian was fast asleep under the table.
 
   “Some guard dog you are.”
 
   Gruff only barked when someone knocked, George could never work that out. He looked through the spy hole and his heart almost jumped up into his mouth. He couldn’t believe it, Anne stood on his porch. He couldn’t remember the last time she’d come to the door, certainly not since Madison had passed away.
 
   She pressed the bell one more time. George turned the key, and he was about to open the door when he felt something brush against his leg. George yelped when he saw Gruff gazing up at him.
 
   “Wait a minute!” he shouted, “Let me just move the dog.”
 
   Gruff knew Anne; he even tolerated her stroking his back, but only when he was out on his walks. He was a different animal in the house. The dog was very territorial; he shuddered at the thought of the huge Alsatian pouncing on the poor woman.
 
   “Come here, you pain in the bum. I thought you were still fast asleep. You’re getting sneaky in your old age.” He grabbed his collar and pulled him into the kitchen, a difficult feat as it was obvious that Gruff didn’t want to go. Before he shut the door, he popped the spray bottle back in the cupboard. If Anne found out he was using chemicals then he may as well kiss his blossoming relationship goodbye.
 
   Anne’s belief in organic food bordered on the fanatic, the woman’s own vegetable garden looked like an Eden compared to his, and he had no idea how she managed it.
 
   George opened the door and gave the woman a huge smile. “Hello there, Anne. This is rather unexpected.” He quickly looked behind him, making sure that he had closed that kitchen door. “I’m so sorry for not answering the door quicker; I had to make sure that Gruff was locked away.”
 
   Was he blabbering? George felt like a nervous schoolboy on a first date. This was just ridiculous. He’d just entered his sixth decade for crying out loud. Come on man, he thought, get a bloody grip.
 
   The woman returned his smile; unlike him, she didn’t seem in the least bit nervous. “Don’t worry about it, George. I only popped round to see if you were coming over to the pub later on.”
 
   A blue van sped past the house and as Anne followed its progress, George stole a subtle appraising glance. He couldn’t be sure about this, but was the woman wearing fewer clothes today? He grinned, not that he was complaining; he was getting a right eyeful of her full cleavage. Considering the woman had just had her fiftieth birthday, Anne could easily pass for someone half her age; well, maybe thirty-five, forty at the most.
 
   “What are you grinning at?”
 
   “Sorry, I was just wondering how much dye you use to cover up all that grey hair.”
 
   She laughed out loud, looked into the man’s eyes before winking. “Yeah, sure you were. Even so, I ought to give you a bloody good slap for that remark, George Kasnovski. This colour is all natural, I’ll have you know.”
 
   George nervously licked his lips, wondering if he ought to make the first move. He then paused; bloody hell, he must be getting senile in his old age. She’d already done that; Anne knew for a fact that he’d be at the Rose and Crown tonight, where else would he be?
 
   “Do you want to come in?” he asked, surprised that there wasn’t a quiver in his voice. “I was just about to make myself a cup of tea.”
 
   She slowly nodded, “There had better be no more smart remarks about my hair, that’s all I can say.”
 
   He stepped back to allow her inside. As Anne brushed past him, he caught the strong scent of wild flowers. For the first time, he tried to imagine what she looked like naked. George coughed, a little shocked that his libido had tentatively made a brief appearance. He thought that had disappeared months ago.
 
   “Thanks for the offer, George.” She padded over to the fireplace and looked at the framed photograph of his son, Dean. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just have a glass of water,” she turned. “Unless you have herbal tea.”
 
   George shook his head. “Sorry, no.”
 
   He stayed where he was, watching Anne trace her finger down the side of the picture. George hadn’t seen Dean since the funeral. Come to think of it, he had no contact with his son for over eight months now. The last time they’d spoke, the uneasy stilted conversation soon turned into a combination of guilt tripping each other followed by swearing. In the end, Dean had slammed the phone down, saying that he never intended to speak to George again. He had trouble remembering why his son had rung him up in the first place, something about getting a new job working for the government.
 
   He’d thought that Madison passing away would have brought them back together. Those two never really got on with each other once Dean had hit puberty. His relationship with their only child hadn’t been all that brilliant either. The lad had received his mother’s good looks, her intelligence, and her raging temper. The only thing George had appeared to have contributed to the lad’s genetic make-up was his height. George always got the impression that his son regarded his own father as a bit of a meek simpleton and treated him as such until Dean left home. 
 
   George may not have been the sharpest tool in the box, but he wasn’t the idiot that Dean made him out to be. As for being meek, well, there was nothing wrong with wanting a quiet life.
 
   “I still remember Dean running about in short trousers. He grew up into a very handsome young man, almost as handsome as his father.” Anne turned, and the smile slipped off her face. “Oh, I’m sorry; I take it you two still aren’t talking?”
 
   He shrugged. “Not for a while. Look, would you care for something stronger than water? I have a rather nice unopened bottle of red wine in the cupboard.”
 
   “I hope you aren’t thinking of getting me drunk and taking advantage,” she said batting her eyelids.
 
   He had to do a double take, was he reading the signs correctly here? Was this woman making a pass at him? Oh Lord. George wasn’t sure what to do. He swallowed, whilst nervously twiddling his thumbs. “It would take more than a single bottle to get you drunk, I’ve seen you sink those pints in the pub.”
 
   She nodded, then slowly unbuttoned her coat. Anne allowed it to fall to the floor, then she walked up to him. What little clothes she had on underneath left no doubt that the signs were full on green. George even felt the beginnings of an erection.
 
   “So, you’ve been keeping a close eye on my exploits have you?” she purred. Anne placed her arms around his neck and nibbled his ear. “Do you think we could drink that wine later tonight?”
 
   George felt his head nod. “Okay,” he whispered.
 
   Anne took hold of his hand, kissed his lips, then pulled George towards the stairs.
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Alison Winwood felt a shiver go through her cold body; she leaned back against the brick wall and attempted not to cry. She took a deep breath and wiped rainwater out of her eyes before looking back into the dark alley. Just past the two overflowing wheelie bins, an overturned pram, and several black bin-liners, Alison could make out the crumpled shape of the dealer, lying where she’d left him. After what seemed like an eternity but in reality was only a couple of minutes, he had yet to move.
 
   The man was dead, he had to be. Alison would never forget that sickening crunch the back of his head made when it slammed into the concrete. Besides, she watched all that weird looking grey stuff leak out and pool around his ears as Alison had gone through all his pockets.
 
   “That guy is like totally dead, girl,” she whispered. “And you’re the one that’s done it.”
 
   Alison looked at the dark sky, trying to work out what time it was. She remembered avoiding all the pissed up revellers when the nightclubs had finally shut their doors, so it must be around four…maybe five.
 
   It wouldn’t take too long before somebody discovered his corpse. The area may be deserted now, but in a few hours the shoppers would descend upon Birmingham’s shopping malls like fucking locusts. By ten at the least, hundreds of people would have passed this alley on their way to the arcades. It would only take one person to look the wrong way, to be more than a little nosey. It may be even earlier; what if some late drunk decides to take a piss up there? Or what about the council clean up team? They have yet to make an appearance. What about the dog walkers? The owners may not notice, but their animals sure as fuck would notice.
 
   It mystified her as to why she’d yet to feel any sort of remorse for what she’d done, it may not be her fault, but even so, it was still manslaughter. 
 
   “At least I think it is,” she whispered. “Fuck him, the bastard deserved it.”
 
   Alison couldn’t care less about the police reining her in, Glen had a form sheet as long as his track-marked arm. He was just another drug dealing scum-bag; the coppers would see it as one more parasite out of the way, not worth even filing a report. They’d assume that Glen had encroached on a rival’s territory and paid for it. Even if the death was investigated, no finger would be pointed in her direction. Alison was an unknown in Birmingham, a young girl of no fixed abode, living on the streets. Only one other girl even knew her real name.
 
   She slid down to the ground and put her head in her hands. It was Glen’s associates whom she feared; even Glen had been scared of them and with good reason. They acted as if they were above the law and they did know where Alison hung out; they’d have no trouble tracking her down. Those evil bastards wouldn’t listen to her story, what was she to them?
 
   She sighed. Alison was a nobody, that’s what. She wasn’t even one of their customers, she had never touched drugs. Alison just made a few pounds by befriending the strays who like her had found their way into the city. She was supposed to point them in the direction of Glen, but only if they fitted into the lad’s profile. Glen had preferred his girls to be young and innocent—the younger the better.
 
   His associates didn’t know about his rather dubious taste in girls; then again, maybe they did and just didn’t care. What did matter was that the dealer had a modicum of respect; he was good at his job. In their eyes, Alison had just denied them a valuable asset.
 
   Her choice was painfully simple, she had to find a way out of the city before those clowns came looking for her. She dare not think of what they’d do if they did catch her.
 
   She jerked her head up as a light coloured sports car slowly drove past her. Alison’s heart hammered against her ribcage. Oh Christ! It was too late, the fuckers had already found her. She got ready to bolt, then she stopped.
 
   What was she playing at? How the hell would they have found it? Besides, those fuckers preferred big, black land cruisers to coast through the dark streets. The car stopped and the side window slid down. Alison knew exactly what this particular driver was after. She forced herself to relax, Alison was now in familiar territory.
 
   On any other occasion, she would have thanked her lucky stars for providing her with some extra cash and possibly a soft bed for the night.
 
   A nervous looking man leaned out of the window. Alison guessed that he was about forty-five, a little overweight with not much hair left. She also guessed, judging by his behaviour, that this was his first time.
 
   “Are you okay, lady? I mean, with all this rain and what have you, would you not like to be somewhere warm and dry?” The man licked his lips.
 
   She pushed her long brown hair out of her face and politely waited for him to finish off his proposal. 
 
   “I’ve got a spare bed at my apartment, little lady,” his tongue flicked out, danced across his lips, then slid back in his mouth. “I’m sure we can come to some sort of arrangement.”
 
   How unlucky was she? The perfect mark had just fallen into her lap. He looked stuffed with cash, not that bad looking aside from the lack of hair, and to top it all, he was greener than a sick frog. It would have taken her weeks to use this one up.
 
   He gazed at her like a love-sick puppy. Tempting as it was, but Alison just couldn’t risk it, the man was probably a local. No, she had to turn this one down. If she didn’t get as far from here as possible, she’d be dead in a week; besides, it’s not like she needed any extra cash, not now.
 
   Alison dug into her inside pocket and pulled out a black wallet that she’d lifted from a passing man a couple of weeks ago. He was too busy arguing with an ugly woman with a huge nose to notice that he’d just been robbed. She almost threw the wallet away after emptying out the notes. She was so glad she hadn’t now.
 
   She flashed him a laminated badge. “I’ll give you two seconds to bugger off before I call my friends at vice.” It was only the bloke’s water board ID, but it was too dark to see clearly. The man’s head disappeared back into the car’s interior and within moments he was gone.
 
   She sighed and wished that she could go back in time to an hour ago before all this had started. She hadn’t meant to kill him. She didn’t really want to hurt anyone…this was all his fault.
 
   The guilt of sending those two girls to Glen had been eating into her for days. Alison shouldn’t have sent him the first girl, never mind the second, but at the time she was so desperate. Alison hadn’t eaten any proper food in over a week when he’d offered her a deal she couldn’t refuse.
 
   “You don’t look so good. I don’t normally stop and talk to people like you but I think you may be just what I’m looking for. Would you like to earn some real money?” he had asked whilst smiling down at her.
 
   At the time, Alison was slumped against the side of a dustbin, trying not to think about the excruciating cramps ripping through her body. This had been the first time since she’d run away that Alison had been ill. She hoped the worst of it was over; all she wanted now was a bit of comfort and perhaps a bit of hot food in her belly. Her mind was two years in the past, in her old life, in the sleepy village of Seeton. She sat at the table waiting for one of her mum’s yummy homemade steak and kidney pies with plenty of mash and peas.
 
   Her fantasy evaporated when the man gently booted the soul of her torn trainer. She gave the handsome stranger the once over and decided that he wasn’t going to beat her up. The man crouched beside her and the smell of hot food made her eyes snap fully open. He placed a McDonald’s burger in her hand and sat down cross-legged on the pavement next to her. It wasn’t one of her mum’s pies, but she didn’t let that stop her from ripping open the packaging.
 
   “I’m looking for a young girl.”
 
   She almost choked on her first mouthful.
 
   “Sorry, that came out all weird and creepy, didn’t it? Look I won’t lie to you, I’m no angel, and I’m involved with a lot of shady characters.” 
 
   Alison had finished the burger and proceeded to pick the cold cheese off the wrapper. She had been sleeping rough for the better part of a year now, and she knew a creepy weirdo when she saw one. Even so, she stayed where she was. He obviously wanted something from her. Besides, he might even buy Alison another burger.
 
   “Now, I know what you’re thinking, but I ain’t no pervert. I just need a young lass to help me run a couple of errands.” The man brushed a non-existent speck of dust off his black jacket. 
 
   “Nice clothes,” she murmured. Now that she’d had a good look at him, it was obvious now that he was a dealer. She was unsure how to treat this piece of news. He’d have plenty of cash, no doubt about that, but did she really want to be associated with this piece of slime? Alison hated the druggies and especially hated their keepers. Alison’s stomach rumbled; it appeared that she didn’t have a choice.
 
   “I think you’ve already guessed that I’m in the pharmaceutical business.”
 
   Alison nodded. The man ran his fingers through her filthy hair; she tried not to shrink away.
 
   “You are probably very pretty under all that grime and shit. I suppose I could just use you, but I think by now you’ve been around the block a few times already.” He smiled, showing off his gleaming white teeth. “No offence.”
 
   She sighed. “None taken.” Although there was, and Alison gritted her teeth and resisted the urge to punch the arrogant bastard in the balls. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   The task of finding the creep a girl young enough to fit his specifications only took Alison a few days. All she had to do was hang around the bus station after dark. Those girls running from their past stood out like a sore thumb. She found one, aged just fourteen on the second night.
 
   Her name was Diane. Alison had no idea whether it was her real name, nor did she really care. By the time they’d reached the designated spot, Alison had had enough of her anyway. She hadn’t shut up about her old life, about how her mother was always going on at her to clean up her room and how nobody at school understood her. What little empathy Alison had disappeared within the first ten minutes of meeting her.
 
   She’d explained to Diane that the man they were going to meet would find her somewhere to stay and a good job; the naïve little thing accepted all this with a casual shrug of her shoulders.
 
   Alison remembered watching him take Diane back to his big, black car after he’d given Alison £300. Despite the fact that the girl really was a whiny little bitch, Alison’s conscience still informed her that she just sold that girl to Satan.
 
   She never saw the girl after that, and despite vowing never again to help the handsome but creepy man, three weeks later she repeated her shameful actions. This time it was a terrified twelve year old girl whom she’d found hiding behind the bus station toilets.
 
   He’d made contact again two nights ago. Alison’s mind changed when he gave her over £500 and promised another of the same after the delivery. It was only after he’d climbed back into his flash car when she’d broke down in tears, knowing that if she didn’t end this now, she may as well take her own life.
 
   They’d agreed to meet here tonight, and she had watched him walk into the alley; gingerly stepping over discarded takeaway wrappers and dog shit, no doubt desperately trying not to get his ultra expensive shoes dirty. The smile on his face slipped off when he saw that Alison was alone.
 
   She could still picture that horrible sneer, telling Alison that if she didn’t have the guts to bring him anymore fresh bait then he’d just have her instead. He then pulled down the zip on his trousers.
 
   Glen’s leer turned into a snarl when she shook her head, but he told her that it wasn’t a fucking request but an order. When he lunged for her, trying to grab Alison’s hair, she just snapped. Alison growled and pushed him back.
 
   From the astonished look etched on his hard face, he wasn’t used to his property answering him back. He made a grab for her but his fingers only snatched empty air. Alison had already wiggled her way through a window too large for him to follow.
 
   Alison watched the car’s headlights disappear, knowing that she’d just made a huge mistake. She still could have used him and bedded down for the night. Nobody’s going to be looking for her until tomorrow, anyway. It’s not like she could get out of town at this time in the morning. A few rough grunts and a bit of mess would have more than compensated for a good night’s sleep in a comfortable bed. 
 
   “Oh, bloody hell. What did I go do that for?”
 
   Maybe she could get a room at a bed and breakfast? It’s not like she couldn’t afford one. Alison glanced around, making sure that she was still alone, then pulled out a large wad of notes from her back pocket. She had no idea how much was here, but she knew that it was more than enough to allow her to make a new life somewhere else, somewhere clean and quiet and away from all this urban sickness. She quickly stuffed the money back, knowing that there was more than enough there to get her killed if somebody else saw it.
 
   The downpour had now turned into a light shower and the traffic had increased, it was time for her to depart before anyone else saw her.
 
   “But I don’t know where to go.”
 
   Alison hurried across the road, heading for nowhere in particular; it was best to just keep moving. It was best to get as far away from that dead man as possible.
 
   She passed a baker’s shop and her stomach growled when the enticing scent of baking bread reached her nostrils. When was the last time she had anything substantial to eat? It wasn’t open yet anyway, so she passed the shop, telling herself that it was still too close to the body. 
 
   Alison then saw a sign to the railway station. A grin slowly formed. “Oh, God ain’t you a dizzy mare. There’s everything you need in there. One of the station kiosks is bound to be open.”
 
   She ducked into a shop’s alcove as a patrol car drove past; Alison didn’t think they saw her. After getting some food down her, she decided to board the next train out of this shithole—she decided it was time to go back home and confront her demons.
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   He thrust his hand up to block his nostrils when a scruffy young girl, stuffing her face with a chocolate muffin passed his seat. Dean Kasnovski could almost taste the stench rolling off that girl. This was just unbelievable, who the bloody hell had let that dirty tramp on the train? Chances were that the conductor didn’t even know she was on. More than likely, she sneaked on at the last stop and had been hiding in the toilets.
 
   The middle-aged woman on the opposite seat casually slid her hand over her green hand-bag and placed it between her legs. The scruffy girl abruptly stopped in mid-pace and turned to look at Dean; he wasn’t quick enough to remove his hand.
 
   “What’s wrong with your face, mate?” she snapped. “Don’t you like my perfume or something?” Her voice increased in volume with each sentence. She leaned closer and grinned at him. She then wiped her chin, noticing the chocolate crumbs she licked them off.
 
   “Are you trying to suggest that I fucking smell bad?”
 
   Oh, this was so not good. Dean’s eyes flicked past the loud girl and to his horror, the other passengers were staring at him instead of the foul smelling girl.
 
   “Sorry,” he muttered. “I’ve got an itchy nose.”
 
   He turned and stared out of the window. The last thing he needed right now was a load of unwanted attention. Dean watched the girl give him the single digit via her reflection. He breathed a sigh of relief when she must have realised that he wasn’t going to rise to her aggravation. She muttered something under her breath. He didn’t catch the words, but he guessed that they weren’t going to be flattering. She passed into the next carriage. A few moments later, her body odour followed her.
 
   Dean closed his eyes. He pushed the obnoxious girl’s antics to the back of his mind and attempted to calm down.
 
   For the moment, Dean was safe. Even if they discovered that he was missing, they’d be too tied up in dealing with the accident to be concerned about one missing researcher. His eyes snapped open, and Dean bolted upright. Oh, bloody hell! What if they did find him missing and assumed that he was infected just like all his other colleagues?
 
   He stole a glance at the grey haired woman opposite him. She had wrapped her thin fingers into the threads of her multicoloured bag. She probably figured that the girl would have spun around and make off with all her possessions once she had finished chewing Dean out. Her eyes were shut tight; she must have decided that now the immediate threat was over it was safe to have a little snooze. Dean placed his hand on top of the headrest and stood up. He saw nobody else, so he sat back down and sighed.
 
   Even if they did think the worst, they were hardly likely to look outside the city, never mind think that he’d boarded a fucking train. A freezing chill shot along the length of his spine at the thought of just how close he’d been to joining the fate of his other colleagues in his laboratory.
 
   It all started with him noticing that Gertrude’s cage hadn’t been shut correctly. This oversight had happened a few times in the last several weeks, it had never been that much of a big deal. For a laboratory rat, she was rather placid and quite friendly. Dean had forgotten which of his colleagues had come up with Gertrude, not that it mattered, the name just stuck.
 
   Dean dragged a hand across his face, a little startled to find tears had collected in the creases.
 
   “It’s all my fault,” he whispered. “I should have noticed it earlier.”
 
   The new batch had completed preliminary tests a couple of days ago. This time, they really believed the enzyme molecules would stay bonded. After three years and countless failures, now his team thought they’d cracked it. 
 
   Their group leader and head researcher, Graham, had even ordered in a dozen bottles of champagne for when the final test results showed the team what everybody already knew. Confidence was that high.
 
   For the last few years, he’d been part of a select group involved in trying to crack the human longevity problem. Although government backed, only a few officials knew of their existence. The group’s research and experiments in banned genetic science would have caused an uproar if any of it became known. Although he knew for a fact that the U.S. and a few of the more advanced European countries were involved in the same field, their governments would have immediately labelled the U.K. as a pariah state if their work got out into the open.
 
   Dean also knew that no other country had achieved positive results. They were on the verge of cracking the code, only the live animal testing remained.
 
   They’d chosen several rats, including Gertrude, because of their advanced age; they only had months at the most to live. A few weeks to study the side effects sounded ideal. Graham believed that the rodents would now live for at least another eighty years. Of course, the team had no plans to wait for that long. Human testing was due to begin in under two years’ time.
 
   Gertrude was the first rat to start showing signs of abnormal behaviour. Dean watched Graham rush over to the cage whilst the rat was squealing in agony and attempting to gnaw her way through the bars. As soon as the man got closer to the cage, the rat threw herself at the door. Before anyone knew what was happening, Graham lay on the floor, his agonizing screams muffled by the rat’s body stretched across his face.
 
   The bio-containment procedures activated automatically. The room sealed, but nobody thought to check on the other infected animals. Dean watched in horror as Gertrude chewed through the man’s cheek. He almost passed out when Graham then got off the floor, pulled the rat off him and threw it across the room. He then shambled towards the glass partition.
 
   Alarm after alarm went off throughout the complex; he took one last look at Graham’s mutilated face before running towards the exit. Watching his normally placid colleagues behaving like a herd of stampeding cattle brought out his own helpless panic, exacerbated when a young girl fell to the floor screaming and shrieking as another white rat scurried over her body and bit into the poor girl’s neck. Dean pushed past several people, not caring about anything else but getting out of there. He looked towards the main exit, he saw the steel shutters getting ready to drop down and ran faster then he’d ever run in his life to reach that door before the shutter dropped.
 
   Dean jumped at the sound of the uniformed guard requesting to see the woman’s ticket; he fumbled through his trouser pockets while watching the old woman return from wherever the sandman had taken her. He could guarantee that it would be certainly a lot better place than where he’d come from.
 
   The inspector exchanged pleasantries with the woman while punching her ticket. The woman may have been old enough to be the inspector’s mother, but it didn’t stop her from flirting with him. Dean felt a strange pang of jealousy; she hadn’t even looked at him. He pushed the odd thought to the back of his mind as the inspector punched his own ticket before exiting the carriage. He wondered if he was emitting some sort of pheromone that caused women to either ignore him or try to pick a fight. Speaking of which, he vaguely wondered how long it would be before that inspector came back this way with that homeless girl trapped in a headlock. He shook his head, she’d be too streetwise to get caught; she was probably already hiding in the toilets, waiting for him to go past.
 
   The older woman had already fallen back to sleep. Dean envied her, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to sleep again. He waited for a couple of minutes, watching a globule of drool try to escape from the corner of the woman’s mouth. If that inspector did come back this way and saw her saliva laying along the seat like a narrow slug trail, that woman would have scuppered her chance of getting off with him.
 
   As soon as the first muffled snore escaped, Dean judged it would be safe enough to get out his laptop; Dean just had to find out what the current situation was. He gave the carriage one more glance before he unzipped his black leather case and placed the computer on the table before him. He’d placed the bag beside his leg as soon as he’d boarded the train; this was one piece of equipment that he couldn’t afford to lose. Dean shuddered to think what the consequences would have been if that girl had seen the bag and run off with it.
 
   He logged in and waited impatiently while a connection was established. He should still be able to patch into the building’s security cameras without tripping any alarms. The authorities shouldn’t have cut the servers just yet. Thankfully, they’d housed the main computer systems in another institute somewhere on the south coast.
 
   A soft beep informed Dean that his connection to the institute was now secure; that took a huge weight off his shoulders. Christ knows what he could have accomplished if he hadn’t been granted access. He typed in Graham’s old user ID and password and he now had access to every camera in the building. Dean tapped in a random number on the virtual keypad on his monitor screen and within moments the view of a deserted corridor greeted him. He didn’t have the facility to zoom or pan, which was a bloody annoyance. Hopefully, he wouldn’t need it.
 
   Dean stared at the grainy black and white image for a couple of seconds, it didn’t make sense; nothing appeared to be out of place. Then he looked closer. Spread across the floor tiles at the far end of the corridor next to an open door Dean noticed what looked like a lake of fluid. It looked too dark to be water.
 
   “Could it be blood?” he whispered.
 
   Why the hell had they installed these archaic devices in the first place? It beggared belief that they spent more than some third world countries in their research, but they couldn’t even install a few colour cameras.
 
   The more he stared, the more reluctant he became to view the rest of the cameras. He took a deep breath, then tapped in the camera number for the main lab. Dean gasped in shock and almost dropped the laptop on the floor when the cameras switched view. Dean spun his head away from the bloody carnage and looked at the woman sleeping like a fucking baby. 
 
   If he had witnessed that in glorious Technicolor, Dean knew that he’d have lost his breakfast. He forced himself back to the screen, despite every cell in his body ordering him to turn this bloody thing off, he knew he had to finish this.
 
   Dark liquid covered the tiled floor, severed body parts were piled up in one corner, next to an overturned computer chair. Despite the devastation, Dean noticed a couple of his colleagues still in the room, seemingly unharmed. Oh, this was a welcome break, there were survivors; maybe this wasn’t as bad as he initially feared. Dean wished that there was a way to communicate with them. If there were two in the main labs, then there were bound to be others scattered around the building.
 
   He watched an older man approach the armoured window and gaze into the testing area. His body blocked Dean’s view so he couldn’t see if Graham was still inside. There was something not quite right about that man, he moved as though he was still asleep, like an automaton. Dean watched him press both his hands against the glass; it was as if he needed something in that room.
 
   One more figure caught Dean’s attention, he sat cross legged in the middle of the floor, oblivious of the lake of blood surrounding him. The man was holding a club or thick stick of some kind, Dean couldn’t tell.
 
   “Oh, Jesus.” 
 
   The man brought it to his mouth and bit into it. Dean leaned closer to the screen, not believing what the camera was showing him. He moved his head and Dean clearly saw three fingers and a thumb attached to a mutilated hand.
 
   He slammed the lid down and bit the inside of his cheek. “Oh shit, oh shit. What the hell is going on?”
 
   Dean then noticed the old woman staring at him; she gathered her bags, gave him a single backward glance and hurried out of the carriage, leaving him alone, shocked and very confused.
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   A seemingly endless collection of bright green and yellow fields hurtled past Alison’s window. She’d forgotten just how vivid and colourful the countryside was. In the city, dull greys and browns had filled her day. 
 
   When the train had stopped at the last station, Alison leaned out of the open door for just a few seconds to breathe in the fresh air, and with every breath she took, Alison could almost believe that the pure air stripped away the city’s grime layer by layer. Of course, she knew that this was so much bullshit, but it was nice to think that it was true. One aspect that did ring true was that her sense of smell was returning to normal, and the first thing she discovered was that she wasn’t as clean as she believed herself to be, probably why she had snapped at that man earlier. 
 
   As soon as she reached her destination, Alison made a promise that her first job would be to find a bed and breakfast and take a long hot bath. She’d attempted to wash herself in the toilets on the train, but those taps were about as useful as a chocolate teapot.
 
   Alison stared at the grime under her fingernails, wondering just how long that had been there…odd how she’d never noticed it before now. She picked up the last half of her sandwich and took a huge bite, wondering just how much dirt and crap she’d unknowingly ingested since she’d been sleeping rough. Her irrelevant musing went straight out of the window as soon as the sandwich contents hit her taste buds. Along with her sense of smell, they’d begun to operate properly too. She swallowed the mushy mess and bit out another chunk of sandwich.
 
   She jumped and almost choked on her food when the phone in her pocket vibrated. Alison dug it out of her back pocket, waited for it to stop vibrating, then placed it on the back seat ledge next to her empty sandwich wrapper. The number was an unknown, and there was no way Alison should answer that. Perhaps she ought to turn it off, or even better, throw it in the bin. She stared at the phone for another couple of seconds before the lure of food brought her back to the sandwich; chances are that it was just a wrong number.
 
   She’d almost eaten this one. When Alison stood by the counter in the buffet coach earlier on contemplating which type of sandwich to buy, her eyes caught sight of a single sausage roll. It had only been a few minutes so the chances were that it should still be there. A chocolate bar would also go down a treat, maybe two, and after that lot, a large cup of hot coffee with plenty of sugar.
 
   The sight of her phone still bothered her. Only two other people knew the number and they were listed as Danielle and Maggie. Alison had befriended the pair of them the same night she’d arrived in the city. Three young girls all from different parts of the country had arrived on the same night, within minutes of each other.
 
   Looking back, her life could have been so much different if she’d befriended a local girl instead of those two shivering strangers who were in the same boat as her. Somebody like who’d Alison had turned into for example.
 
   For the first few weeks, they didn’t leave each other’s sight. They shared a similar pain, each girls having valid reasons for fleeing from their homes.
 
   Prior to meeting her new companions, Alison genuinely believed that no other person would be able to relate to the trauma that she had endured just a couple of nights before. Listening to Maggie, she found that her own experience just paled into significance.
 
   Maggie’s boyfriend ran with a gang that terrorised a large London housing estate. Another gang took offence at his ambitions and as punishment, they snatched the girl outside her own home, stuffed Maggie into the boot of their car and drove her to a derelict warehouse. Over the course of a full day, the gang members took turns in raping her.  
 
   Danielle didn’t want to tell them why she had run away, not at first. Her story came out a couple of nights later after they’d drunk four large bottles of cider that they’d shoplifted from a late opening off license. Slurring her words, Danielle told them that her stepfather had been using her as a sexual plaything since the age of thirteen.
 
   Alison picked the phone off the ledge; it had been weeks since she’d used this thing. The original idea had been to use the phones to warn each other if any of their clients became violent. 
 
   She had forgotten how long it had been since Alison had run into Danielle and Maggie. Unlike her, they had both fallen foul of the local dealers. Their money now financed their habits.
 
   The phone vibrated again, and this time it was a message. Alison threw the remainder of her sandwich on the seat beside her when she saw it was from Maggie. 
 
   “Oh, God!” she cried. 
 
   She quickly read the message, feeling her heart slam against her rib-cage. Somehow they’d already found the body of the dealer. Maggie pleaded with her to return the stolen money, saying that the associates would be lenient if she did. Alison shook her head, completely thrown by the text. How the bloody hell could anybody know that she’d been the one who’d killed him? Especially Maggie. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
   “Like I’m going back to that hell-hole,” she muttered. No, she’d already chosen her future and nobody, not even her old friends could make her change Alison’s mind. Thinking clearly, it was obvious how they’d known about Glen, the bastard must have been their supplier. 
 
   “They chose their demon, let them live with their decision.”
 
   Despite her harsh words, Alison really wished that she could have taken her friends away from the city.
 
   The train began to slow down; they must be getting ready to stop again. Alison watched a young couple pass her seat; they both looked to be in a great deal of stress. She heard him tell the woman not to worry about her parents, there was no way that they could have gone missing. The violence in London couldn’t really be as bad as the news were making it out.
 
   When they had gone, Alison sat back in her seat, thinking about what it must be like to worry about such meaningless rubbish.
 
    
 
   Chapter five
 
    
 
   He opened one eye a crack—she’d left his side. George sighed in contentment, rolled into the warm vacant space, and pushed his face into the pillow. He could still smell the woman’s unique perfume. Where had Anne disappeared? More importantly, would she return?
 
   He pricked up his ears at the sound of singing coming from downstairs. 
 
   “She’s still here,” he sat up and rubbed his face, wincing when he remembered that he hadn’t shaved this morning. “That poor woman must have thick skin. I’ll have to have a bloody good shave before we do that again.” That thought brought another smile to his face; he reckoned that the chance of another round of bedroom Olympics with that virile woman was definitely high on the agenda.
 
   He finally located her voice, Anne must be in the kitchen. His heart suddenly went into overdrive when he remembered Gruff was supposed to be in there too. George jumped out of bed and padded over to the window. His dog sat on his patio staring at the kitchen window. George couldn’t believe he was seeing this, she’d made friends with his dog already. Bloody hell, that woman was amazing! He gazed down at his shrivelled penis. “In more ways than one.”
 
   Gruff must have sensed that he was being observed, he looked up, barked once then darted across his garden, and the big oaf crashed through his pea plants before sitting down in his carrot patch for some reason, George wasn’t the least bit bothered. He left the window and crawled back into the warm bed. 
 
   For the first time since Madison passed away, George felt happy. He’d go see her later today to explain his actions, but he was sure she’d understand. Madison would want him to be happy.
 
   He giggled, George was happy alright; he lifted the covers and discovered that his little man was now not so little. “Bloody hell, it’s like I’m sixteen all over again.”
 
   George heard the side door open and Anne calling Gruff a naughty boy. His dog always rolled onto his back every time George told him off. He could imagine him doing the same with Anne. He was unsure of how he felt about another person getting so friendly with his only companion. He heard the door shutting and put aside his stupid jealous thoughts.
 
   The bedroom door slowly creaked open, and Anne reversed in holding a breakfast tray. The sight of the tray confused him a little, he had no idea she’d been cooking him food; he’d yet to detect the pleasant aroma of bacon or sausages. Perhaps it was a bowl of cornflakes. No, it couldn’t be, George had no cereal in the house.
 
   She placed the tray down on the covers and he saw two white bowls, both full of multicoloured berries and assorted nuts and other less identifiable bits. What the bloody hell was this? It looked like hamster food.
 
   “Come on, George, eat up, this is good for you.” She put her hand under the covers, he groaned when her fingers walked closer to his penis. “It gives you stamina.” She gripped his shaft. “Because, believe you me, you’re going to need it.”
 
   He picked a dried strawberry out of the bowl, popped it into his mouth and chewed. George closed his eyes and sighed softly when she climbed back into bed beside him, Anne kissed him on the tip of his nose.
 
   “I’m sorry,”
 
   George opened his eyes. “What for?”
 
   “Well, for making the first move, for acting all slutty.”
 
   He spat out a half-chewed berry. “Don’t be sorry, Anne, I didn’t think you were slutty… a little forward, perhaps.”
 
   She laughed. “Yeah, well, one of us had to make the first move.”
 
   He nodded, wondering if he had been giving out the wrong signals. George had found her attractive but not in that way. He decided to keep that nugget of information to himself.
 
   “Tom is going to be so upset when he finds out, you know.” She grabbed his hand and gently squeezed.
 
   “Tom? You mean the butcher?”
 
   Anne nodded, “Yes, he’s been after me for years. You’re a good man, George. Your aura is clear.”
 
   He blinked, “My what is clear?”
 
   Anne giggled. “Your aura, your life energy.” She squeezed his hand again.  
 
   What on earth was the woman going on about? He’d listened in on her respecting the planet speeches many times before, usually in the lounge of the Rose and Crown and definitely after he’d downed more than a couple of pints of the pub’s fine ales. George had never really listened to her actual words, he just enjoyed the way that she was able to get under the skins of the other locals. The other reason he listened in was that the woman had such a beautiful voice.
 
   “George, I promise that I’ll explain everything a bit later on.”
 
   Somehow he doubted that he’d ever share her enthusiasm. Organic farming and eating like rabbits and squirrels was all very fascinating, but as for all that stuff about auras and the life-force? Well, the last thing he needed was some lecture that bordered dangerously close to strange hippy talk.
 
   “Don’t you like your breakfast, George? You haven’t eaten that much of it. I’m sorry, but it’s the best I could do with what limited ingredients I could find.” Anne smiled, “Never mind, I’ll make you a decent meal before we go out.”
 
   George wasn’t sure what to make of that that last remark, had she just insulted him? “It’s me who ought to apologise, this—stuff isn’t really the sort of food I normally eat.”
 
   “Don’t you worry about all that, we’ll soon have you eating proper food before you know it; you’ll be as fit as an ox. It will happen, too, believe me, my darling; your aura tells me everything.”
 
   Suddenly, he saw an image of his future: an old man wearing bio-degradable overalls made from organic avocados skins and eating lentil soup from half a coconut, while Anne danced in the moonlight and prayed to the gods of grass and nettles.
 
   George held back an icy shiver. That was one future that he never intended to live. There was no way that he could live without his daily dose of bacon, sausages, and pork pies; nobody, no matter how sexy, would be able to turn him away from his meat intake.
 
   No bloody wonder young Tom hadn’t been able to jump into bed with this sex-crazed widow. He dismembered dead animals every day. Anne would probably regard the butcher as despicable as Satan or whatever equivalent nasty thing she believed in. Knowing what he’d learnt so far, it would be some sort of forest goblin or something equally stupid.
 
   “I’ve often wondered why Dean’s aura was so different,” she said.
 
   “What? Sorry, you’ve lost me, Anne.”
 
   “Dean, your son, his aura is almost black. I’m not saying that he’s a bad person or anything, it doesn’t work like that; dark auras usually mean that the individual is cursed.”
 
   “Look, Anne,” he growled. “Can you not bring my son into the conversation? I don’t want his name to kill the mood.”
 
   With all her talk about new age rubbish, George didn’t think that there was much mood left to kill.
 
   She smiled demurely, threw back the covers, then straddled his thighs. “I’m so sorry; the last thing I wanted was for you to get upset. Let me make it up to you.”
 
   Anna removed George’s dressing gown before she placed her left hand around the base of his penis. “I know another way of making you happy,” she whispered as Anne lowered her head.
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   He couldn’t believe that his old nickname was still there, carved into the wooden bench. Dean slowly traced his forefinger along the crude knife cuts that spelled out the words Space Cowboy.
 
   Dean yawned and stretched, then leaned back against the wooden slats. The train was about to leave the platform. Apart from Dean, only the scruffy girl got off at Seeton Crossing station. He wondered if the girl was due to depart here or if that conductor had finally caught the fare-dodging mouth on legs and threw her off. He shrugged; she hadn’t seemed unduly stressed when she stepped onto the platform. 
 
   Whatever the case, if she hoped to find any spare money here, then she was in for a major shock. Folk in Seeton were tighter than a pair of wasp’s knickers and were suspicious of all strangers.
 
   The train left the station, bound for the next crappy village. He watched the young girl cross the footbridge; she must have seen the ancient metal sign that pointed the way to the village square. He sighed and gazed down at his handiwork. Dean felt the beginnings of a nostalgic smile reach his lips.
 
   He vividly remembered vandalising this bench. It had been exactly two days after he’d celebrated his fifteenth birthday.
 
   “Oh, my God, that was eighteen years ago,” he said. “Has it really been so bloody long?”  
 
   Dean rubbed his finger across the knife marks one more time. “Eighteen years and the council hadn’t even bothered to re-paint the bench. Nothing round here has changed then.”
 
   Even when he was a kid this crappy village was stuck in its own little time bubble. Dean remembered himself and his other stroppy teenage mates desperately wishing they could leave this shithole and venture out into the real world.
 
   The station was the only place in the village where they got to see real strangers, people who didn’t know everything about you and your family; sometimes the train even stopped here and these strangers got off. 
 
   They called themselves the Seeton Massive. Dean chuckled to himself, he hadn’t thought of that name in years. It was Tom Mayland who thought up the name—ironic, considering he was only a shade above five feet.
 
   Dean used to make fun of his blonde girly hair that grew halfway down his back. He was adamant that when he got older he’d be a rock star with shit loads of money, a garage full of fast cars, and beautiful girls hanging off each arm. His dad owned the village butchers so everybody knew that despite his boasts, the lad wasn’t going anywhere, and there had been a butchers shop owned by the Mayland’s since like forever. His destiny had been set in stone since he was a baby.
 
   Gavin Ellis, the largest of the group, used to boast that his family owned this village; it was true that his dad was head of the council and they lived in the largest house on the outskirts of Seeton. The running joke was that in the old days there weren’t that many folk in the village, so the Ellis’s shagged their sister’s and aunties, uncles and brothers which probably explained why their entire family resembled the back end of a horse. Nobody would dare say any of that to his face though. Gavin’s temper wasn’t that long and he did have a tendency to talk with his fists if he believed somebody was making fun of him.
 
   The last one of their group but certainly not the least, was Sarah Winwood. Dean sighed; now that was a name that brought back a few happy memories. Everybody in the gang fancied her like crazy. 
 
   Dean had lost his virginity to that girl at the tender age of fourteen. It may have been just a quick and messy session behind the old youth club, but as far as he was concerned, Dean had now become a man.
 
   Thinking back, Sarah had been responsible for all the lads in the group to lose their cherries. She’d even been with Gavin.
 
   At any other time, it would have been cool to hook with the others and re-live old memories over a few pints at the Rose and Crown. Dean reckoned that the chances of all of them still living in Seeton would be pretty high; not many folk left the village, and those who did generally made their way back.
 
   “Just like me,” he whispered.
 
   He needed to visit his mother as well and try to explain to her why he hadn’t been able to visit her grave. Of all the actions the institute had taken, initiating a lock-down just after his mother had passed away was the one that hurt the most. 
 
   The graveyard wasn’t that far from here. In between the station and the village, he looked up and saw an old man walking over the bridge; he reminded Dean a little of his old man. His stood up and watched him walk towards the platform, could it be him? The man then stopped by a large red transit van and climbed in. No, it wasn’t him. Oh, bloody hell. How was he going to explain his actions to his dad? He wouldn’t be able to understand what Dean had been working on for all this time or why he hadn’t been able to come up and visit. The daft old sod was too set in his ways, locked into the past like the rest of them here in Seeton.
 
   Perhaps he ought to ring ahead and prepare him? That seemed like a logical idea. If he forewarned him that Dean was coming up to see him then most of his dad’s anger should have fizzled out by the time he knocked on the front door.
 
   “Oh, crap!” Bollocks, he’d just remembered that he still had a company phone in his jacket pocket. How dumb was he? They’d easily be able to trace his location if he’d been stupid enough to use that.
 
   Dean removed the phone, prised off the back cover, and took out the battery. He dropped it on the floor, then stamped on it until he heard the casing snapped. He then kicked it off the platform. There were times when his own stupidity surprised even him. Well, it looked as though his dad would be getting a surprise visit from his darling son after all.
 
   He looked up to find that the station platform was no longer deserted. A tall teenage girl wearing a very tight green t-shirt walked past the bench; she held a ghetto blaster in her left hand. Dean tried not to stare at it, bloody hell. Had the kids round here not heard of mobile phones? He hadn’t seen one of those things since the eighties. This place really was stuck in its own little time bubble. 
 
   The radio was on, and Dean caught a snippet of a newscaster mentioning disturbances in the capital; gunfire had been heard in various locations around the city.
 
   His mouth went bone-dry; he knew exactly what that meant. He watched as she wandered over to the timetable then rushed towards her, eager to hear the rest of the news. Dean heard something about barricades of abandoned vehicles around the parliament buildings and something about bonfires across London Bridge before the woman looked at Dean funny, turned off her radio, and hurried over to the far end of the platform. 
 
   He stood there in the boiling sun and feeling as if he had just stepped out of an ice-cold shower. He had failed to contain it; somehow, the infection had spread out of the institute and into the capital city. He staggered over to the wall and put his hands against the cool bricks. The full implications of what he had helped to create were now beginning to sink in.  
 
   “Christ, Linda’s in London!” Dean looked wildly around the station, then breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that the public telephone was still in the same place. “Thank Christ for that,” he muttered. Dean rushed over and groaned when he saw Seeton’s new generation of kids had completely trashed it.
 
   “You stupid little fuckers,” he growled. Dean saw the woman slowly making her way back to the train timetable bolted to the side of the station building.
 
   “Miss?” he shouted. “Excuse me, miss. I’m sorry to trouble you, but do you have a phone I could use? It’s really important.”
 
   The woman looked at him like he was speaking in a foreign tongue. She quickly shook her head then turned her back to him.
 
   Fuck, what an ignorant cow. What the hell was he going to do now? Dean hurried off the station platform towards the bridge, there used to be a couple of phone boxes just near the village square, surely one of those still worked.
 
   He glanced back and the saw his phone battery lying in the middle of the tracks, not believing he’d just done that. If the infection really was out then the authorities would have better things to do than search for him.
 
   Dean turned around and suddenly stopped. He grinned. Some things in Seeton did change after all. Dean hurried across the road and stopped in front of another phone box. He knew for a fact that this wasn’t here the last time he’d been in Seeton. 
 
   He opened the door and hurried inside. Dean dug out a pile of change and placed it on the top while he tried to remember her number. He closed his eyes and attempted to calm down; Dean pictured her delicate features in his mind and immediately her telephone number came back to him. He punched in the numbers and groaned aloud as he was connected to an answering machine.
 
   “This is all I need, a bloody machine. Linda, if you’re there, please pick up the phone. Linda? Oh shit. Look, I need you to stay where you are. This is no joke, something very bad is happening. Stay inside and do not open the door to anyone. I know we parted badly, but you need to believe me on this. Please take care of yourself.”
 
   Dean replaced the receiver. Jesus, he must have sounded like a bloody madman. He picked up his bag and ran out of the railway station. He should be at the house in a few minutes. He hoped to God the server was still running, and with a bit of luck Dean would be able to connect to the main computer banks. If he could get online, Dean might be able to work out just what the fuck had gone wrong.
 
   Explanations and apologies with his dad would have to wait a bit longer.
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Alison stood on her tiptoes and cursed when she found she was still unable to look into the cracked mirror. “This is a joke,” she said to herself.
 
   Then she remembered seeing a pile of bricks just outside the door of the gents. Alison smiled to herself. “One of those will do the job nicely.”
 
   She hurried out of the toilets, picked up the top block, and carried her find back into the gents. She dropped it on the floor, climbed on the block, and leaned towards the mirror. “Missed a bit,” she muttered when Alison saw the long narrow streak of grime along her cheek. She paused and gazed at her face again. This was the first time she’d seen herself in a mirror for months.
 
   “You ain’t that bad looking, girl. Apart from that mucky bit you missed.” She licked her fingers and vigorously rubbed the dirt off.  On the whole, Alison didn’t think she’d done all that bad considering what limited washing facilities had been on offer. 
 
   After leaving the railway station Alison had first made her way through the narrow stretch of trees that lay beyond the station and dipped down the banking towards the narrow beck at the bottom. She did feel a bit conspicuous, stripping off all her clothes then jumping into the cold water. After washing herself the best she could, she then dumped all of her old clothing into the stream and watched the running water take her filthy rags down the stream. Shivering, she placed the long coat that she had lifted from a drooling woman on the train around her wet body and made her way back up the bank. The only items of clothing that she’d kept from her old life were a spare pair of trousers and her beloved pair of hiking boots. She’d only had these a couple of weeks, and they were a bit grubby but serviceable. Despite having bugger all clothes left, as long as she didn’t unfasten the coat Alison reckoned that she should pass for a wandering student or some young hiker. Back when she used to live here, those types were a common sight in and around the village, so she ought to walk through her old haunts unnoticed.
 
   Alison gave her face one more check in that mirror. Yeah, nobody would recognise this mug, she didn’t look a bit like that fresh-faced terrified girl who left here all those years ago.
 
   Her intention was to go for a quick shopping trip in the village to buy herself some decent clothing before trying to grab a room for a couple of nights above the Rose and Crown.
 
   It seemed like a good enough plan. Once she had settled in, then Alison could start with the task of hunting down her form teacher, the one who forced himself upon her and the bastard who destroyed Alison’s innocence and caused her to flee from Seeton and from everyone who cared for her.
 
   Once that evil bastard was finally out of the way, then she would feel comfortable with getting back in contact with her family in the hope that they would forgive Alison and take her back.
 
   She glanced to the exit and gasped when she heard a pair of voices coming towards the toilet. It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t her fault that the ladies toilets didn’t have a fucking mirror; even so, there was no way that she could be caught in here. Alison ran into one of the open booths and shut and locked the door. With a bit of luck they’d be finished and moved on in a minute or two.
 
   “So why do you think that our dear councillor has moved the dates for the charity gala ahead two weeks?”
 
   Alison felt as though an ice-cold slug had just slivered down her backbone when she heard that voice. That voice belonged to the other one, the fucker who took Alison outside school and dragged her back into the sports block. The sound of his voice took her spiralling back to that night.
 
   The school bell was rung absolutely ages ago. God, Alison was so pissed off with that teacher. Just what bleeding right did he have to keep her back? She hadn’t done anything wrong.
 
   She hurried past the outside of the sports block, trying to keep a rein on her emotions; she knew that just one slip and that would be it, the tears would just stream out like a burst dam. She ought to report that Mr. Hudson, the man was just way too creepy; that thing he did with his eyes when he stared at the girls made her blood run cold, like he was undressing them or something. 
 
   Alison stopped dead. No, it couldn’t be that. The man was ancient; he must be almost as old as Alison’s own dad. Men didn’t have mucky thoughts at that age, well, except for the creeps and perverts.
 
   Then again, those two words fit Mr. Hudson perfectly. She nodded to herself, yes. Alison would send an anonymous letter to the headmaster in the morning, telling the head that Hudson had been feeling her arse or something. 
 
   She grinned. Yeah, that would sort him out. Feeling miles better, Alison headed towards the school gates. She ought to be excited now, not pissed off. Tonight was the night when she would finally get to drink inside a real pub.
 
   It had all been Trisha’s idea. She had told Alison last week that her new boyfriend had just been given a car for his eighteenth birthday. It still excited Alison to think that her best mate was actually going out with a boy three years older than they were.
 
   Trisha had told Alison that they’d even done it in his bedroom.
 
   Trisha suggested they all take a trip to Edenvale, the village eight miles to the west. Her boyfriend told Trisha that their local pub was nowhere near as strict as the Rose and Crown; apparently he’d been drinking in there since he was fourteen. They had lock-ins and everything at the Black Goose.
 
   Alison couldn’t wait; the last time she had alcohol now was over three weeks ago when she was up at Trisha’s house. They both shared a bottle of cider; Trisha was allowed alcohol, which as far as Alison was concerned, just wasn’t fair. Her parents were non-drinkers, and they thought alcohol was the devil’s piss or some rubbish like that. If they even suspected that Alison was going to a pub tonight, they’d ground her for three months. As far as they were concerned, she was staying over at Trisha’s on a shared revision date.
 
   Just before she reached the school gates, she noticed something small and white move along the top of a dry-stone wall to the left of her. Alison spun around and peered over, trying to make out what it was. It was difficult to make out; the fact that the sun had gone down and the street lamp above was broken didn’t help. It looked like a cat but if it was it was a bloody small one.
 
   She shook her head, whatever. Alison had better things to do with her time. She’d already decided what to wear tonight. Stuck at the back of her wardrobe was a very revealing blouse that she’d found in her own mum’s wardrobe a few months back. It came as a complete shock to find that mum had ever worn anything so risqué. Her mum came across as a total prude.
 
   A mournful high-pitched meow shattered the silence. Alison jumped, then looked back at the wall. Oh hell, it was just a kitten. She stepped off the path and ran across the wet grass, silently cursing as the water soaked through her plimsolls.
 
   Oh, this was so cruel. It was a kitten alright, some evil bastard had tied a length of washing line around its neck and fastened the other end around a large stone. Now who would do such an awful thing?
 
   Alison slowly approached the shivering animal and put her arm out. “Don’t be scared, sweetheart. I’ll sort you out.”
 
   She sensed a shadow right behind her and heard the sound of a low groan just before someone thrust a canvas bag over her head. She tried to shout out but found her yells were abruptly cut off as a pair of large hands was pressed around her neck.
 
   “Don’t be scared,” whispered a rough male voice in her ear. “We’re gonna sort you out.”
 
   The man dragged her across the grass, she tried to struggle and get away, but that soon stopped when he punched her in the side of her head.
 
   “Enough of that,” he growled. “Save your wiggling for the fun bit.”
 
   She heard the opening of a door and in her groggy state she eventually worked out that he’d taken her back into the school. She smelt wood polish and something else, an aroma that was very familiar, the faint smell of somebody’s aftershave.
 
   “So, Alison, you dirty little bitch. You reckon that it’s cool to tease me do you? What, like I don’t have urges anymore? I think it’s time to show you what happens to filthy tarts who bit off more than they can chew.”
 
   Alison gasped out loud. Oh, my god! That voice belonged to her gym teacher. What the hell was going on? She blinked in the harsh light as the canvas bag was pulled off her head. She found herself alone with the teacher. The other man had gone, but she couldn’t move her arms; the man had an iron grip on both her wrists 
 
   “Don’t you worry, he’ll be back. He’s having his turn after me.” The man grabbed her neck and suddenly pushed her back. She crashed into the wall behind her and fell onto the wooden floor.
 
   “What have I done wrong?” she cried.
 
   His face reddened. “Don’t you give me that innocent fucking face,” he snarled. “You know damn well what you’ve done, you prick teasing little bitch.” He knelt down in front of her, put his hand over her ears and pulled her head towards his. Alison smelt extra strong mints on his breath.
 
   “Yeah well, I decided that it was time that little girls like you should know what happens when their games goes wrong.” He licked his lips. “Don’t look so fucking frightened, this’ll mean nothing to a dirty slag like you anyway. Hell, you probably won’t even feel it, I bet you’re as loose as a well worn welly anyway.”
 
   Alison finally managed to scream when she realised just what he intended to do to her. He pushed one of his hands over her mouth while his other hand moved down the front of the uniform towards her crotch.
 
   On more than one occasion as she sat shivering under a bridge or lay wrapped up in broken up cardboard boxes, Alison had dreamt of how her life would have turned out if she hadn’t been violated by that evil monster. That fucker had hurt her and made Alison hate her own body.
 
   Somehow, she’d managed to escape, but only thanks to some anonymous pupil forgetting to put away their rounder’s bat. As he lay on the floor, panting and grinning and calling her so many horrible names, she turned her face away from his and through her tear blurred vision spotted the bat’s brightly coloured handle just a few feet from her hands. She turned over and ignoring the intense cramping pain knotted up inside the pit of her stomach, she slowly crawled towards her salvation. The teacher had been too late to notice she wasn’t in the same place he’d thrown her. By the time he had realised that something was amiss. Alison had retrieved the bat and stood above him. She screamed in raw anger and brought the bat down as hard as she could. 
 
   Alison later learnt that blow must have only knocked him sideways. Alison kept a close eye on the news and once she’d taken the decision to go, she knew that leaving the village was now her only option. Even if she had stayed and accused him, who would believe her, a silly little girl? It would have been his word against hers, and she had no doubt that the other one would have backed up whatever story he chose to tell. If she’d stayed, he’d have killed her.  Alison believed that taking it in turns to rape her then dumping the body was their original intention anyway.
 
   She should have stayed and kept bringing that bat down on his head until it looked more like a dropped melon, but she knew that time was against her.  Alison had no idea where the other one had gone or how long it would be before he came back.
 
   Alison listened to the two men on the other side of her cubicle, casually exchanging gossip about some bloke called Gavin.  That name rang a bell; she was sure that her older sister used to hang around with a lad called Gavin.  They were just about to leave.  Alison silently climbed onto the toilet bowl, she just had to connect that unforgettable voice to a face.  She peered over the top just in time to watch them leave the gents.  Alison didn’t think they’d be too hard to find though, considering both men wore police uniforms.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Linda stared aghast at the carnage below her.  Oh, this was so not good.  She glanced back at the television screen that was relaying similar pictures, only the scene on the box was happening twelve miles away on the other side of London.
 
   “Where’s the damn ambulance?”  She looked past the accident towards the city centre, and seeing the state of the snarled traffic, there was a good chance that it would be a while before they got here. 
 
   She looked back at the television, and judging by what the panicked looking news reporter had just told her, there was a fucking good chance that the ambulance would never turn up. The silly cow made it sound as though Armageddon had arrived in London.
 
   “They must be exaggerating, they must be.”
 
   She heard the thunderous noise just five minutes ago while she was in the kitchen. Linda had planned an evening in with Richard Steel, a very sexy colleague from work. He wanted to take her out, but she was adamant that he should come over to her place. He’d jokingly asked if she was trying to take advantage. Of course, she had vigorously denied any such thought had even entered her mind. The butterflies in her stomach all had epileptic fits when he said ‘that was a shame.’
 
   Linda tore her eyes away from the apartment window and gazed at the open bottle of wine stood on her kitchen table. She really ought to ring him and see if he’s alright. He lived in Camden and Linda was sure that they’d said that Camden was one of the areas that had been one of the worst affected.
 
   She left the window, poured herself a large glass of the wine, and padded back into the living room in search of her phone. As Linda dug her phone out of her handbag, a piercing shriek echoed up from the street below. She rushed back to the window and saw that one of those people in that crash had managed to crawl out of the wreck. Then she looked again, the glass fell out of her hand.
 
   “Oh, my god. This just can’t be happening.”
 
   The crawling man’s legs and hips were still inside that Ford Escort and crushed beyond all recognition when a double decker bus had ploughed into it. Only his torso, arms, and head had remained intact, and now that head was busy biting chunks of flesh out of the leg of a terrified spectator.
 
   Two men ran out from the gathered crowd and pulled at the abomination of the screaming woman, and with each holding an arm, threw it towards the wrecked car. A single police officer, who’d been unsuccessfully trying to keep the crowd quiet as well as trying to help the victims still alive inside the vehicles, rushed over to the fallen woman, crouched beside her, and placed his hands over her leg wound. Linda slowly backed away from her window, trying in vain to make sense of what she had just witnessed. Linda felt something crunch under her heel, and she gazed at the pool of red wine soaking into her pale blue carpet and burst into tears.
 
   She then heard that silly bitch in the television studio advising everybody to stay inside and stay calm, reassuring everyone that the authorities had everything in order. Linda glared at the woman as she lied through her back teeth and so wanted to push her foot through the screen.
 
   “My carpet is fucking ruined,” she screamed at the TV. “And you tell me to stay calm?”
 
   Linda fell to her knees and started picking the pieces of glass off her carpet. Warm, soapy water should do the trick. She didn’t think the stain would come out though. Perhaps she could move the sofa over it?
 
   Another scream blasted out from outside as Linda stayed focused on her task; there wasn’t a chance in hell that she’d look out of that window again, at least not until the police and ambulances had sorted it all out. The sight of that unholy thing taking a bite out of that poor woman would stay with her until the end of her days.
 
   She stood up, padded to the kitchen bin, and dumped in the glass fragments.
 
   “I’m going to need something a lot stronger than wine,” she muttered. Linda hurried towards her drinks cabinet, pausing by the TV. The female newsreader was now informing the audience that both the U.S. and E.U. had imposed quarantine restrictions on all outward bound journeys from the U.K.
 
   “And you can shut the fuck up you miserable bitch,” she muttered before turning off the TV.
 
   Right at the front of her cabinet was half a bottle of Jack Daniels her dad had given her it three Christmas’s ago. To this day, she hadn’t a clue why; Linda hated the stuff and her dad knew that. The only reason she opened it in the first place was a few months ago when she was sleeping with some young scientist bloke. She yelped when another shriek echoed in from the streets.
 
   “Oh, Christ,” she said, moaning. “Please make it fucking stop.”
 
   Linda reached out and grabbed the whisky from the shelf, unscrewed the top, and drank straight from the bottle. The liquid burned its way down her gullet before exploding in her stomach. Linda coughed, almost choking as some of the liquid came back up and dribbled down her chin; she wiped the mess away and took another drink. This time only a sip.
 
   The mindless panic receded just enough to remember that she was going to try to get in touch with Richard.
 
   “Oh, God, I hope he’s alright.”
 
   She took one more gulp of the whisky before setting it down next to her phone, promising herself that she’d have a bit more once she’d made sure he was alright. Linda grabbed the handset then stopped.
 
   “What the hell am I doing? His number’s on my mobile.”
 
   From where she stood, Linda could now see through her window. She moaned in horror and blindly felt along the table for the bottle. This just couldn’t be happening, it was like a scene from a horror movie.
 
   That bitten woman had her head buried in the copper’s stomach. Oh my God, she was eating him! There were a crowd of screaming people scrambling over the wrecked vehicles, and Linda thought they were fleeing from the woman; she moved a little closer to the window and screamed herself.
 
   The street was filled with people slowly making their way along towards the car crash. Linda looked closer, something was seriously wrong with all of them; then she saw the gaping wounds and the missing limbs.
 
      “They are dead! No, this can’t be happening,” she uttered while backing away and shaking her head. “Dead people can’t fucking move.” 
 
   Linda took another drink from the bottle, and this time she managed to keep all of the fiery liquid inside her. She decided that she must have not looked properly, they can’t be dead because that’s impossible. Perhaps they were sick, infected with some disease like bird flu or something. She nodded to herself.
 
   “Bird flu, it must be that or that other one, swine flu.”
 
   Satisfied that she wasn’t losing her mind, Linda grabbed her coat and searched through her pockets for her phone. She kept well away from her window though, guessing that a closer view of those people would blow her theory right out of the water.
 
   Linda fumbled through the phone’s contact list, momentarily feeling guilty for passing over her mum’s number in preference to somebody she hardly knew. His name came up and Linda jabbed her finger against the telephone icon, praying that he’d answer.
 
   “Linda? Where are you?”
 
   She almost wept with relief when she heard his voice. He sounded out of breath. “Richard, are you alright?”
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “A group of old men started following me, and I had to jump over a wall into someone’s garden to lose them. Look, something really odd is going on. Are you still in your apartment?”
 
   “Yes,” she replied. “It’s horrible outside, there’s people eating each other.” Linda felt herself choke up. “I dropped my wine and everything.”
 
   “Look, you stay there; I’ll be at yours in a couple of minutes and calm down. Everything’s going to be fine.”
 
   The phone went dead in her hands. She looked at it, wondering if she ought to call him back, and then changed her mind. There was no point, he was on his way. Linda smiled, everything was going to be alright.
 
   She’d call her mum as soon as Richard got here. She lived over in Birmingham and anyway, knowing her, she probably wouldn’t have even realised that anything was wrong here in London. It’s not like she listened to the news or read the paper; she was way too busy in her garden looking after her flowers for any of that nonsense.
 
   Feeling miles better, Linda decided to put the whisky back; if Richard was coming over, she wouldn’t need that any more.
 
   As she passed her door, she heard someone shouting in the corridors; it sounded like Mr. Roberts, the nice old gentleman who fixed her boiler a few months ago. She grabbed the door handle, intending to check on him, the poor guy sounded terrified. Then she stopped, what if he was infected with the flu as well? If she opened this door then she’d get it too. Linda slowly turned the key and locked the door, wishing Richard would hurry up and get here, she didn’t know how much more of this she could take.
 
   “Why did I turn off the TV?” The noise outside was now so loud she felt as if she was stood beside that smashed up car. Linda placed her hands over her ears, picked the remote off the sofa, and turned the TV back on. Before she flicked through the channels and stopped on Cartoon Network she caught the newsreader announcing that the infection had now spread into the Home Counties. So, she was right, it was an infection and not dead people walking about.
 
   Something in the corridor crashed into her door.
 
   “Richard?” she shouted. “Is that you?” Linda rushed to the door and tried to pull it open, screaming in frustration when she realised that she’d locked the bloody thing. “Hang on a minute.” She turned the key and paused, was it him out there? He hadn’t answered her calls. Then again, who else could it be?
 
   Linda pulled down the handle and opened the door. Richard lay in the corridor, and Linda stumbled back into her apartment, shrieking in disbelief at the sight of Mr. Roberts huge hands thrust deep into Richard’s stomach. The old man lifted his head and moaned. Linda saw pieces of bright red flesh stuck between the man’s teeth.
 
   He scrambled off Richard and followed the crying woman into her apartment. Linda picked up the bottle and threw it at him, the glass smacked into the man’s forehead and dropped to the floor, rolling into the wine stain. She stared aghast, it hadn’t even slowed him down. 
 
   “Get away from me, you fucker,” she screamed. Linda darted into the kitchen and slammed the door shut, she whimpered when the man hit the door. She watched the wood tremble in its frame and knew that wouldn’t hold him for long. Linda looked wildly around the tiny room, but she gone and trapped herself in here. “Oh you silly, fucking cow!” she shouted.  Linda looked around the shelves for anything she could use as a weapon. She let out a bubble of hysterical laughter when she noticed an unopened bottle of carpet cleaner right at the front.
 
   “Eva Kleen tackles all stubborn stains, even red wine and blood. Oh, God, someone is really taking the piss.”
 
   Linda opened the drawer under the kitchen top and picked out her two sharpest knives. There was no way that she was going to die in here. The door panels cracked. Linda raised one of the knives and charged forward, slamming the blade through the thin wood. She heard something on the other side make a ‘gack’ sound then a heavy weight hit the bottom of the door.
 
   Linda stayed stock still, panting like a race horse. The only sounds she heard was Sponge Bob asking Patrick if he knew where Gary was. She kept the other knife tight in her sweaty palm and slowly padded over to the kitchen door. A globule of dark red fluid had seeped through the knife hole.
 
   “Mr. Roberts?”
 
   Linda grabbed the door handle and pulled, moaning as the still body of her neighbour fell through the gap.
 
   “Oh, Jesus. I’m so sorry.” She warily used her foot to touch one of his arms, jumping back when it flopped to the floor like a dead fish. Linda stepped over the body and ran back into her living room. 
 
   She needed to find somewhere else, somewhere to hide until all this had blown over. Linda then caught sight of a red flashing light on her answer phone. Who could be ringing her up at this time?
 
   Oh, God! Bollocks to the phone, she’d forgotten all about her Richard; he’d be bleeding all over the corridor, and all she cared about was finding somewhere to hide! Linda ran over to the open door, peered out, and gasped when she saw the body was no longer there.
 
   “Richard?” Where had he gone? He couldn’t have just got up, he was half dead. “Oh, God, Linda, don’t even think of stuff like that.” Could someone have dragged him away?
 
   She placed one foot out of the apartment and looked down the corridor; apart from the impossible amount of blood, she saw nobody, living or dead. Linda then sensed somebody behind her; she spun around, the knife already in the air, thinking that somehow Mr. Roberts had got back on his feet. Linda shrieked in complete terror when the man she was hoping to marry stood up from behind the sofa. Her mind went into meltdown at the sight of the man’s guts hanging out of his stomach and trailing across her carpet. Richard growled then lunged for the woman. Linda stepped back against her wall and slowly slid to the floor. She closed her eyes, sobbing and hoping that there wouldn’t be too much pain.
 
   The dead man stopped by her foot, fell to his knees and placed his cold hands on her shoulders. His touch was almost tender until he growled once more then lunged forward and fastened his teeth around her left breast. Linda’s eye snapped open and she screeched out in agony.
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   He traced his finger down the bronze plaque until he found the name of his grandfather. As a child, Dean used to be so proud of the fact that his family was the only one in Seeton who had lost men in both world wars. When he grew older he found the very idea of armed conflict abhorrent.
 
   Dean stepped away from the village war memorial and gazed across the street towards the butcher’s window. It seemed ironic that a pacifist may have been responsible for helping to wipe out the human species. Dean took a deep breath and reined in his emotions. He was a scientist, it was his job to take a step back and look at this disaster with an objective eye. He wouldn’t get anywhere if he allowed irrationality to cloud his judgment.
 
   Then again, considering he couldn’t get in the fucking house, no amount of rational thinking was going to help him. Dean had just come back after finding his dad’s place all locked up. 
 
   He’d climbed the long hill up from here, re-living the times as a kid when he used to free-wheel down this hill straight into the village centre. Christ knows how he’d managed not to get himself run over. They’d bolted a metal railing into the wall since he was last here, something for which he was thankful for; he’d had forgotten just how steep this bloody hill was. His old home came into view, and Dean had smiled at the sight; it hadn’t changed one bit. 
 
   As he had neared the house, Dean rehearsed the speech he intended to reel off, hoping it was unpretentious enough to allow Dean to get his old room back and plenty of uninterrupted time so he could get this damn plague under control.
 
   The dog started to bark as soon as he opened the garden gate; was it the same dog?  It couldn’t still be Gruff in there, that animal was on his last legs when he lived here.  Dean got the shock of his life when he found that his dad wasn’t at home, he’d even jumped over the wall to try the back door and received another shock when he saw what his dad had done to the garden.
 
   Dean waited for two policemen to walk past him before he crossed over the empty road.  He’d lost track of his dad’s social habits when he moved to London. Then again considering just how predictable his dad was when Dean was a teenager, he can’t imagine that he’d changed that much.
 
   It was obvious what he ought to do, he’d start off in the Rose and Crown and if he wasn’t in there and nobody in the pub knew where he’d be, then Dean would simply come back here and ask around in the shops. It’s not as if he had anything else planned.
 
   “Why do you need the room anyway?” he muttered to himself. He turned towards the village hall, and The Rose and Crown was just behind that large stone building. All he had to do was go over and ask for a room above the pub, there were bound to be a few spare, not many people used to holiday in Seeton, and Dean couldn’t imagine that much had changed.
 
   It did make more sense; there was nothing really in his old room that would have helped him that much anyway. “Besides, Dean, time is of the essence, the longer you procrastinate, the more people will die.”
 
   Dean walked past the butcher’s shop and glanced in the window. His old mate Tom leaned against the counter, chatting to some old dear. Bloody hell, the lad hadn’t changed a bit—well, apart from losing most of his hair and gaining a few pounds in weight around his waist. It shocked him to see just how much Tom now resembled his old man when Dean’s mum used to send him out for three pounds of skirt beef and a pound of kidneys for their Friday pie. Dean picked up a little speed and turned his head away from the window, he did not want Tom to see him; he’d play friend catch up after he’d gotten himself sorted out.
 
   His heart almost stopped when two police cars and an ambulance raced past him.  He hoped to Christ that the infection hadn’t spread this far. When Dean heard the shop’s occupants scramble towards the open door, he put his head down and made himself scarce.
 
   Dean speeded up and walked past the remaining high street shops.  He didn’t turn back around until he’d reached the front of the village hall.  The road and pavement was now devoid of activity. He sighed, figuring that it was probably just a road accident or something, but knowing how boring this village was, the call was more than likely for a cat stuck up a tree. That sudden flurry of activity would probably give Tom and his only customer something else to chat about. It was probably the most exciting event they’d seen all week.
 
   He walked past the village notice board proclaiming that the gala had been put back for another week. “Scratch my previous thought,” he muttered. “They’d be yapping about the gala being postponed, that was far more important than a stupid cat stuck up a stupid tree.”
 
   One of the village phone boxes painted in brilliant red stood just outside the hall. He guessed that it still had regular use. He doubted that many people in Seeton had bothered to get a mobile phone, this place really was the village that time forgot. An ancient Morris Oxford van drove past him.
 
   My point exactly, he thought.
 
   “Oh shit, what if they don’t have internet access?” Dean’s head darted around the buildings looking for telltale signs of transmitters; he couldn’t see anything, but that meant nothing. 
 
   He stopped outside the pub’s doorway and re-checked to ensure that his wallet was still where he’d left it. Dean had withdrawn over a thousand pounds out of his account before he boarded the train. The wallet was still there, still with the money inside.
 
   He laughed to himself, realising what he’d done. All that cloak and dagger shit had been all for nothing, all the authorities need to do was check the employees’ bank accounts. “You’d never make a spy, Dean,” he said, shaking his head.
 
   Before he could grab the door, an old couple came out of the pub and almost ran into him.
 
   “Sorry,” he said, ramming the wallet into his back pocket. “I should have looked where I was going.”
 
   The old man jerked to a halt, and Dean heard the woman holding the man’s hand let out a gasp of surprise.
 
   “Dean? What are you doing here?”
 
   He gazed in surprise at his father, not believing that he had failed to recognize his own dad. He then shot a single glance at the woman, briefly wondering why her face dripped with malice. He looked back at his father and tried to smile, desperately remembering his speech.
 
   “Hi Dad, I’ve just been up to the house, but you weren’t in.”
 
   His dad returned the grin. “No, son, that’s because I’m here.”
 
   That remark completely threw Dean off balance. Was this really his dad? He’d never known him to come out with a funny, ever! While Dean was growing up, his dad’s dour face was as ever present as that horrible floral wallpaper he’d put up above the mantelpiece.
 
   Then he noticed they were both holding hands and it clicked; oh my, his dad now had a new girlfriend. Suddenly, his prepared speech became stuck just behind his teeth; in the presence of company his words now seemed stilted and false. He didn’t know what to do; Dean had never been any good at extracting himself out of awkward situations.
 
   Thankfully, his dad came to the rescue.
 
   “How odd that we bump into you, right here and now.” He turned to the woman for confirmation and she just blanked Dean. His dad carried on as if nothing had happened. “It’s all over the news about the disaster in London. We were just on our way to the phone box to make sure you were alright.”
 
   He nodded, not knowing what to make of this new woman. He put on his best smile and extended his hand. “Hello, I’m Dean, pleased to meet you.”
 
   “I know who you are, “she replied, her hand stayed by her side. “What are you doing up here?”
 
   Oh, this was going bad, he had no idea who this woman was, nor did he really care, but her weird attitude did bother him somewhat. “Look Dad, the events in London are getting worse. I’m here because I think I can put what’s happened right.” He sensed the woman about to interrupt and moved in between them. “I don’t want to think what will happen if the problem in London gets out of control.” Dean knew for a fact that it already had. The only thing stopping him from screaming out in frustration and guilt was the objective scientific side, and keeping everything else firmly under lock and key.
 
   “You mean you’re responsible for this?” replied his incredulous dad.
 
   “A black aura,” muttered the woman.
 
   “Of course, I’m not responsible,” he replied, lying, “but I did once work with the team who were involved in this disaster.”  Dean tried to push past his dad. “I’m going to stay here and sort this mess out, dad.”
 
   “You mean here, at the pub?” his dad didn’t give him chance to reply. “No way, there’s no way that you’re staying here. Look, here take the house key. Your room is still how you left it.”
 
   Dean looked at the key then at the pub doorway. He sighed then took the key out of his father’s hand. He nodded at the woman before hurrying away from the pair of them. He suddenly stopped, spun around, and found that they had both gone. “Bollocks, I forgot to ask if he had internet access.
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Common sense gently advised him that rushing out of that nice, warm office may have been a little rash. Billy D’lacey then caught his common sense on the back foot by agreeing with it. Making the hazardous journey through the centre of the city may have indeed been a fool’s errand. 
 
   His common sense, not used to this uncharacteristic show of unity, then suggested an even bolder move of getting the fuck out of this alley before all those shambling things sniffed them out.
 
   Billy D’lacey growled, startling the two men stood at either side of him and curtly told his common sense to mind its own goddamn business. 
 
   When the news of the body’s discovery first reached Billy, he made it his highest priority to pay his last respects to his fallen soldier before news of the murder found its unwanted attention on the desk of some greasy detective. In retrospect, Billy figured that the filth wouldn’t have given two shits, especially with what was occurring throughout Birmingham.
 
   The news on the TV had given Billy enough to worry about before he embarked on the journey. At the time, he considered the reports of the army patrolling the city and the roadblocks to be just one big wind up; as for these supposed aggressive hordes of insurgents roaming the streets, well, that had to be wrong. 
 
   Stuff like that didn’t happen in his city, at least not without his permission. 
 
   He stared down at the dealer’s sprawled body, noticing the single imprint of a cat’s paw embedded in the congealed brain-matter pooled around his ears. Paying his last respects to this casing of cold meat now seemed like a joke. The man he knew and respected had left this plane of existence, leaving behind food only fit for the city’s scavengers.
 
   Billy finally tore his eyes off the corpse and gave his two companions a single casual glance. Their behaviour disquieted Billy, and their posture betrayed their true nervous thoughts. Jacob looked especially jittery; the gangster would have to keep his favourite minder under very close observation.
 
   Their reluctance to travel here and the two minders’ obvious enthusiasm to return to the club was understandable. Like him, his minders dished out pain, punishment, and regular executions with pride and zeal. Seeing their dead victims regain a semblance of existence and then attempt to eat them wasn’t part of the deal.
 
   Billy caressed the solid silver eagle’s head attached to the tip of his ash cane. He recited a simple prayer to the memory of Glen, then brought the cane down onto the corpse’s forehead. Billy sure as fuck had no wish to see this one get back up.
 
   “Jacob, you appear to be operating at less than your optimum capacity. Should your well-being concern me?”
 
   The man looked down at his employer, and Billy saw just how red his eyes were; he saw the troubled frown and took that as a bad sign. Jacob did not work well under complicated conditions.
 
   “I’m fine, sir,” he muttered.
 
   Billy sighed loud enough for his other minder to tear his eyes away from the now deceased dealer.
 
   “So you’re not about to start blubbing again like a little girl who’s just lost her teddy bear?”
 
   The man drew himself up to full height of six foot ten and took a single threatening step towards his employer. It gratified Billy to witness the familiar fire ignite behind Jacob’s ice-blue eyes.
 
   “I said that I was fine,” he repeated in a low growl.
 
   The hairs on Billy’s forearms stood up. His excitement rose, knowing that the minder would not disappoint him again; in fact, the man would be more than keen to make up for his earlier mistake. Billy intended to milk Jacob’s fervour until it was desert dry.
 
   “I’m glad to hear that, Mr. Cole. You are a courageous man, one of the few in my employment who have earned my respect. I consider you to be part of my family. Our fallen comrade deserves our personal condolences, no matter what obstacles are thrown in our way. You do understand that, don’t you?”
 
   Jacob cast his eyes to the floor and slowly nodded.
 
   All three men looked towards the end of the alley when a convoy of olive drab vehicles rumbled past the opening. “Our task here is complete, gentlemen, and I suspect that we have overstayed our welcome.”
 
   It had been nearly two hours since Billy woke to the sound of screaming. In his confused sleep state, he almost put a bullet through the brain of one of the club’s strippers who had been in his bed. After ordering the other two girls to calm the hysterical bitch down, he rushed out of his suite and into the club’s reception area. His two minders were running towards him, both drenched in wet blood.
 
   The men were in a worse emotional state than that stripper. With his features coated in crimson lumps, it took him a moment to recognise Craig Dolan. 
 
   “Would you care to explain why you two are dripping gunk upon my expensive carpet?”
 
   He directed that question at his head doorman and part-time minder. He appeared to be marginally more coherent than Jacob. The man wiped some of the stuff out of his eye and looked at the glutinous blob of red mess before wiping his hand on the back of his jeans.
 
   “It’s that fucker you asked us to question, sir. Something really fucking strange has happened to him.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see that,” he replied, “but was it really necessary to wallow in the man’s guts?”
 
   Craig looked as though he was about to burst into tears; the alarm bells inside Billy’s now fully awake mind finally began to ring. The man lifted his foot.
 
   “Don’t you dare come any fucking closer!” he shouted. “In fact, step back onto the lino. Get off my carpet.”
 
   “We killed him, sir.”
 
   “I think I’ve already figured that piece of information out.”
 
   Craig shook his head, “No, sir. You don’t get it. We killed him and he came back to life.”
 
   Jacob let out a low moan.
 
   “He won’t fucking die,” Craig whispered.
 
   Billy rushed back into his suite, grabbed his pistol off the dressing table, and followed the men downstairs. He slowly approached the closed door to the soundproof room where he and his associates entertained their guests. The two men stopped behind him, seemingly unwilling to venture any further.
 
   He double-checked his gun then unlocked the door.
 
   “Please be careful, sir.  That thing in there bears no resemblance to that snivelling little cunt we brought in.”
 
   Billy nodded, still not believing their implausible story. He wouldn’t forget Marigold Drake’s face, though, when he and Jacob arrived at the camera shop where he worked. Billy honestly thought the little kid was going to have a seizure right there and then. He did throw up when Jacob grabbed the boy’s arm and dragged him over to Billy’s black van. Somehow the very idea that a skinny, seven-stone, chicken-livered bag of shit could affect his boys just seemed impossible.
 
   He raised his pistol and opened the door. Billy looked past the gore-streaked walls. He gazed over the metal table bolted to the floor and still littered with Craig’s favourite torture toys and stared aghast at the shaking, meowing, bloodied, wreck huddled in the far corner. 
 
   Behind that swollen mask of crimson mess, Billy could still make out the features of the arrogant little shit who had the audacity to believe that he could steal money from him. The fucker actually believed he would get away with it too.
 
   He gazed back at his two minders. How the fuck did this man reduce his two best torturers into mounds of jelly? The wreck in the corner sensed that another person had joined him in the room. The change in his posture was almost dreamlike. He transformed from a snivelling coward into something that was almost feral. 
 
   “Shut the fucking door!” screamed Craig. “Don’t let it get close to you, that thing won’t die.”
 
   He dismissed his minder’s pathetic pleading; the idiot had obviously taken leave of his senses. The idea of those two helping themselves to some of his pharmaceutical products, before they began to work on this sad excuse for a man stuck in his mind and refused to leave. 
 
   He then turned back around and watched him crawl closer. As he slowly moved across the wet floor, Billy saw just how much damage his boys had inflicted upon his body.
 
   The missing fingers and the two splintered ribs pushing through his torn skin were the obvious signs. Then, as he crawled closer, Billy noticed the wet trail of steaming guts the man left behind. He had a gaping hole cut out of his stomach.
 
   “Oh, dear Lord,” he muttered.
 
   The minders had hollowed him out and yet he still moved. His minders hadn’t been lying, this travesty really was dead. The boy’s hand reached out to grab Billy’s bare foot.
 
   “Get the fuck away!” he shouted, jumping back. Billy brought the pistol up and fired a single shot at the boy’s forehead. Fragments of skull and pieces of brain sprayed out of the back of his head, and what remained of the body just collapsed like a de-boned fillet of fish.
 
   “Did you two spastics not think of bashing in the cunt’s brains?” Billy gazed at his two trained killers, shivering like babies.
 
   “Is he dead?”
 
   Billy stood back, “Of course he’s fucking dead, Craig. Now get cleaned up, and then meet me upstairs in ten minutes time. I want to see a bucket of cold water in one hand, Craig. Jacob, you can bring a stiff bristled brush.”
 
   Craig looked at him with confusion etched into his ugly features. “I’m sorry, sir. Did I hear that correctly?”
 
   Billy sighed. “You two fuckwits have dripped all over my expensive carpet. I expect you to clean it.”
 
   The last of the military vehicles rumbled past the entrance to the alleyway. When he and his colleagues drove through the deserted city streets earlier, Billy watched a dozen uniformed men setting up checkpoints near the railway station and close to The Bull Ring. Thankfully, their route took them away from any of the main shopping areas, so they didn’t have to stop. Looking back, it may have been difficult to explain why three men were tooled up with hardware more sophisticated than what the soldiers had.
 
   He guessed that the army would start clearing the moving dead people from the centre and spreading out from there. There was little doubt in his mind that the chances of them returning to the club anytime soon would be next to remote. He kept this vital piece of information to himself. If his men knew he had no intentions of retreating to the safety of the club, their actions may be unpredictable. Usually, he wouldn’t give two fucks about how his employees felt. His word was law and that was that, but the rules had changed. He had adapted to this fucked up state of affairs, but they still needed time to acclimatise. 
 
   “Sir, we have company. Oh, fuck, it’s another one of them.”
 
   Billy followed Craig’s trembling finger. He watched a young teenage girl stumble into the alley. She stopped in the middle, turned towards them, and took a single step towards the three men. Even without his previous contact with Marigold, he would have been able to deduce that this lady should not be moving about. Her naked body displayed the unmistakable ‘Y’ shaped stitching of a mortician’s assistant.
 
   Jacob unleashed a sound reminiscent to an angry bear as he stumbled past Billy whilst reaching into the inside of his jacket pocket. “A shot to the head? I can do that,” he muttered.
 
   Despite applauding the man’s eagerness to make amends, there was no way Billy could allow this. He padded up to Jacob who was already attempting to draw a bead on the approaching corpse. Billy placed his hand on Jacob’s wrist and pushed his arm down.
 
   “The time to exterminate these abominations with bullets will come later. I don’t want any gunshots in here, though. Look around you, we’re in an alley, the buildings will amplify the noise; do you wish to advertise our presence to Birmingham’s myriad dead? Unless of course, you intend to battle with a few hundred of the things.” Billy grinned. “Besides, I want this one intact. This bitch has a role to play.”
 
   He ran back over to Glen’s body. He found it unfortunate that the dealer had chosen to fall in the only area in this alley that wasn’t covered in litter. Around his sprawled body were piles of discarded bin bags, and another inch to the left or right and the rubbish would have cushioned his impact.
 
   Billy glanced behind him and saw that the girl was getting dangerously close, and his two minders still had their guns drawn, but he didn’t think they’d fire unless they believed their lives were in danger. A cursory examination of the crap piled up around the body resulted in nothing he could use. Billy ripped open one of the bin bags and almost whooped with joy when a supermarket carrier bag fell through the hole.
 
   “Just fucking perfect,” he said. He emptied the contents out, watching as a lump of mouldy teabags bounced off Glen’s face. 
 
   “Sir? Can we shoot this fucker yet?”
 
   Billy sighed. He ran past his minders, turned the bag upside down, and pulled it over the girl’s head. Then he ducked under her flailing arms and tied the bag’s handles around her neck.
 
   “Come on, don’t just stand there fucking staring, get this thing secured.” Billy pushed the dead girl towards the two men and strode out of the alley towards his van. The occupant tied up in the back still hadn’t answered his questions. Billy turned and watched the minders each grab an arm. He felt that close contact with one of these things would help them both to adapt to the new situation.
 
   Glen had been involved in rather a lot of activities not authorised by Billy. He’d allowed these indiscretions to continue because the dealer was the best he had. It was reasonable to assume that if Billy reined in Glen’s rather vile pleasures then his productivity would be affected. In retrospect, perhaps paying more attention to the dealer’s contemptible traits may have avoided the silly fucker’s needless death.
 
   He grabbed the van’s rear doors. Even so, Glen was still family so consequently, his death needed to be avenged.  
 
   The terrified girl’s face altered from blind hope to dread in the space of a second when Billy opened the rear doors. Just who did the silly bitch expect to open the door? Perhaps she heard the rumble of those army vehicles and thought some handsome soldier would stop his truck, rush over to the van, and rescue her.
 
   He climbed in and took a seat opposite the girl. Billy left the doors open, he wished to give this girl just a slight hope that escape may be possible. 
 
   “Hello, Maggie.”
 
   It pleased him when her eyes opened just a little wider; she hadn’t expected him to know her name. Her eyes were rather pretty considering the state of the rest of her; they were probably her best feature. 
 
   “I imagine that not too long ago, there would have been lots of handsome young men just dying to take you out to the cinema or for a meal.”
 
   She tried to cringe away when Billy placed one of his large hands on her thigh. “I’m guessing that you’ve forgotten what it was like to normal.”
 
   Her eyes darted over to those wide open doors. The prospect of freedom must be so tantalisingly close for the poor girl, she must even be able to taste it. He squeezed her thigh tight. She groaned behind her gag.
 
   “You only have to tell me where Alison has gone. That’s all you need to do. Just a few harmless words and that’ll be it; you can be on your way.” He pulled out a small plastic bag from his pocket and placed it on the bench beside him. Her eyes immediately shifted down to it. He decided not to inform her that the contents were just washing powder. “I’ll even give you a gift for being so cooperative.” He released his grip on the leg and then removed the gag. “Do we have a deal, Maggie?”
 
   The girl slowly shook her head, “No way,” she whispered. “I ain’t betraying Alison. She’s well out of it and good, too.”
 
   He had expected a little resistance, hence, the carrot on the stick prop, but this was ridiculous. Billy sighed, and he untied the knot in the bag and emptied the contents out of the rear of his van. It pleased him to hear the little bitch let out a tiny moan. “Craig, bring in our guest.”
 
   Billy jumped out and stood to one side while the minders brought the struggling corpse up to the van’s rear. He carefully removed the bag from around her neck. “Maggie, this is your last chance. Tell me where she’s gone right now, or I’ll put this monster in the back of the van with you.”
 
   The girl shuffled back, mumbling and groaning, her raw fear was there, visible for all to see, and yet she still shook her head.
 
   “Move that thing away,” he ordered. Billy jumped into the back, grabbed Maggie’s wrist, and dragged the girl out into the open. She tried to get away, seemingly forgetting that she was still trussed up like an oven ready chicken. He moved back a few steps and drew his own pistol. “Okay boys, throw that thing at the bitch.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll tell, I’ll tell! She’s gone back home to where she was born.”
 
   Billy nodded and smiled. “Thank you, Maggie, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” He pointed his pistol at the dead girl. Maggie couldn’t take her eyes off the trigger. “Oh, wait on. Where exactly was she born?”
 
   The girl shook her head, tears streamed down her filthy cheeks. “I’ve no idea,” she whispered. “Alison never told me.”
 
   “Let it go.”
 
   The minders released her arms and jumped back. The dead girl took no notice of her previous captors and lunged for the girl on the ground. Maggie shrieked in agony when it bit into her outstretched arm. Billy heard the collective moaning of a dozen more of the dead slowly walking towards the van. Maggie’s screams must have attracted their attention.
 
   “Get in the van, it’s time to finish this.”
 
   “But she didn’t tell you where the girl was born.”
 
   Billy shrugged. “I already had that information; I just needed confirmation before I went on a wild goose chase.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   It must have cost an absolute fortune. Somehow she doubted that his family would have coughed up the cash either. Oh no, the caring community would have bought this for the deceiving, evil son of a bitch.
 
   “The village won’t be the same without him.” Alison choked back a bitter sob as she carefully re-read the inscription cut into the stone. “Karl Hudson will be sadly missed by all who knew him.” She wanted to scream out at the top of her lungs. Alison saw all her imagined acts of retribution flushing down the sewer because of one careless driver not looking where they were going.
 
   “Those idiots wouldn’t miss the bastard if they knew what he’d really been like.”
 
   Alison sincerely hoped the teacher had not been killed outright. She wanted him to suffer, to lie there all alone in the middle of the road, staining the tarmac crimson, his body broken like a smashed doll and suffering an unendurable agonizing death.
 
   She spat on the gravestone and watched her phlegm slide down the black marble, leaving a green slime trail. “You’re going to burn for eternity for what you did to me, you evil cunt,” she spat. She dropped to her knees, unable to contain her torrent of emotions from sweeping through her. Alison stayed in that position for what seemed like hours. The sudden noise of the huge cemetery gates being pushed open filtered through her misery, and she raised her head, aware that she was no longer alone. Her desire to remain inconspicuous overrode her need to unleash the bottled in emotions. Alison wiped her eyes and watched the figure slowly walk along the leaf covered gravel path. For the moment, Alison saw it was safe to stare; the woman had her eyes trained at her feet. In her hands was a small bunch of pink roses. 
 
   Something about the colour of the flowers and that woman seemed to trigger a memory from her childhood. The other woman suddenly stopped beside an old tree and placed the flowers down next to a grey gravestone. 
 
   Alison slowly got off the floor, silently cursing at her now soaking wet coat. It took her a moment of searching through her seldom used memories to discover why the scene before her was familiar. She looked again; yes, the hair colour had changed and she obviously had grown older, but there was no doubt in Alison’s mind that she was staring at the girl whom she was due to meet on the night the teacher violated her. The girl was her old friend, Trisha.
 
   She was here to pay her respects to her grandmother. Alison remembered accompanying her friend here just the once. They couldn’t have been any older than ten. Alison had stayed by the gate while her friend laid the flowers that Trisha’s mother had cut from their garden. There was no way that she’d come in here, the place gave her the creeps.
 
   Despite her previous plan on not interacting with anyone in the village until she’d dealt with her past, she just couldn’t allow herself to ignore Trisha. She felt the tears return.
 
   “I don’t think I can do this alone,” she whispered. Alison brushed herself down and stepped away from the gravestone, intending to call out her name, when another figure opened the gates. Alison gasped when she saw who was there.
 
   “This can’t be a coincidence,” she said, stepping back and slowly bobbing down. The man from the train had just entered the graveyard. She turned and sat against the granite. She’d been on the streets far too long to believe that coincidences just didn’t exist. The chances of him following her were far too high for Alison to ignore.
 
   “He must be working for Glen’s friends.” She looked back, watching him slowly walk past the stones; he appeared to be reading them as if looking for a particular grave. “More likely he’ll be looking for me.”
 
   He passed Trisha, and they both politely nodded to each other then he looked at his watch, spun around, and rushed out through the gates. Alison didn’t waste any time, she had to know what he was up to. She got up and hurried through the graveyards towards the gate; she glanced around just the once and saw Trisha stood by her grandmother’s stone. Trisha’s eyes were shut. Alison sighed, promising herself that she’d try to locate her sometime today. Alison definitely needed allies now. The game board had just acquired another player. 
 
   The man was heading up a steep street at a fair rate of knots. She had no idea what had got into him, he appeared to be almost panicking, and acting like someone who thought his house was on fire.
 
   He suddenly stopped outside a red-brick detached house, opened the gate, and ran up the garden path before pushing open the front door and disappearing. Alison leaned against the stone wall beside her and sighed. She realised that she’d made a mistake; the man must live here in the village. He had probably just come back from visiting someone, or judging by the look of him, been on a business trip.
 
   Alison turned round and headed back to the cemetery, hoping that Trisha was still there. She smiled to herself.
 
   “You really are a silly paranoid cow.”
 
   Looking back, it was obvious that he couldn’t have been part of that gang; he looked about as dangerous as a toothless hamster. Even so, his behaviour did seem a little weird. Then again, what did she expect from someone who lived in Seeton?
 
   Alison reached the gates, and her heart was racing, getting excited about meeting her old friend for the first time in ages. She hoped that Trisha would forgive her for vanishing into thin air, Alison was sure that she’d understand when she explained her reasons. Alison then stopped dead.
 
   “Oh. Jesus, what if she doesn’t believe me?”
 
   Alison turned around, watching a red transit van turn the corner before stopping outside the butcher’s shop. She’d already had this conversation with herself many times in the past; the fear of nobody believing her story was another reason why she’d left the village.
 
   “Come on, you silly bitch, get a grip on yourself.”
 
   She turned back around and slipped through the open gates, Alison looked towards where her friend had been, only to find that she was no longer there. She hurried along the path and stopped at the grave and gazed down, not understanding how she could have left here without Alison seeing her, and then Alison noticed something shiny and black laying on top of a pile of freshly dug earth. She padded over to investigate and found that it was a single high heeled shoe.
 
   This had to have belonged to Trisha; she felt inside and found that it was still warm. Could she have really left here hopping? Alison looked at the mound of wet soil; it was almost as if she’d burrowed her way out.
 
   “Either that or something had dug their way out and snatched her.” Alison laughed at the ridiculous idea.
 
   “Get a grip, lass. Like that’s going to happen.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   He leaned back on his chair and stared at the front door, and he was sure there was somebody out there. The dog hadn’t moved, so maybe he had imagined it. Then again, Gruff’s reaction was hardly a good indicator anymore. He was about to call out when George heard the sound of a key scraping the inside of the lock. 
 
   They had gone their separate ways earlier on; she had a few errands to run for her elderly neighbour and George needed to visit the pet store. As their destinations were on the opposite sides of Seeton, it seemed faster to accomplish their tasks separately and meet up here.
 
   It sounded like his good lady friend was back from her brief shopping trip. He’d forgotten that he had given her the spare key; a bit silly really considering that Dean was in the house and he told them that he wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   “I’m still used to having the house by myself.” 
 
   He still found it bloody hard to wrap his head around the fact that his son had come back. George absently patted Gruff when the dog placed his head on George’s lap.
 
   “There’s no point you trying to soft-soap me now. It’s way too late for that. I still haven’t forgiven you for sucking up to Anne.”
 
   He tickled the dog behind his ear, He was so glad that he had, though. God knows what he’d have done if Gruff had gone for the woman.
 
   “I always thought you were a one dog, one owner type of animal. Come to think of it, you weren’t all that keen on Dean when he used to live here.”
 
   George looked into the dog’s big brown eyes, “I think you must be getting soft in your old age. I bet you allowed him to rub your belly as well.”
 
   That lock was giving that poor woman so much trouble; he could hear her cursing from the kitchen. That was pretty funny. He vividly recalled her patronising lecture while they were walking into the village. It appears that her being at one with nature and discovering her inner peace had suddenly gone right out of the window.
 
   “The door’s already unlocked!” he shouted, grinning.
 
   She’d tried to explain a few more of her cranky ideas during their lunch at the Rose and Crown. He tried to pay attention, he really did, but his mind kept alternating between needing to hold her large breasts and moving that weed killer that he’d placed under the sink.
 
   Going to the pub for food had been his idea.
 
   Despite her assurances that her meat free recipes were just as tasty as anything made with dead animal, George was not convinced. He couldn’t shake the thought of her placing that plate in front of him and he looking down and seeing something that belonged at the bottom of a budgie’s cage.
 
   George had real difficulty in containing his joy when they discovered the door to Seeton’s only heath food shop shut and bolted. He suspected that the woman’s karma developed stress lines around about that time.
 
   His thoughts of just how broken her karma was now evaporated when she opened the door. George looked into her tear-filled eyes and knew something serious had happened. He threw back the chair and ran up to the woman, throwing his arms around her shoulders. “It’s okay, Anne, I’m here for you.” 
 
   The woman slowly nodded then gently pulled her head back; George bent his head and kissed her tears away. 
 
   For that second, she calmed, then her face cracked, and when she spoke, her voice was so soft he barely heard it. “You need to turn the TV on.” She drew in deep shuddering breath. “It came over the radio whilst I was in the bakers talking to Mrs. Lyndhurst. It’s spreading. They now say the infection has reached Birmingham.”
 
   George led her into the living room and sat her down on the sofa. He passed her a box of tissues before grabbing the TV remote control from the coffee table.
 
   “That’s where my Glen moved to after he finished university.”
 
   He nodded and sat next to her. He remembered her boy well; even as a kid, he was trouble. The kid was a complete slime-ball; Glen seemed to have a thing for sneaking into the girl’s changing rooms. She may have thought that the world shone out of his arse, but he knew better, and he doubted that he’d have changed in the intervening years.
 
   “I’ve tried ringing him, but I just can’t get through. I keep getting this recorded message, asking me to try later. Oh, George, I’m so worried.”
 
   He gently squeezed her hand before turning on the TV, “Try not to worry, sweetheart. I’m sure it’s not as bad as they make it out. You know what these news reporters are like. The beggars thrive on bad news; they always blow every disaster out of all proportion.”
 
   She nodded and blew her nose. “I’m sure you’re right.” 
 
   They both watched a blank faced female news-reporter reading out a comment from the prime minister regarding the recent scandal involving a senior cabinet minister and another MP’s wife.
 
   “I’m sure I read that in the Daily Mail last week,” murmured George.
 
   The news-reporter continued with a bulletin about a car bomb failing to explode near a Scottish railway station. The programme carried on for another ten minutes without mentioning the incident in London. Before the business news started, the woman finished off with an account of a minor oil spill just off the coast of Greenland.
 
   “There you go,” announced, George. “I said there was nothing to worry about. It couldn’t have been as bad as they made it out to be this afternoon if it didn’t even make the evening headline.”
 
   She just looked at him, her face unreadable. “George, come on. Are you telling me that none of that rang any alarm bells?”
 
   He shook his head, “No, why should it?”
 
   She sighed. “Come on, man, you said it yourself. That affair incident happened last week. We’ve just watched a repeat of very old news. Come on, turn it over.”
 
   George changed the channel the BBC news. Anne’s voice shredded through his self-denial, leaving him feeling very confused and scared. He had read that article in the paper; he also remembered hearing about that car bomb. Who had heard of them repeating a news programme from last week—unless they were trying to cover something up.
 
   As he pressed the button on the remote, they were greeted with a light blue screen with the words ‘Normal service will begin shortly.’ George shook his head and switched to another channel, which displayed the same message. He looked into Anne’s fear filled eyes whilst cycling through all the channels and finding the exact blue background.
 
   “This is getting scary,” she whispered.
 
   They both jumped as a male voice barked out a stream of words in a foreign language before silence cut the voice off when George pressed the channel button.
 
   “Turn it back!” she shouted.
 
   A satellite image of an unknown city filled the screen.
 
   “Where is that?”
 
   George shrugged, “It could be anywhere. Judging by the Arabic writing running along the bottom of the picture, I’m guessing it’s somewhere in the middle-east. Do you want me to find an English channel?”
 
   She shook her head, “No, wait.”
 
   The picture slowly zoomed in. George couldn’t understand the announcer’s language, but it was obvious that the fellow was either exited or just plain terrified.
 
   “Oh, fuck,” said Anne. The picture stopped at second floor building height. They both watched in horror as a group of people all attired in nightwear caught an old woman who’d been trying to open a door to a department store. Every one of them tore into the pensioner. Anna thrust her head into George’s chest and sobbed out loud when fountain of blood streamed through a gap in that crowd.
 
   The foreign announcer was cut off in mid-sentence and another blue screen replaced the carnage. 
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   She shook her head, “No. That city was Birmingham. That poor woman died a few streets away the Bull Ring shopping centre.” She looked up. “I recognised the street.”
 
   George turned the TV off and gently picked her off the sofa. “Come on now, Anne. Calm yourself down. Look, I’ll see if Dean had a mobile phone; even if he hasn’t, the lad may know another way of finding out what’s happening.”
 
   He left her in the living room and padded into the hallway. “He’s a very bright boy, I’m sure he’ll be able to help you out.”
 
   As he reached the stairs, George saw Dean standing at the top, and the lad jumped when he saw his father looking up at him.
 
   “I thought I heard somebody come in,” he said.
 
   “Have you got a minute, Dean?”
 
   His son nodded and walked down the stairs.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “How can he help?” shouted Anne.
 
   George almost jumped out of his skin; he hadn’t realised that Anne was stood behind him.
 
   “All this is his fault in the first place.”
 
   George spun around and grabbed the woman’s wrists. “For crying out loud, woman, calm down. Look, let’s just sit down and talk to each other reasonably.”
 
   She shook his hand off her—he hadn’t expected that—Anne pushed past him and stormed into the hallway. George saw that Dean stood in the hallway up the stairs, making no attempt to come any farther down.
 
   “We both heard you, Dean. You practically admitted that this disaster was your fault when we saw you outside the pub.”
 
   George padded into the kitchen and shut the door. He put the kettle on, then sat down on his chair, and sighed. Gruff gave the back of his hand a single lick. 
 
   “Yeah, tell me about it,” he muttered. “This is just like old times, isn’t it?” He gazed up at the ceiling. “Madison, sweetheart, if you’re up there looking down, then I’d just like to say that the irony of this situation fails to amuse me.”
 
   George took his cup to the kitchen table, wondering why his life had to get so damn complicated. Even in here, he could still hear them going at each other. He knew he should have marched in there and ordered them both to calm down; after all, this was his house. He turned and watched Gruff pad up to the door with his tail down, teeth bared and growling ominously.
 
   “I’m guessing the noise is upsetting you as well.”
 
   The dog barked once, then somebody brayed upon the front door, and George almost spilled the kettle water over his hand. He ran over and ordered the dog into his basket. The frantic banging started again. It sounded like a policeman’s knock. He opened the kitchen door to see his son run back up the stairs. 
 
   Anne turned around, wiped her wet face on her sleeve, and then drew in a deep breath before letting it out in one long shudder. “I’m sorry, George, I shouldn’t have taken my grief out on your son.”
 
   He gave her a gentle kiss on the lips. “Go into the room and wipe your face.”
 
   George waited until she passed him, then grabbed the door handle. “My disruptive day started with a knock on the door,” he whispered, glancing at the back of Anne’s head. “Will it end the same way?”
 
   He pulled the door just as the caller was about to bang again. Standing on his doorstep was the one man that he never thought he’d see outside his house. “Ken? What are you doing here?”
 
   He’d known the old farmer all his life, but the man either stayed on his farm or inside the Rose and Crown, sat in his usual spot by the fireplace. George had never seen him anywhere else.
 
   The farmer closed his eyes for a moment, and they snapped open when Anne joined him at the door. “George, you’ll need to see this.” He nodded at Anne. “You need to come too.”
 
   He turned around and marched towards his parked Land rover. 
 
   
  
 

“Do we go with him?”
 
   George shrugged, “It must be important, Anne. That’s the most words I’ve heard the man speak in years.”
 
   Anne grabbed her coat and followed the farmer, leaving George stood on the doorstep. He gazed up at his son’s bedroom window, thinking about black auras and of trouble always following Dean.
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Harold Dunbar leaned his former two-wheeled pride and joy against the lamppost outside the shop of lies. He took out the cigarette packet from inside his leather jacket pocket, eased one out, and lit it.
 
   “You’ve only got three left in there, sonny Jim,” he muttered. “You’d better start slowing down.” He let out a bitter laugh. After his shocking discovery earlier today, it was more likely that he’d be on the cocaine. Well, he would be if Harold knew where to get any.
 
   He made a move towards the chain and padlock wrapped underneath the seat, then abruptly stopped.
 
   “What’s the frigging point?”
 
   That padlock was probably as fake as the fucking bike. Harold sucked greedily on the cigarette and filled his lungs with hot smoke. He desperately needed that nicotine hit to calm his shattered nerves or at least file down a few of those emotional peaks. 
 
   Feeling muggle-headed was a fuck of a sight better than wanting to shove his fist down the next passing stranger’s throat and pull out their pancreas. 
 
   Harold smoked the cig down to the filter in several angry sucks and flicked the end into the middle of the road; he still wanted to twat somebody.
 
   He stopped himself getting another one out. He’d just have to put up with his non-chilled emotions until he’d sorted that salesman out. Besides, he’d need those for later, and Christ knows when he’d be able to afford anymore.
 
   “That is one serious habit you have there, sonny Jim.” He nodded back to the reflection of the blonde youth in the shop window. Didn’t he know it. He wasn’t fifteen until next August and he already had the dreaded smokers cough every bloody morning.
 
   His hand crept into his jacket pocket and this time he let it. Fuck it, he’d find some way of getting some more fags.  
 
   Harold wandered over to the main door, lit his next cig, and tried the handle—locked, of course. He didn’t think it would be that easy. There must be some way of getting inside. If he had to, Harold would put a brick through the window, but he’d rather do this quietly.
 
   He took one last look at his two-wheeled rip off before turning into the alley that separated Roger Huggins’s furniture emporium and the butcher’s shop.
 
   It had been almost three months since he’d first laid eyes on the new edition in the fat man’s display window. A passing cement mixer had almost wiped him out in his rush to get across the road to examine this shining steed. As he approached the window, Harold kept telling himself that this had to be a mirage. Goods of this pedigree just didn’t find their way into shitty Seeton.
 
   The saliva in his mouth took a walk as he read the hand-written card leaning against the tyre. So, it had finally happened. A rare gem had finally landed in Roger Huggins’s lap, and he hadn’t even realised. The man who’d steal candy from a baby and then try to sell it back to their mother had made a whopping mistake.
 
   Harold Dunbar knew his stuff when it came to bicycles, and he knew a genuine professional BMX when he saw one. It must be worth in the region of six hundred pounds, and that fool had marked it up for only two hundred.
 
   He had placed his head against the cold glass when harsh reality punched through his sugarcoated fantasy of riding that dream bike. Two hundred may as well be two million. There was no chance that he’d be able to find that amount of money. He was just a fourteen year old boy with a ten pound a week paper-round and a bad smoking habit that took all of his cash. 
 
   After Harold had handed over his hard-earned cash to the smiling man, he pushed the bike through the village, happier than he’d been in years. It had taken him three months to get that money, twelve weeks of constant lawn cutting, babysitting and car washing. On top of all that, he’d managed to cut his habit down to just three roll-ups a day. 
 
   He was almost home when the groundbreaking moment happened. He’d paused by the side of the road to roll another cigarette, when the butcher’s delivery van hurtled past him at what seemed like the speed of sound. He watched in horror as his new bike slowly tipped over and fell into the road. He’d been anxious but not too worried. Every BMX nut knew that the paintjobs on these babies could withstand a sandblasting gun. A fall onto the tarmac shouldn’t have even marked it.
 
   Harold picked it up and saw the tarmac had scratched off a large jagged strip of bright red paint to reveal a dark blue base and hints of letters coloured in white. He used his thumbnail to scratch off a bit more of the red paint. It dawned on him that he’d been had. This was just some cheap knock off BMX that you could pick up for under eighty pounds in a bargain warehouse.
 
   Looking back, Harold should have known the bastard wasn’t as green as he was cabbage looking, just by the bike’s weight and the feel as he rode it. Still, he said he’d receive payback and this would be it.
 
   The alley was a dead-end, and he turned back, but not before picking up half a brick. It wasn’t his fault, the man had left him with no other choice. He should have left his door unlocked.
 
   He looked up and down the high street to make sure nobody was around, then launched the brick at the window. He jumped at the noise, Harold hadn’t expected it to be so loud. No alarms went off, and he grinned; Harold didn’t think the shop would be alarmed. Most of the gear that passed through Roger’s hands weren’t exactly legal, he wouldn’t want the police anywhere hear his shop.
 
   He took off his jacket and wrapped it round his arm then knocked out the remaining glass and climbed through the hole. Harold took out the torch he’d brought for this task and switched it on; he wasn’t daft enough to reach for the light switch, now that would have been fucking dumb. When he first found out that he’d been taken for a ride, Harold wanted to come back here and torch the place. Hurt the bastard where it hurt, but then he realised that Harold would lose out too.
 
   That money what Roger took off him would be gone, that he knew, but he should be able to find something in the building of junk that’s worth a bit of cash. He’d need something small and easy to shift. Now he’d broken the window, Roger would know that someone had been in here.
 
   The door to his left would take him straight into the main showroom, but that was no good, everything in there was massive stuff like fridges and sofas and other crap like that. Harold passed that door and opened the one next to it; this one took him straight into a storeroom. At either side of him were huge metal shelves just packed with every type of object imaginable. Most of Seeton’s history must be on these shelves. He opened a random box and found it full of old medals. He grinned.
 
   “I’ve hit the jackpot on the first go, how lucky am I?”
 
   Harold emptied the medals into his hand and stuffed them into his pocket, and then he put the box back where he found them. The chances were good that Huggins’s wouldn’t even notice, and even if he did, so fucking what? The bastard probably stole them anyway. He decided that it was time to get out of here, this place was beginning to freak him out.
 
   Harold lifted the torch and played it along the shelves just one more time. He may get lucky again. The beam passed over an old clock, a pile of paperbacks, and a human mask. Harold shook his head in amusement, you could get lost in here—and then the mask opened its eyes.
 
   The boy shrieked in terror and dropped the torch, and through his panic he heard it groan and move. When a fingernail brushed against his cheeks, Harold ran for the door, feeling his bladder letting go. He ran through the broken window and out into Seeton’s deserted high street.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   He rushed back up the stairs, straight into his bedroom and slammed the door shut. Good god, he was mad. This was something he really could do without. Just who the fuck did that bitch think she was? 
 
   “Have I gone back in time here? Christ, it’s as if my mum has come back to haunt me. Why do I feel like I’m a naughty kid again?”
 
   He leaned back against his door, closed his eyes, and attempted to calm down. Getting mad at irrelevant rubbish like that jealous old trout being made to feel like gooseberry was just pointless. 
 
   “Don’t you think you have enough on your plate, Dean? Come on, man. Get a grip of yourself. Just be thankful that she didn’t suggest a threesome.”
 
   He snapped open his eyes and shuddered before rushing over to check on his experiment. He’d moved the bedside table into the middle of the floor earlier on and placed an old hamster cage on the top. He’d found it in the loft a few hours ago, and it put a smile on his face when Dean stumbled over it; he knew it was up here, at least it was the last time he’d looked. He’d banked on his dad’s habit of never throwing anything away, and even if he had, it wouldn’t have been much of a problem getting a new one. The only drawback would have been finding one that would have been sturdy enough. This old thing was constructed decades ago and still stood the test of time, and even he would have had trouble bending the metal bars, let alone the animal that he intended to put inside it.
 
   His mum had bought him this complete with a pet hamster back when he was a kid. Dean couldn’t remember exactly how old he’d been, he guessed either seven or eight. He’d named it Albert, and he did remember being so distraught when the hamster had died. His parents promised to buy him another one, but he had refused, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to take another death.
 
   Dean had quickly thrown his coat over the top of the cage when his dad called out his name. If dad still only had Gruff for company then he may have disapproved of the experiment, but he would not have commented. The addition of some annoying tree-hugging, animal loving, save-the-earth banshee made his dad’s behaviour too unpredictable.
 
   He had begun to wonder if coming back here had been the wisest of choice. Then again, what other option did he have? According to the reports, the infection had now spread to most of England’s cities. It wouldn’t be long before it reached here too.
 
   Dean pressed his ear to the door, listening for any sign of either of them following him up. He sighed, not much chance of that really. The woman had worked herself up into a right tiz. 
 
   “Not my concern,” he muttered. “There’s more than her feelings at stake.”
 
   Dean padded back to his experiment and sat on the bed beside the cage. He’d gone into the village earlier, hoping that the pet shop was still there. In any other place the stakes would have been stacked against him, but this was Seeton and nothing changed here. He smiled as he stood in front of the shop; it looked exactly how he remembered it, even down to the paintwork. The owner had kept the same colour when he’d re-painted.
 
   He’d hoped that the shop stocked rats, but the closest he could find were a couple of gerbils. Dean had mentally shrugged, it’s not like he could go anywhere else. He told the man that they were for his son, but thankfully the old guy wasn’t really listening, his eyes were on a group of kids huddled around a large cage containing puppies.
 
   Dean’s initial optimism took another beating when he pulled the blanket off the cage. There wasn’t much of the animal’s body left to identify it as a gerbil. It must have literally exploded once he’d left the bedroom. Bits of its insides stuck to the inside of the fabric. He’d already prepared the subject first by giving it a small dose of the original solution, and the animal’s reaction complied with Gertrude’s. The little bastard almost took off the tip of Dean’s finger when he attempted to inject it with the cure. He picked a piece of bloodied brown fur clinging to one of the bars and examined it in the light of his reading lamp.
 
   “I must have set the dosage too high. I can’t think of any other reason why the drug should have had such an adverse effect.”
 
   He cleaned the cage with a few baby wipes, placing the waste in a plastic bag, and then padded over to his bedside cabinet and opened the drawer. A tiny head popped out of the gap. The remaining gerbil then ran back into the corner and picked up a sunflower seed.
 
   “I’ve got a bit of bad news for you, buddy.” He scooped the rodent up and dropped him through the door at the top of the cage. “Your friend met with an accident. Don’t be too alarmed though, I’ll get the dosage right this time.”
 
   It hadn’t taken Dean that long to discover what had gone wrong at the labs when he managed to download the last test results. One of their incompetent technicians had mixed up a pair of nucleotides before compiling the final gene sequence. Dean put aside the glaring fact that one of the senior scientists should have double-checked the work before live testing had commenced. It was easier for his conscience to pass on the blame.
 
   He’d been able to link up to the powerful remote computers to fix the problem and re-run the sequence before the internet failed. By what online news he’d scanned through whilst waiting, he didn’t believe that it would be coming back on anytime soon.  
 
   Several naval ships from over a dozen countries had already begun a blockade and had sunk half a dozen ships trying to escape from England. Apparently, they’d even destroyed two cruise liners. Dean wanted to weep for the vast amount of deaths this mistake was causing. 
 
   He injected the animal with the first solution then padded over to the bedroom window; he had a few seconds before the gerbil would lose control of most of its body functions. Dean saw his dad and the woman hurrying up the garden path just behind a huge bear of a man.
 
   He’d recognise that broad back anywhere, that was Ken Ellis, Gavin’s uncle. The man owned the dairy farm a few miles from the village. The four of them regularly used to play in the man’s barns and in amongst the old junkyard bordering Ken’s property. Dean would have seen the farmyard if he’d been paying any attention whilst he was travelling here since the line cut right through his land.
 
   All three climbed into the farmer’s Land Rover and a few seconds later the vehicle moved off. Dean scratched his head, wondering where they were going now; then he realised that it really wasn’t any of his business. He reminded himself that he was a stranger here now, and they’d probably just gone to the pub or something.
 
   “Why should I really care anyway?”
 
   All this was distracting him from the important work. Dean hurried back to the bed, staying well away from the creature in the cage; despite his precautions it threw its body at the bars, desperately trying to grab him.
 
   Dean prepared the next solution, this time, only making it half the strength. He reached for his other syringe, keeping his attention fixed upon the animal. Its speed seemed to contradict his observations in the lab. The infected human’s movement decreased. Perhaps the mass of the body affected its movement after infection. 
 
   Dean trapped the snarling monster in the corner of the cage with two long pencils and injected the contents into its back. He then rushed over to the door in case this one exploded as well.
 
   The animal just collapsed and appeared to die. Dean stayed where he was and counted to twenty. His optimism joined the gerbil in death. Dean slid to the floor and placed his head in his hands. The spectre of failure hung above his head like a thick, black cloud.   
 
   “Get over yourself, Dean,” he said. “Hiding in a cupboard is not your style. Think, man! There’s nothing wrong with the new solution, you know there isn’t.”
 
   He got to his feet and checked on the gerbil, and it still hadn’t moved; even so, there was no way that he was going to stick his fingers through the bars, just in case. If he had the correct equipment, he would have been able to perform a rough examination of the body. 
 
   There was no chance of that happening. He sighed, then got to work cleaning up the mess. He dumped all the stuff inside the cage and carried everything downstairs. Doing something practical helped to keep his mind from spiralling further into depression. The answer was right there in front of him. It must be, there must be something he wasn’t taking into consideration.
 
   He reached the bottom of the hall and placed the cage on the floor, stretched his arms, and shooed the dog’s inquisitive nose away before lifting it back up and walking into the kitchen. 
 
   He unlocked the side door and carried the cage into the back garden. His intention was to leave the cage in the shed, just for a day or two. Once this was all over Dean would burn the bloody thing in the garden, he was sure that his dad wouldn’t mind. 
 
   Dean opened the shed door, placed the cage on an old workbench, and closed the door. Heading back to the house he realised that it couldn’t be a problem with the dosage, Dean had compensated for the animal’s body mass before the injection. 
 
   The dog jumped up to greet him as Dean entered the kitchen; he absently patted the dog’s head then suddenly stopped, “That gerbil was just too small,” he said.
 
   He needed a larger test specimen. He wondered if those puppies were still in the pet shop, they were an ideal size. 
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen 
 
    
 
   Alison crossed her legs and gazed up into the clear blue sky, it was so peaceful here. Unlike the rest of the village, this place brought back only happy memories. The only other people in here with her were a small group of kids messing about in the children’s play area. One of them had a large bag of dried dog food and seemed intent on throwing the stuff at his mates.
 
   She gauged their ages to be around thirteen to fifteen, and she wondered where they had found the dog food, it was probably stolen from the pet shop. Alison remembered getting up to equally stupid japes at their age too. There hadn’t been much else to do in Seeton for Alison and her mates. From what she’d seen, nothing had really changed.
 
   Before that kid had ripped the bag open, Alison had received more than a few curious glances; whether the looks were admiring or scornful was debatable. Judging from the bouts of giggling she’d heard, Alison guessed on the latter.
 
   She smiled to herself, wishing she could have gone back to being that age. Alison would have given her right arm to lose her experiences and memories and go back to having the naïve arrogance and natural optimism that she possessed at that tender age.
 
   “Before that beast stole them away from me.”
 
   Alison shivered and decided to go back to the pub where it was a little warmer; maybe she could get something to eat from that takeaway in the centre of the village first. The Rose and Crown did evening meals, but she’d rather not eat at the pub, not with all the locals giving her the odd snide look, wondering who she was. Alison didn’t think it would be that long before at least one of them would actually guess. 
 
   She imagined trying to eat her fish and chips in peace whilst occasionally hearing the ‘who’s that girl’ phrase thrown around the lounge and games room, treating her like some fucking monkey in a cage, and then looking up when someone called out her name—and seeing her parents standing there.
 
   No, she couldn’t risk discovery, not until she had dealt with that copper. It was a real shame that she had to still behave like a pariah, especially considering just how nice that landlady had been to her when Alison finally plucked up the courage to enter the pub and enquire about a room after she’d left the cemetery. 
 
   The large middle-aged woman had one of those incredible faces just built for smiling. Combined with her compassionate manner and her genuine desire to help, it didn’t take Alison long to fall in love with the woman.
 
   As soon as she had left her in the room after showing her everything and promising to bring her a cup of tea, Alison’s suppressed emotions took her by surprise and broke through the hardened shell she’d built around her damaged psyche. She sat upon the pale, floral bedspread and unleashed a never-ending torrent of hot tears.
 
   It took her a while to get herself back together, but Alison did feel better, if a little drained. The landlady, as promised, returned and lightly tapped on the door. Alison ignored her, knowing if that kind lady saw her in this state, her benevolent face filled to the brim with concern and sympathy would have set her off again. If that happened, Alison didn’t think she’d ever be able to get herself back into a semblance of order. 
 
   Alison waited another twenty minutes before moving off the bed. She opened the door a crack, and seeing the corridor empty, opened the door a little wider to find a cup of lukewarm tea and a plate of digestives waiting for her beside the door. There was even a yellow post-it note stuck to the edge of the saucer telling her not to hesitate to give her a ring if she needed anything. She almost broke down in tears after reading the note.
 
   Those kids had given up on their game of throwing dog biscuits at each other. She watched them all take up relaxed positions on the benches and around the playground equipment before a small blond boy was coerced into handing out the contents of his cigarette packet.
 
   She smiled at their silly antics, then stood up and yawned. Alison felt as though she could sleep for a week. All this fresh country air was playing havoc with her system. She really did need her bed. One of the kids wolf whistled at her, followed by some inaudible words that caused at least two of them to fall about laughing. 
 
   “Gee, what a big, hard gang of rebels,” she uttered, grinning to herself.
 
   Their banter abruptly stopped at the sight of an old man shuffling towards the play area. It didn’t appear that he’d seen the kids yet, but that soon changed when the blonde threw a bottle in his direction. The glass smashed on the path a few feet away from the old man. Every one of them erupted in gales of laughter. Alison wondered if she ought to sit back down to enjoy the ensuring frolics.
 
   One of the major drawbacks of living in such a close-knit community was that, unlike the cities where you had a certain degree of anonymity, most people either knew you or at least was on nodding terms with at least one member of your family. How could the kids maintain that rebel attitude when any backchat they gave to another villager would inevitably find its way back to their parents?
 
   Alison and Trisha had learnt that lesson when they both skived off from school and were seen by the postman. It took a few days for the news to reach Alison’s dad, but after the beating he’d given her, Alison never did it again. In this age of mobile phones, Alison reckoned that those kiddies’ parents would be finding out about this incident before any of them even got home.
 
   She stayed on her feet, carefully watching the man stop and turn. There was something not quite right about the way he moved, was he drunk? The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end when the man issued a deep bestial groan and lurched towards the play area. Something was definitely wrong here; Alison didn’t need her months of street living to tell her that those kids were in danger. She quickly glanced around the park in the hope that someone else had noticed this. Seeing the area empty, she hurried across the grass.
 
   Before, his movements were slow and erratic. Now, he closed in on those kids, acting like a starving man spotting food. Alison blinked and shook away that ridiculous notion. He was just a nutter, probably high on some narcotic; he sure as fuck wasn’t a bloody cannibal. Whatever he was, that weirdo posed a serious threat to those kids.
 
   “Don’t just stand there!” she shouted. “Get away from him.”
 
   The kids didn’t appear to have heard her, and they remained motionless like kittens, unaware of the danger. Their insular education had just not prepared them for situations like this. They only moved when the man reached the waist high yellow painted fence and lunged over, trying the grab the nearest boy.
 
   She reached the other side and ran through the bright, red metal gate and up to the nearest boy. “Stop your gawping, lad, and move it!” she said grabbing his shoulders and spinning him around. The voice within their midst seemed to break their paralysis; they turned as one and pushed past Alison. One boy still remained, the blonde haired lad; he couldn’t get away as the man gripped the boys sleeve and was trying to pull him towards him.
 
   “Get the fuck off him, you freak!” she shouted whilst running towards the boy. 
 
   He looked straight at Alison and she saw a pair of lifeless eyes staring back at her. Oh Jesus, this fucker was seriously up there orbiting the planets. Alison grabbed the boy’s arms and tried to pull him back. The old man responded by growling and dipping his head down. She watched in absolute horror as the man opened his mouth and fastened his jaws around the boy’s wrist.
 
   The kid screamed when the man closed his jaws, then pulled his head back, taking with him a red raw chunk of meat. The blonde boy fell back into Alison when the man let go. She pushed the sobbing boy towards his crying friends, then grabbed the dog food bag off the bench.
 
   “Don’t just fucking stand there, get him out of the park and ring for an ambulance.” She turned her attention back to the man who hadn’t moved away from the fence; he just stood there, gazing at her with his creepy dead eyes whilst chewing.
 
   “What the fuck is your problem?” she shouted.
 
   Alison ran towards the man, jumped out of the way of his arms, and threw the empty bag over his head. He still didn’t move, nor did the man attempt to remove the bag. 
 
   “You must be on some serious fucking medication, mate.”
 
   Those kids were safely out of the park, and she wanted to follow them to make sure they found help, but Alison dare not leave this fucker to wander about and bite anyone else. She slowly backed out of the play area, keeping her sight on him, but the man stayed just where he was; his reptilian stillness frightened the hell out of her. She thought she knew every drug going, but nothing in her experience could cause anything like this. Alison turned and ran for the gates, deciding to let the police sort all this weird shit out, and she turned around one more time before reaching the gates. That old man didn’t seem to be going anywhere. 
 
   The kids had also gone, Alison spun around, hoping to spot any of them. There were a few blood spots on the floor; they led towards the village hall. She just hoped that one of them had taken her advice and called for an ambulance. Then again, if they’d gone back into the centre, somebody was bound to see them and get help.
 
   What was she going to do about the drugged-up freakazoid? Alison couldn’t leave that in the park, she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if he attacked another kid. What other choice did she have though? What if the copper who’d helped to abuse her all those years ago just happened to arrive on the scene, the one with the unmistakable voice. She didn’t think she’d be responsible for her actions. It was way too soon for a confrontation.
 
   “Fuck it,” she muttered. “There was a phone box a few minutes from here, she’d ring from there. The chances were that the police were already on their way, and somebody must have found the kids by now.
 
   Alison ran across the road and rushed back into the village; she didn’t think that this day could get any stranger.
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Clarence Fisher wiped the condensation off his glasses, and his out of focus world returned to normal clarity when he pushed them back. His mother kept telling him to go back to the opticians; the woman was convinced that he was losing his sight. He sighed. Despite being fifty-two next year, the silly mare still treated him like a child
 
   “You’re fifty-one and still single, my lad. What in donkey’s doodahs are you playing at?”
 
   Thanks to his father leaving him the village bakery plus a few wise investments, Clarence had plenty of money. His job kept him fit, and the mirror in the bathroom reminded him daily that he wasn’t a horse-faced ogre. He even still retained his hair! Clarence blamed his imposed celibacy on the annoying fact that the bitch in the bedroom had been putting off every potential mate ever since he was seventeen. 
 
   That reminded him, a trip to the seedier area of Birmingham was still to be arranged for next week. 
 
   He looked back at the freezer door and stroked his unshaven face. Maybe he won’t have to. He still wasn’t sure why Anne had asked him to do this, he wasn’t really listening, but the lady sure was being very nice to him.
 
   “Are you alright in there, Clarence?”
 
   He shivered, and it wasn’t just due to the freezing temperature. That magnificent woman really had a gorgeous voice. He loved it when she called out his name.
 
   “I’m fine, sweetheart, nearly done.”
 
   He’d had a crush on her for two decades now, and he’d often fantasised about Anne screaming out his name as they made love under the moonlight; he shivered again. 
 
   Clarence tapped the thermometer bolted to the wall; as per usual the gauge was still stuck at minus five. It felt colder than that. Then again, it had been stuck on the setting for nearly three years now. The shop’s walk-in freezer was cold enough, and he didn’t need a gauge to tell him that; it must be the proximity to that woman causing him to feel so cold.
 
   “Come on, my lad,” he whispered. “Get a grip on yourself.”
 
   He bent down, pulled away an old cardboard box that appeared empty, and pushed the final loaf of bread in its place. He smiled when he looked in the box; it wasn’t empty after all; Clarence tipped the box out and half a cheese pasty and a frozen mouse fell to the floor. He booted them both into a corner, intending to bin them after Anne had gone. There was little chance of health and safety paying him a surprise visit. In all the years of owning the shop, he’d only been visited once, and that was over ten years ago. Most folk tended to forget that their village existed. Then again, considering what he’d heard on the radio this afternoon, he gathered that the authorities would have a bit too much on their plate to be worried about the state of his freezer.
 
   He hurried out and pushed the door shut, and Clarence breathed in deep, enjoying air that didn’t burn his lungs.
 
   “Okay, Anne,” he said turning around, “the shop is devoid of food. Now, are you going to explain why I’ve just emptied all my shelves?”
 
   She took one step towards him, and he breathed in again, this time enjoying her distinctive fragrance; he decided there and then that he’d give this woman the shop if he could spend just one night with her.
 
   Anne slowly drew her forefinger down his cheek, stopping at Clarence’s lips, “Because I asked you?”
 
   He jerked his head forward and pretended to bite her finger, enjoying the brief look of surprise that made a tantalizing appearance before a look of annoyance replaced it. Clarence enjoyed that expression too. 
 
   He smiled to show that he didn’t mean it. He hoped the woman would forgive his little joke and return the smile. Clarence never became tired of watching her face light up when she smiled. God, she really was such a beautiful lady. He’d been hearing rumours from the few customers he’d had so far today about a certain George Kasnovski wandering around the village with no other than Anne hanging off his arm. That was one rumour that he intended to ignore. What a ridiculous notion. George was a decent enough bloke who’d do anything for his friends, but this angel was way out of his league. Besides, the man still grieved for Madison.
 
   Clarence had a suspicious feeling who had started that one. That fucking butcher, Tom Maryland. That blonde dwarf had been sweet on Anne ever since his balls had dropped, and he didn’t think the twenty year age difference mattered. To Clarence’s knowledge, he’d asked her to have dinner with Tom at least five times. She’d turned him down, of course. Not that he blamed her, Tom only came up to her shoulders. Tom now thought it perfectly acceptable to go around pissing in the face of any other potential suitor.
 
   The woman nodded briefly before walking out of the back room and into the now empty front shop. 
 
   “Anne? You still haven’t told me why I’ve emptied the shop.”
 
   “What about those remaining bits of meat that the butcher couldn’t fit into his freezer? Will there be room in yours?” She said, ignoring him.
 
   Clarence shook his head, resisting the urge to make a crude joke about fitting Clarence’s meat into her. It did make him feel a bit better that she addressed Tom by his trade. “I’m sorry, Anne, but I’ve just no more room in there.”
 
   He stood in front of the woman, feeling awkward when it became clear that she wasn’t going to answer him. “This is about the riots, isn’t it?”
 
   Something on the next level suddenly hit the floor.
 
   “What was that?” she gasped.
 
   Clarence looked up at the ceiling, wishing his mother would just drop dead. “Don’t worry about it, Anne, it’s just my mum banging on the floor; she probably wants a cup of tea or something.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Anne followed his gaze. “That sounded more like she’d fallen out of her bed.”
 
   She had thrown herself out of her bed. This was his mother’s latest fun game. The first time she’d done it, Clarence suspected that it had been genuine. It had frightened the hell out of him, and he’d called Doctor Bishop to get her checked over. Since that time, she’d done this eight times, nine including this one. He’d sort out the attention seeking old bag as soon as Anne had gone, which he hoped would be never.
 
   “Clarence, I really think you should check on her, you know.”
 
   He shook his head. “Honest, she’s fine, Mum does this all the time. Now, come on Anne, what’s going on?”
 
   “This plague is raging out of control. I’ve just come back from Ken’s farm.”
 
   He decided not to ask her what she was doing out there when he watched her shiver. The blood drained from her face.
 
   “It’s also here, in Seeton. Everyone is going to panic, Clarence. Once they find out, the first thing they’ll do is strip all the shops.”
 
   “Is it really that bad? From what I heard, they’d got it under control.”
 
   Anne shook her head. “They’re lying. It’s worse than they say. Believe me, I’ve seen what it does to people. There are a few strangers in the village as well. You can bet that they’ll be the first to start throwing bricks through your windows.”
 
   He nodded. Clarence served a blonde, pretty young thing earlier on. She bought all his steak pies.
 
   “We need to protect ourselves and our stuff. Believe me, Clarence, help will not be coming anytime soon, and the others that I’ve spoken to agree. Now, before I go, do you have anything to cover your windows? A couple of plywood sheets ought to do the job.”
 
   He nodded, “I’ve a few sheets left over from when I converted the loft. I think they’re in the cellar.”
 
   She suddenly bent across and kissed him gently on the lips. “Thanks for doing this, Clarence. You’re such a sweet man.”
 
   He smiled again, and this time she did return his smile. “Think nothing of it, anything for you, my dear, you know that.”
 
   “Now listen, Clarence, there’s going to be a village meeting later tonight at around seven. Every business owner in Seeton needs to be there and that, of course, includes you, my sweet.”
 
   He scratched his head, “A village meeting? Gosh, we haven’t had one of those for a long time.”
 
   “I’ll pick you up just before seven. I strongly advise you to get the shop secured and then stay inside until I return. Believe me when I say that you do not want to bump into anyone who’s infected.”
 
   He nodded, then watched her leave his shop and climb into the cab of a Land Rover. There were a couple of men in there with her, but the vehicle had driven off before he had chance to recognise them. Still, he didn’t care. 
 
   “That was our first kiss,” he said. Clarence couldn’t believe it, after all these years it looked as though his persistence was paying off. 
 
   The floor above his head shook once more.
 
   “That’ll be the reading lamp smashed,” he muttered. “Unless she’s climbed back into bed and thrown herself out ‘again’. He wouldn’t put that past her.
 
   “Cut it out, you crazy old cow!”
 
   He decided not to feed her tonight for pulling that stunt. God, he was annoyed. The old bag must have seen Anne enter the shop. Clarence padded back into the back room and opened the stairway door; he pressed his forefinger against the spot where he’d been kissed. 
 
   The last time he’d paid a visit to the city, he purposely chose an older woman, one who had a passing resemblance to his girl. He’d called her Anne throughout the entire session. He smiled at the memory; that particular fuck had been just awesome. Clarence just knew that the real McCoy would be a hundred times better.
 
   He paused at the top of the stairs and gazed out of the window. Seeton was a ghost town; he couldn’t believe just how empty the place looked. The only movement he saw was Mrs. Chatsworth, who owned the general store opposite his shop. He watched her in bemusement as she taped sheets of newspaper over her windows. 
 
   “You daft cow,” he muttered.
 
   She must have misheard Anne’s instructions. Well, he wasn’t going to put her right, not on your nelly. That woman could talk for her country, and if he approached her he’d get nothing done. As soon as he’d sorted out his annoying mother and had something to eat, Clarence intended to retire to his own bedroom, strip naked, and fantasise about Anne for an hour or two.
 
   Clarence then clocked even more movement, this time coming from the graveyard just behind the church. There was too much distance for him to see clearly, but from what he could work out Clarence guessed that it must have been a group of older kids messing about. He sighed; they’d been told before about hanging around in there. By how they were acting, the little beggars were pissed out of their heads. No doubt acquired from that Tom Maryland. It was an open secret that the man had a homemade still in his cellar. Another reason why Clarence hated the bastard, he’d never asked him if he wanted any.
 
   He sighed and padded over to his mother’s bedroom door. It just wasn’t fair, why couldn’t she just hurry up and die? That woman had been like a dead albatross around his neck ever since she developed Alzheimer’s. The bitch probably got that just to spite him.
 
   “Okay, Mother. You’ve had your fun. It’s time for you to go back to sleep.” Clarence pushed open the door and stopped dead at the sight before him. 
 
   He tried to scream and caught his breath. Clarence stumbled towards his mother’s body, surrounded by a lake of deep red blood.
 
   “Mum?” he whimpered. “Please don’t be dead, I didn’t mean it.”
 
   The foul stink of human faeces reached his nostrils. Some part of his mind calmly reminded him that the smell of her crap would linger for days. 
 
   He saw a splintered shard of wood sticking out of her chest and figured out just what had happened. She’d thrown herself out of the bed alright and landed on top of her antique low table. Her weight must have shattered the frail old thing, sending one of the legs through her heart.
 
   “Oh, Jesus, You silly old woman.” 
 
   He looked down, watching his tears splash into her blood, Clarence didn’t want his mother to be dead; this wasn’t fair. He suddenly looked up when he heard a single quiet moan.
 
   The old woman slowly opened her eyes. He gasped in utter shock, staring at her blood red eyes. She extended one thin arm towards him and let out a long mournful groan.
 
   Clarence shook his head in disbelief, unable to take this in; her movements became more agitated when he tentatively leaned towards the woman. 
 
   Suddenly her other arm snapped up and grabbed his ankle, and taken by surprise, he slipped in her blood and crashed down on top of her. An agonizing pain shot through his thigh, he bellowed out, and jerked his leg backwards, taking his mother with him. The woman hung onto his leg with a terrier’s tenacity.
 
   “Get the fuck off me! he screamed. Clarence brought his other leg up and snapped it forward. The force knocked her head back against the floorboards. He shrieked as a chunk of his flesh came away too.
 
   Weeping and crying, the man dragged his body through the cold blood, desperately trying to avoid her grasping hands; the impact of her head hitting the floor had not slowed her down one bit. He stretched out and lunged for his mother’s wardrobe. As he wrapped his fingers around one of the legs, he screamed out again as she bit into his ankle.
 
   Clarence then felt her grip on his body suddenly leave him, but by this time Clarence didn’t care. As his body began to cool, all higher functions shut down, leaving only the insatiable desire to feed.
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   George had politely listened to everything that the farmer had to say whilst in the cab of his Land Rover. He’d known Ken almost all his life and knew just how pragmatic the man was. The tale he told bordered on the insane, yet it still took the farmer to show them both the evidence before George could really believe him.
 
   “Are you sure that this is such a good idea?”
 
   He nodded, wishing Anne would release her grip a little on his arm. “Why shouldn’t it be? Those things are still miles away from here. Besides, Ken’s ordered his boys over to the railway station to stand guard on the bridge.”
 
   Anne nodded, “That’s a good spot; you can see the whole village from there.”
 
   Her death-like grip eased a little.
 
   “So, there’s absolutely nothing to worry your head over,” he replied, wishing she’d let go of his arm for a moment. He was beginning to lose feeling in the ends of his fingers. George wanted somebody to reassure him. He felt ridiculous walking down the middle of the bloody high street holding onto a kid’s cricket bat.
 
   Following the white markings down the middle of the road had been one of Anne’s bright ideas. Those revolting things locked in Ken’s barn really had frightened the crap out of the poor woman; he got the feeling that Anne would be nightmaring tonight—that is if she got any sleep. She now thought one of them would jump out at them at any moment. 
 
   George had tried to explain that being mown down by a speeding car was just as dangerous but she was having none of it.
 
   He considered telling her that it should be safe now to walk on the pavement. There wasn’t another building on either side of them for another few metres. This walking in the middle of the road lark was seriously beginning to unnerve him. So far they’d been lucky; the traffic into the village had been non-existent.
 
   He glanced over to the dry-stone wall on his left, and noticed movement at the far end of a field. The fading light made it difficult to see with any clarity, but he sure as hell knew that they weren’t cows. Their apparent aimless shuffling sent shivers down his spine. 
 
   The one in that barn acted the same way until one of Ken’s lads got a bit too close to it. The shambling body then let out one mournful deep moan before shuffling towards the astonished kid. Ken pulled him away before the thing could reach him but, George would not ever forget those hungry, gleaming eyes following the boy’s progress out of the barn doors. It emitted a single pitiful cry and tried in vain to remove the rough rope fastened around the thing’s neck.
 
   Somehow George knew that if that walking corpse was free it would have followed that poor boy until the ends of the earth…well, at least until another person got too close to it.
 
   They were flesh eaters, more specifically human flesh eaters. The farmer may have managed to capture one of them, but not before it had attacked and killed one of Ken’s farmhands. The farmer would only agree to George seeing the body on the proviso that he wouldn’t repeat his discovery to the woman. He’d nodded, not understanding why he needed to see the remains of the poor boy in the first place. Why hadn’t he called the police?
 
   His words died and stayed dead when he saw the lad. The thing had made a right mess of him. It took George a few moments to place his face; there wasn’t much of it left intact. The poor boy’s head looked as though it had been put through a threshing machine, but the damage continued down his body. His chest had been completely ripped open, and the boy’s left arm hung by his side, only fastened by a single bloodied tendon. George almost fainted when the boy open his one remaining eye and attempted to climb out of the old water tank when George looked down.
 
   Anne jerked him out of his reflections and pointed at the village hall’s blazing lights. He turned away from the distant figures and sighed with relief that she hadn’t noticed them too. It was ominous that there was no other illumination in Seeton, at least not where he could see. Even the streetlights had failed to come on. There were pockets of light beyond the village but none of the telltale lines of white brilliance that marked the signs of the thousands of streetlights. He feared the village would plunge into complete blackness once the sun had dipped beyond the horizon. 
 
   George took one last look at those shambling figures in the distance and shivered, wondering how long it would take them to reach the outskirts. He no longer felt ridiculous holding the cricket bat.
 
   “Anne, is something on your mind?”
 
   That was such a stupid comment to make, considering their current situation and how she’d reacted to the events on Ken’s farm, but he could think of nothing else to say. He just needed to distract her, stop the woman from following his gaze. Christ knows how she’d have reacted if Anne saw those people over there.
 
   George still couldn’t wrap his head around the unshakable fact that they weren’t people anymore, just shuffling dead things, walking corpses. They were zombies, just like in those horror movies.
 
   “We should have looked upstairs, George.”
 
   He hadn’t expected that reply. “You mean at the bakers?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I thought we’d both agreed that Clarence must have left early.”
 
   “He said he’d board up his shop too.”
 
   George sighed. “There’s nothing we can do about it at the moment, is there? Look, we’ll ask him when we get to the village hall.”
 
   “I do hope he’s alright. He’s quite sweet on me, you know.”
 
   George knew that already. Hell, most of the single blokes in Seeton had a thing for Anne. She knew it too; he’d watched her flirt around from one man to another in the Rose and Crown, getting free drinks and promising them to do her favours. He’d often wondered if he she knew she was really doing it.
 
   George got the feeling that his attachment to Anne would be more talked about than the dead coming back to life. George imagined all heads would swivel when they walked into the hall, and he’d just have to get used to the murderous glances from Anne’s favour boys. Is that the reason why she came on to him? George had never shown the drooling tongue like the others had. 
 
   After what he’d learnt about her earlier on, he got the feeling that the favour boys had got the best deal; he didn’t really fancy having to eat muesli and quorn burgers for the rest of his life. He may have to pass on that tip to Tom and Clarence—well, maybe not Clarence. He’d never really liked that man; there was something undeniably creepy about the fellow. He always got the feeling that his eyes and smile were saying one thing, but his mind was thinking the opposite.
 
   “George?” she hissed, pulling on his arm. “Look at that!”
 
   There was a lone girl inside the old telephone box beside the betting office. She had yet to notice that her movements had attracted the attention of one of the dead things. George could not be mistaken; their lumbering gait gave them away.
 
   “You’ve got to do something!”
 
   He looked at the cricket bat, knowing that now the crunch had come, and he felt certain that he wouldn’t be able to use it. George then glanced at Anne’s imploring features, and desperately wanted to just walk in the other direction.
 
   She thrust out both her arms and pushed him forward.
 
   “Come on!” she shouted. “Do something.”
 
   George stumbled backwards, and as he turned and put his hand out to stop his face hitting the tarmac, he glanced up and saw with shock that the figure had now chosen a new target. It headed straight for George.
 
   “I don’t think I can go through with this,” he whispered. He’d never killed anything in his life. All he wanted to do was drop the bat, curl up in a tight ball, and hope the thing would leave him alone. The thing drew closer, and the bat now felt as though it was made from solid lead. He was close to locking up; the contents of his bladder longed to be released. He was ready to run, to flee in the opposite direction without looking behind him.
 
   The figure then stopped and rocked back and forth in its heels. 
 
   “Albert?” whispered George. “Is that you?”
 
   George leaned forward, feeling his racing heart begin to slow down as the rough features of the village drunk swam into place. He gasped with relief, it was no bloody wonder the man was wobbling like a newborn calf. Alcho-Al hadn’t been sober since 1991.
 
   “Christ on a bike, Al, you nearly had a cricket bat wrapped around your head, you daft old bastard. You scared the crap out of me!”
 
   He looked at the bat and laughed, feeling like a complete fool.
 
   “Where’ve you been hiding, anyway? I haven’t seen you about for ages.”
 
   The last George heard was that the drunk had taken to sleeping under the bandstand in the park, but that was weeks ago.
 
   As the man lurched forward, the overpowering stench of wet, decaying flesh caused George to jerk back, gagging. He then saw that the old drunk really was dead; one side of the man’s face was gone, tattered shreds of blackened skin hung down over his exposed upper jaw. He’d been dead for a long time. The wildlife must have been feasting on the body for weeks.
 
   The dead thing then lunged for George; he screamed and brought the bat up above his head. When the thing’s cold, rotting fingers grabbed the front of his coat, George shrieked. Its jaws opened wide and it excitedly tried to pull him closer to its open jaws. George closed his eyes and slammed the bat down with all his might.
 
   The wood smashed through the top of its skull like a ripe tomato, showering George with gobbets of stinking, black, jellied brain. The old man fell to his knees and vomited up his last meal.
 
   George tore off his coat and wiped the thing’s revolting mess off his face, knowing that he’d never be able to rid himself of that foul stink. He then threw his coat at the remains before getting back on his feet. George turned away from the rotten corpse and watched the young girl leave the telephone box, look at him and the corpse before crying out, and run in the opposite direction.
 
   He looked down at the cricket bat which was still in his hand. George watched the glutinous filth drip off the end and splat onto the road. He dropped the bat on the ground and threw up again.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   He leaned back against the side of his van, enjoying the peace and quiet. He’d forgotten just how calm the countryside was compared to the city life. His grandmother used to live in a remote village like this one, in the Shropshire hills. Billy used to look forward to his monthly visits to see his old gran.
 
   He filled his lungs with hot cigar smoke, then slowly breathed out. Billy grinned, considering that the country was completely fucked, he’d lost his two decades old empire, and he was miles from home with only those dorks for company, he felt remarkably tranquil. 
 
   “Up and onwards,” he muttered. That was one of gran’s favourite sayings. Whenever something in her life went bad she would repeat that, shrug her heavy shoulders, and just carry on. “What an amazing woman.”
 
   Both Jacob and Craig had taken up surveillance duty a few metres from the van. At least, that’s the excuse they uttered when Craig had been ordered to park the van five minutes ago. Billy looked across and watched the pair of them sat on that dry stone wall and sneaking back the occasional glance.
 
   He sighed. No doubt they’d be scheming, coming up with some plan; either that or just fucking bitching about Billy’s decision to get out of Birmingham. He knew for a fact that his paranoia wasn’t attempting to voice his opinion, those two hadn’t stopped whining since they left the city.
 
   Craig was the worse one, and Billy watched the man strip down his handgun. He had even complained about the apparent lack of wildlife, they had not seen a single animal since they’d journeyed from Birmingham, not even a solitary bird. Since when did Craig turn into David Attenborough? The closest he ever got to nature was throwing stones at the ducks in the city’s canal.
 
   Billy glanced up at the light blue sky, seeing nothing but clouds and the occasional vapour trail left from passing aircraft. He had to admit, thinking about it, he’d not noticed any birds around either.
 
   He shrugged; considering what had happened, that was the least of his worries. His earlier thoughts of the authorities quickly gaining control of this disaster may have been a little optimistic.
 
   He recalled making the mistake of mentioning those very words to the men in the back of the van halfway along the A458. He should have just kept quiet, looking back; he realised that he’d crossed the line of employee and employer. The thought that he could talk to the minders at his own level had been stupid.
 
   They both heard the radio reports too, so why could they not make the obvious connections? The last station to get out a news report before static ate them said that a helicopter gunship had fired a salvo of missiles in a column of refugees near the south coast. The newsreader appeared to think that the gunship was French.
 
   Just how many other countries would have condoned the use of excessive force by England’s closest neighbour? 
 
   “None of them,” he said.
 
   They’d be too busy securing their own borders, secretly grateful that they weren’t next door to a pariah country. Billy looked into the sky, wondering if their American cousins were using their satellites to track the infection swarming through the cities. He imagined every one of them gasping in shock at the recently dead shambling through the streets of London, Liverpool, Birmingham, and all the other major cities. Those things would be everywhere by now, spreading their tainted sickness to the few terrified survivors.
 
   How long would it take the Americans to imagine the same syndrome spreading through their own cities? How long would it be before those plague pits were consumed by nuclear fire? If they didn’t do it, Billy knew the Russians or Chinese would press that button.
 
   Billy shivered; he gazed back across the landscape, almost waiting for the mushroom cloud to appear on Birmingham’s skyline.
 
   “We’re better off out of the city.” Billy threw his cigar down and wandered over his two men. The village of Seeton spread out before him, “Like a ripe apple, just ready to pick,” he muttered.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   Billy placed his hands on the top of the big man’s head. “Jacob, my friend, we’re about to embark on an exciting adventure. Look down there and tell me what you see.”
 
   Jacob did as he was ordered. “Houses and a few shops, sir.” He shrugged. “Was that a trick question?”
 
   “We’re setting up a new base down there. My intention is to ride into that village and inform the inbred locals that I’m their new ruler.” Billy enjoyed the look on their shocked, surprised faces. “If there is any dissent, then I’ll just allow my two enforcers to cut off a couple of ears and fingers and perhaps let you rage through Seeton’s womenfolk.”
 
   Both Jacob’s and Craig’s face lit up like Christmas trees. Billy nodded. “The village is small, it’s remote, and should be easy to defend.”
 
   The two minders looked at each other, and Billy had the feeling that his announcement had just disrupted whatever plans these two had already discussed. Craig nodded once before looking up at Billy.
 
   “Sir, forgive us if we seem a little stunned at what you suggest, it just…”
 
   “Yes, you expected us to find this girl, punish the little bitch, and get back home in time for tea and crumpets, yes?” He reached across, grabbed the front of Craig’s jacket, and pulled the stunned man off the wall. “Unlike you two dim-bulb halfwits, I have the ability to see beyond the front of my fucking face. There’s over a million people in our city and most of them will now be dead—dead yet still roaming the streets, eager for warm meat.” He released Craig and took a deep breath. “Is that what you really wish to return to? You two fucking clowns couldn’t even deal with one of those cunts, what will you do when there are hordes of them howling for your lovely warm blood?”
 
   Billy saw the man’s hand casually drift down towards the back of his jeans. He wasn’t a fool; Billy knew exactly what the minder had stashed there. He snapped his arm forward and this time, Billy wrapped his fingers around Craig’s throat. He did not intend for this fool to cut short his interesting future by having a pig sticker shoved through Billy’s eyeball.
 
   From the corner of his eye, he spied the other minder slide off the wall. “Don’t even entertain the thought of coming to Craig’s assistance.”
 
   “I wasn’t, Sir…”
 
   “Don’t you fucking lie to me! Is it not bad enough that I have one Judas in my midst?” Billy turned his attention back to Craig who appeared to be having a little difficulty in breathing. Billy could sympathise, only last week he had a horrible sore throat, not even his old gran’s hot honey recipe got rid of it. 
 
   He eased a grip ever so slightly, just to show that despite Craig’s obvious traitorous actions, his employer was willing to show him a little compassion. 
 
   “Now, Craig, have you washed away all those naughty thoughts yet?”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   Billy spun around. “This had better be fucking good!” he growled.
 
   Jacob nodded, then pointed beyond the low wall. “Sir, we’ve got some company approaching.”
 
   Billy dragged the minder over and looked down. “Shit, so we have.”
 
   A group of the dead was following a terrified teenage girl up the grass embankment. Those things had been dead for some time, and Billy had trouble working out how they could still be moving, let alone have enough sense to locate and chase their prey. The girl abruptly took her eyes off her pursuers, saw the three men, and almost lost her balance.
 
   “Help me!” she cried.
 
   “Jacob? How many of those rotting cadavers can you see?”
 
   “There’s twelve, sir. Shouldn’t we be helping her?”
 
   Billy released the other minder who fell to his knees clutching his throat and trying to cough.
 
   “Did you hear that, Craig?” he asked, crouching down. “Twelve dead things moving very slowly. Look at her, a healthy young girl like that could easily evade their clumsy movements and yet those things are closing in on her even as we speak. Just like you, Craig, she refuses to believe the reality of the situation. Now, that sort of thinking is expected for a civilian, but you are a cold-hearted killer.” He paused. “At least I thought you were.”
 
   Billy stood up and snatched Jacob’s pistol out of the man’s hands. He targeted the two corpses closest to the sobbing girl and demolished their faces with two shots. Billy dropped the smoking gun back into Jacob’s hands.
 
   “Craig, just this once I’ll forget your disgraceful indiscretion. It’s been a difficult few hours and just like that girl down there, and you too have refused to accept the reality.”
 
   He scooped up Craig’s dropped handgun and thrust it into the minder’s hands. “There are five left each, gentlemen. Head shots only, please. Once they’re on the ground, bring that girl to me.”
 
   He slowly wandered back to the van, smiling to himself as the cracks of gunfire shattered the silence. A few moments later Jacob approached Billy carrying the dazed girl in his arms. Craig stayed at a respectful distance.
 
   He leaned towards her. “Are you okay, sweetie?” he asked, smiling. “There’s nothing to worry about now. My friends have stopped all those bad men.”
 
   Jacob gently put her down, keeping hold of the girl’s hand. 
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   “It’s the least I could do. My name is Billy; I hope we will be friends. What are you called?” He laughed. “It seems a bit silly to call you sweetie all the time.”
 
   He watched the big man run his fingers through the girl’s hair; Billy guessed that the girl must be in too much shock to notice.
 
   “Andrea Ellis,” she replied.
 
   He nodded. Jacob had formed an attachment to the girl, and his reverent and protective stance really was quite touching. Billy watched Craig trying not to smirk; he’d noticed it too. Andrea couldn’t have been more than fourteen, an age bracket more associated with his favourite ex dealer’s deviant behaviour. Even so, Billy intended to make good use of this unexpected bonus.
 
   He kneeled down in front of the girl. “Do you live round here, Andrea?”
 
   “My dad owns a dairy farm just over a mile from here.”
 
   Amazing, she said that with hardly a quiver in her voice. Kids adapted so quickly. “I’m sure that your parents must be worried sick. Do you want us to give you a lift home?” He smiled. “Just to make sure that no more bad guys come after you.”
 
   He stood up and nodded at the other minder. “Craig, be a darling and just pop our guest in the back of the van.”
 
   Billy looked down at the girl’s fingers buried in Jacob’s huge hand. The minder understood the message and let her go. He waited until they were both out of range before speaking.
 
   “Jacob, I need to know every single detail about that village; make sure she tells it all. I don’t care how you retrieve the information as long as you’re quick about it. Once you’ve cleaned her out, you may do whatever you like to the lovely Andrea.”
 
   It warmed Billy’s heart to watch the minder moan with pleasure.
 
   “Consider this my gift to you for staying loyal. Just ensure that the girl dies after you’ve had your fun, and make sure she stays fucking dead.”
 
   Jacob grinned and rushed to the back of the van. Billy grabbed another cigar from the cab and wandered over to the low wall. He gazed down at the village. He knew that he would enjoy his stay in Seeton.
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   This was one thing that he didn’t expect. Dean jumped as the pub doors slammed shut behind him, and the silence made the sound even louder. He looked around the deserted lounge of the Rose and Crown, not seeing a single soul. 
 
   He padded over to the bar, wondering if the pub had yet to open. This was too strange for words. This place was the hub of the community; even as a teen, the Rose and Crown was always packed out on a night and for much of the day too. The closest pub was over five miles away.
 
   “Is there anybody here?” 
 
   This was just ridiculous, was this help yourself tonight or something? He let out a heavy sigh. Dean really could not do with this hassle. Where the hell was that stupid bartender?
 
   It was as if everyone in the entire village had all done a runner. He’d seen nobody on his journey into the centre, and Dean had also noticed a disturbingly large amount of boarded up shops, including the pet shop. He was at a loss at what he could do now. He couldn’t continue without the help of another small animal.
 
   He leaned back against the bar and considered just what choices he could make now; short of breaking into the pet shop and making off with one of their animals, he was at a loss. Dean sighed heavily and gazed into the open fireplace at the far side of the lounge. The sound of crackling wood and the low flickering flames enhanced the old world charm of the pub. This type of pub did not exist back in London, not for at least fifty years anyway. Strange how he’d never really taken much notice of the fire until now; not surprising considering on every other occasion the Rose and Crown was full to the brim of Seeton’s finest.
 
   Half a dozen small, framed pictures hung above the mantelpiece, each one depicting various rural scenes of Seeton from decades ago. It didn’t astonish Dean to discover images of cows in four of the pictures. He then grinned to himself, maybe he ought go out into one of the fields and bag himself a cow? Seeton had more cows than people. Getting in the first injection wouldn’t be too difficult; those big dumb things were used to people. 
 
   He once remembered getting a right bollocking off Ken Ellis when he caught him and Tom in the act of cow tipping. He never did find out just what the farmer was doing hiding behind a wall at four in the morning.
 
   The problem would arise with attempting to administer the second injection after the original solution had killed the animal and then brought it back to some resemblance of life. Dean tried to imagine a half-ton animal acting like that little gerbil, and he threw away his idea with contempt. Without a rifle to administer the second solution, it would be the equivalent of sneaking up on a ravenous polar bear to give it a kiss.
 
   “Way too large,” he muttered.
 
   “Can I help you, mate?”
 
   Dean’s throat almost ejected his insides; he spun around, trying to regain his composure. Judging by the huge grin plastered across the blond youth’s acne ridden face, Dean guessed the kid found the whole situation terribly amusing. 
 
   “Sorry about that, mate. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
   He didn’t look sorry at all.  After looking at the boy’s well-muscled arms planted on the bar’s surface, Dean decided not to make an issue out of it.
 
   “I’ll have a pint of that, please,” he said, pointing to one of the pumps. He’d never heard of the make before, not that it mattered. He’d only come in here to see if he could find the owner of that pet shop. After his little scare, he felt he needed something to calm his nerves.
 
   As the young man drew his pint, Dean looked past his bulky body and through the open door behind the bar. The room beyond had been furnished in the same style as the pub, and the only difference was the large amount of electronic equipment scattered around the maroon room. He then saw what the young man must have been watching and attempted not to smirk. It appeared that the barman had a passion for old cartoons. Dean watched Jerry run along the top of a curtain rail, being chased by a very upset Tom. Dean then saw another cat curled up asleep on a rocking chair beside the television.
 
   A cat would be just perfect for his needs. There must be dozens of felines skulking around the village; maybe he should purchase a tin of cat food and try to lure one back to the house.
 
   “Here you go.”
 
   Dean nodded and handed the man a ten-pound note. He took a sip of his drink, trying to remember if his dad’s neighbour’s had any cats. It seemed to be his only viable option apart from using a cow; what other choice did he have?
 
   “Where is everyone by the way? Is it normally this quiet?”
 
   The barman thrust Dean’s change into his open palm; Dean got the impression that his company was not welcome in here.
 
   “They’re having some sort of meeting over at the village hall.” He nodded over to the tap room. “One of our rooms is occupied, so some fucker had to stay behind to keep an eye on the place.”
 
   Dean looked across at the other room through the small window in the door; he saw the back of a blonde head, so he wasn’t as alone as he first thought.
 
   “Do you think you’ll be needing anything else? Only, I’ve got some college work to catch up on.”
 
   Dean shook his head, wondering if this big oaf had realised that he’d left his television on.
 
   “Right,” he mumbled before turning and marching back into the room. He slammed the door behind him.
 
   “What a charming young man.”
 
   He brought the glass to his lips and took another swallow. He pulled a face…this stuff was bloody horrible. Dean placed the half full glass back on the bar and headed for the main door. As he grabbed the handle, the door to the tap room swung open and a young woman ran out and raced over to Dean.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   The terrified looking girl collided into Dean and grabbed his shoulders. “Please help me!” she said looking into his eyes.
 
   He blinked in astonishment. This was the same girl that he met on the train. He couldn’t get over her drastic change. A petite rather gorgeous young blonde had replaced that foul smelling vagrant who gave him all that abuse on the train earlier.
 
   “Miss, what’s wrong?”
 
   She just turned her head and pointed at another man leaning against the doorframe. His smiling face held about the same amount of contempt as that barman. The only difference was that this man didn’t have the barman’s toned body to back up his threat.
 
   “This ain’t got nothing to do with you, stranger. Best idea, mate, is turn back around and get yourself gone.” 
 
   Dean had always considered Seeton to be such a friendly village when he’d been growing up here. Strangers may not have always been welcome, but they were certainly treated with a curious amount of respect.
 
   He untangled the girl and slowly approached this arrogant pensioner. He’d had just about enough of Seeton’s older generation today. He was trying to save them for crying out loud.
 
   “Maybe you should be the one to make like a tree,” he growled. Dean stared at him, hoping that the barman wouldn’t choose this moment to make an appearance. He knew whose side the gorilla would take, and it wouldn’t be Dean’s.
 
   “This has got nothing to do with you; we don’t tolerate strangers causing trouble in Seeton.”
 
   Dean felt a smile creeping up his face as he realised exactly who’d been threatening him. “Oh, my God, it looks like the dirty old man really has turned into a dirty old man.”
 
   Dean laughed as the man eventually recognised him as well.
 
   “Oh, there we go. The light dawns; now about that tree we were talking about.”
 
   “I ain’t going anywhere, Dean Kasnovski.”
 
   “Yes, you fucking are. Do you not remember what me and Gavin did to you when we found out about you touching up Sarah?”
 
   He heard the girl behind him gasp.
 
   “Those twenty years haven’t been kind to you have they, Albert Hudson? I reckon that another good kicking would just about finish you off.” 
 
   The old man pushed past him, glared at the girl, and then stormed out of the pub. Dean turned around, suddenly needing to down his discarded pint.
 
   “Are you alright, Miss?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t think I am, no.” She walked over to a padded seat and collapsed into it.
 
   Dean picked up his pint, drank half of it down, and then took a seat opposite the girl. “I’m Dean, by the way.”
 
   She looked up, “I know. I heard the teacher say your name.”
 
   “Oh, okay. I hope you didn’t mind me intruding there.” This girl looked so familiar, yet for all his effort, Dean just could not place her face.
 
   “I thought he was dead, I even saw the gravestone. Didn’t know he had a brother, did I? My heart almost stopped when the creep spotted me across the bar ten minutes ago. He even licked his lips.”
 
   It didn’t take a genius to work out what that diseased pervert must have done to the poor girl. She looked a bit too old to be still at school though. Whatever happened must have been some time ago. Oh fuck! The chances were that Hudson had continued to go about his disgusting ways despite having the shit kicked out of him. 
 
   He looked at the door and then back at the girl, he really ought to be getting back; he shouldn’t be getting involved with anyone else’s problems.
 
   “Do you want a drink or something?” he said. Shit, where did that come from? The words just seemed to spurt out of their own accord.
 
   She finally took her eyes off the battered mahogany table. She reached across the surface and took hold of one of Dean’s hand. “That’s very sweet of you, Dean” she said, wiping the tears from her face with her other hand. “If you don’t mind, though, I think that I’d rather go for a walk instead.” 
 
   The girl then smiled, “I’m Alison, by the way.”
 
   The name brought his recall to a crashing halt. “You mean you’re Sarah’s baby sister? My God! You were still in your nappies the last time I saw you.” He still found it hard to believe that this girl was the same one from the train.
 
   She stood up, glancing nervously at the bar. “Come on, take me somewhere else.”
 
   He followed her gaze and saw the barman glaring at the pair of them; the gym teacher stood beside the big man, smiling.
 
   “This man would like a word with you, Dean; it’s about you and your friend assaulting his father.”
 
   Dean watched in horror as the barman leaped onto the bar’s surface; the girl screamed and dragged Dean towards the doors with the barman right behind them. Dean grabbed his drink as he passed and hurtled the glass at the snarling man. He managed to dodge out of its way, but his pause allowed them to push through the doors before he could grab them. 
 
   “What do we do now?” she asked.
 
   Dean looked back and watched the huge man and the gym teacher emerge into the warn night air. “We get the hell away from here!”
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Emma Chatsworth leaned forward and stretched the muscles in her back. She had pulled something there. 
 
   “That’s what you get for going up and down a stepladder at your age, you silly moo.”
 
   She’d get her Jack to give it a rub when he got back. Emma sat back in her favourite chair, trying to remember where she’d put that tube of Deep-Heat.
 
   She gazed out of the bedroom window onto the now quiet high street. Emma had moved the chair closer to the window a few minutes ago to watch all the ruckus down below. What a performance, all that running and screaming about; those folk ought to be ashamed of themselves. They must have been strangers, the locals wouldn’t act in that disgraceful manner. The street was now quiet. Emma nodded to herself, that’s how it should be. Folk at this time ought to be in their houses, getting ready for bed. 
 
   That Elsie down at the Rose and Crown must be coining it in. With all her rooms full and with the extra beer money going into her cash register, that woman will be laughing all the way to the bank.
 
   “She’d better spend some of it in here, that’s all I can say.”
 
   It wasn’t just her back that ached; all that movement from climbing those steps had opened the cut in her ankle. It did seem like a daft idea at the time to tape sheets of newspaper over her windows, but Anne had been quite adamant that it had to be done.
 
   When the lady had first entered the shop, telling tales of stocking up, hiding away perishables, and protecting the shop, Emma had assumed it had to do with those reports. She’d listened to all that excitable nonsense on the television this afternoon. It was all way too confusing, and as ridiculous as it seemed, it almost sounded as if some invading army was marching through England’s cities. 
 
   That was just ridiculous; at least, Emma thought it was. She never took much notice of events happening outside of Seeton nowadays. It was always bad news, each and every day, another war, a famine, some earthquake, and not any good news. Emma much preferred the daily chats she had with the rest of Seeton’s womenfolk, now they were far more interesting. 
 
   She’d turned the television off in disgust, folk ought to just get along with each other. Even so, if we had been invaded, it was a bit of a poor do. She just hoped the army would sort them out before they got anywhere near her village.
 
   She couldn’t work out just who had declared war on England. Emma did recall something about a French helicopter firing loads of missiles at a refugee column. She tutted. That sounded about right. She never did trust those Frenchies. Jack had taken her once to Paris a few decades ago, the only time she’d been out of Seeton. She’d hated every moment. The food was all weird and nobody spoke English over there.
 
   Emma sighed and looked across at Tom’s butchers shop. Looking at what he’d done to the front of his shop, she guessed that Anne must have paid him a visit as well. Only he’s used large boards of plywood. That would take some getting off; she hated to think of the damage all those nails would have caused to the frames below. Still, Emma wasn’t going to fret, Tom would soon be in her shop asking for any wood-filler.
 
   He really should have used newspaper. Her mother had done exactly the same during the last war. She had only been a child at the time, but that memory of her mum taping newspaper inside and out of the shop windows stayed in her mind. Her mum even had blackout curtains, she had always believed in making sure.
 
   That Clarence hadn’t bothered doing anything to his shop, which was a bit odd. She’d watched Anne enter the bakers; she’d stayed there for quite some time too. Clarence had a crush on that Anne, everyone in the village knew that piece of not so secret information. She found it sweet, but in turn, just a little weird. Clarence wasn’t the most stable of individuals in Seeton. There had always been something not quite right about that lad; even Clarence’s mum had said that. Emma would have to pay that poor woman a visit tomorrow. Say what you like about the boy, at least he looked after his mum in her time of need.
 
   Well, as long as they didn’t turn on any lights, they should be okay. Those German bombers probably wouldn’t bother with their village anyway. Emma shook her head, trying to disperse that mental fog that had been slowly filling her mind. No, it wasn’t the Germans this time, was it?
 
   Emma bent down and gave her ankle a good rub. When she pulled her hand away it surprised her to find the palm of her hand covered in thick blood. She slowly raised the hand close to her nose, drawn by the powerful metallic scent. Emma moaned aloud and drew her tongue across the palm. The exquisite taste of her own life-fluid oozing down her throat was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She didn’t stop licking until her hand was spotless.
 
   She shivered, feeling alert and awake for the first time since this morning. The true horror of the situation outside and the incident from this morning slammed into her like a runaway express locomotive. The woman leaped up, stared aghast at the sprawled bodies under her window, then she looked at the ugly gash starting at her Achilles heel and leading up to the back of her knee. 
 
   Her moan of despair started at the pit of her stomach and travelled up through her contaminated, changing body until it reached her throat. Emma then fell back down in her chair as the mental fog regained control of her mind.
 
   She couldn’t believe how hungry she was. Emma had already had a spot of supper a bit back, just a couple of slices of toast with a light spread of marmalade. Not too much, mind. It wasn’t healthy to have a large amount just before bedtime.
 
   It was no good, she’d have to have something else. Emma just couldn’t go to bed with this stomach complaining for food; the rumbling would keep her up all night. There was a bit of lime jelly on a plate at the back of the fridge. That would do her; she could also use the last of the vanilla ice cream in the freezer compartment. She was going to save that for her husband when he came back from his walk.
 
   Emma eased her body out of the chair and hobbled over to the bedroom door. This stomach of hers really was annoying her; she really did need to get it filled up with something. 
 
   If Jack still fancied a snack when he came back, she could always fix him up a corned beef sandwich. Emma had two tins left in the cupboard and one hidden away behind her needlework box. Jack was a bugger for helping himself. The man loved the stuff. He also had a tendency for covering the meat in tomato sauce. Emma had no plans on putting any of that into his sandwich. Why Jack insisted on covering all his meals in the stuff was beyond her, he even squirted it in soup.
 
   The image of a white plate covered in the crimson condiment suddenly filled her mind. Emma’s stomach growled. She dragged her hand across the damaged ankle again and moaned in pleasure at the sight of her bloodstained palm. She eagerly lapped the congealing blood off her skin as she made her way downstairs. 
 
   By the time she’d reached the bottom, Emma had completely forgotten what she was supposed to be doing.
 
   That dense mist weaving through her mind receded slightly when she noticed a single brass coat-hook. There should be something on there. The old woman giggled. Jack’s bright red tartan jacket wasn’t where it should be. “What are you like, Emma Chatsworth? You really are a silly moo. The coat is on your husband. How could you forget about Jack?”
 
   She’d threatened the man on numerous times that she would throw that battered old thing into the bin. She didn’t care about the sentimental attachment; he looked like a bloody tramp wearing that old coat. In fact, she had thrown it in the bin a couple of times, but he’d just gone and fished it back out again.  
 
   “He’s taking his sweet time.” She glanced at the wall clock. “He’s been gone simply ages; Jack doesn’t usually take this long. I do hope he’s alright.”
 
   He’d said earlier that he was feeling a bit under the weather. Looking back, her husband did look very pale before he left the house. He told her that he needed a bit of fresh air to clear his head.
 
   “It’s all that boy’s fault, we should have called the police.”
 
   Emma sighed, wishing she hadn’t said that. She’d been trying to forget about that boy all morning. They’d both been enjoying their daily walk when he’d jumped out from that bush. She jerked to a halt at the bottom of the stairs, thinking back…that boy had more fallen out of the bush.
 
   “He must have been from the next village, that place was full to the brim with ruffians. They had gypsies and drug addicts in Netherwell.”
 
   That boy had made a right mess of her husband’s hand when he’d grabbed him, the boy must have had a knife in his hand. Jack had tried to fight back, but that kid had been like a wild beast. She daren’t think what would have happened if that farmer hadn’t shown up. Emma had seen Ken driving towards them as soon as he’d stopped the boy; he’d jumped off his tractor and ran over. The big man literally dived on the boy and knocked him to the floor.
 
   That kid must have caught her leg when Ken rugby tackled him to the ground, and his long nails cut through her tights and into her skin. It didn’t half sting; Emma had been so tempted to kick that boy in the face for that.  
 
   Emma hobbled into the living room, her gnawing hunger intensified when she saw the huge white fridge through the open door. Jack could have the jelly. She needed something more substantial. She rushed into the kitchen, the focus of her desire stood before her. She grabbed the handle and pulled open the fridge door. Her eyes widened at the sight of a small beef joint resting on a plate. She reached in, snatched the meat off the plate, and dug her teeth into the red flesh. As the meat juices dribbled down her chin, the old woman pretty much forgot about the pain in her leg. She stood up and took another huge bite. Emma Chatsworth pretty much forgot about everything apart from the raging desire to consume raw flesh.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
   That overwhelming stench of rot still lingered. He held his nose and shut his mouth, yet the smell was still there. 
 
   “It’s all in your mind, you silly sod.”
 
   George wiped the condensation off the mirror and stared at the haggard looking old man who looked back at him. He looked as though he’d aged another twenty years since this morning. 
 
   “You look eighty and already smell like you’ve been dead six months.” No, he really must be imagining that horrid smell. He’d used enough applications of liquid soap to clean a fucking elephant. 
 
   He’d already spent twenty minutes in the washroom. Anne was probably wondering where he’d got to. George looked up at the closed door, expecting it to open at an anytime. After gazing at the door for a full minute, he sighed, and turned back to stare at the sink. 
 
   Maybe he ought to just stay in here, he had no desire to stand on that stage and talk to his fellow villagers. He knew that Anne would have no problem in public speaking. That incredible voice of hers could entrance any audience.
 
   The door slowly opened a crack.
 
   “Are you decent in there?”
 
   George grinned, “No, but that didn’t stop you earlier.”
 
   Anne opened the door and padded up to him. She leaned in close and took a deep breath. “You smell like washing up liquid. I thought you’d run off. I got so worried.”
 
   He shrugged, “I told you where I was going.”
 
   “Are you coming?”
 
   He shook his head, “I can’t, Anne. I can still smell that reek.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, it’s gone. You smell fine.” She hurried back to the door and leaned out. “I got you a present.” Anne came back in and threw him a bomber jacket.
 
   George caught it, wiggling his nose at the pervading aroma of hay and stale dope-smoke coming off the fabric. 
 
   “I can see that look, George Kasnovski. Just put it on—besides, at least it smells better than rotting meat. Now come on, do as you’re told. You’re not staying in here all night.”
 
   He sighed, put the jacket on, and followed the woman out of the washroom. George swallowed his heart back down and walked down the corridor, towards the main hall. He’d never seen it so full before. 
 
   George entered the hall, thankful that their arrival provoked little reaction. He sneaked behind a group of kids and watched Ken begin his explanation of the events on his farm earlier on. He heard more than his fair share of shocked gasps and quiet whimpers, but he knew that most of the assembled villagers would take the farmer’s calm words as gospel. Ken always chose his words with consideration and never wasted his time in giving out misleading information.
 
   Anne squeezed her way through the kids and took his hand. “Are you okay, George? You’re shaking.”
 
   He hadn’t realised. “Delayed shock, I guess.”
 
   Anne smiled. “Don’t you let anything worry you, my sweet. We have everything planned out. Once he’s finished, Ken will ask for volunteers to help him put these things down. We’ll need a few more lookouts too. We’ll soon have our village back to normal.”
 
   She gently rapped her knuckles on his forehead. “Hello? Earth to George.”
 
   He blinked, “Sorry, that vile smell has come back, I don’t think I’ll ever get rid of it.”
 
   “What you need is a cool drink or something to eat. There’s a small spread in the function room.”
 
   He just had to smile at that. The ladies of Seeton didn’t need much of an excuse to make sandwiches, even if was the advent of Armageddon.
 
   “I’ll get you a glass of orange, if you like.”
 
   He shook his head, “Don’t you trouble yourself, Anne, I’ll go. I’m feeling a little claustrophobic anyway.”
 
   George pushed past her and gave the woman a kiss, much to the amusement of the kids. He hurried out of the hall hoping she wouldn’t follow him. The background noise coming from the hall diminished as did his stress and anxiety. When he reached the function room door, all George wanted to do was to just go home, have a long, hot bath, and climb into bed with a bottle of brandy, and not with Anne.
 
   He sighed, knowing that would never happen. Daft really, it’s not as if he’s feeling guilty for leaving Anne on her own. He’d done his gallant act and already saved her life. Somebody would look after good old Anne, he let out a bitter laugh. Hell, the other men would be queuing up. He’d never realised just how manipulative that woman really was until tonight.
 
      The door was already open, wedged in place with a wooden chair. George guessed that Anne wouldn’t want anyone to be hurt once the stampede for food started. Unreal, that woman thought of everything. Before he could step inside, he heard a loud crash coming from the main hall. He snapped his head back, his heart beating double time at the sound of half a dozen screaming voices.
 
   “Oh, fuck, please not them.” George looked into the function room, wishing he could just hide under the table. “Why not, George? You’d only get in the way.”
 
   There was a wooden mop, propped against the wall. George rushed in, grabbed the pole, and headed back to the hall.
 
   “You silly bastards,” he cried. 
 
   Some idiot had opened a fire door at the back of the building. Several rotting bodies had already shambled through. He saw the nearest one head straight for a young girl, and she hadn’t seen them. Her astonished face watched the other villagers shrinking back from the approaching corpses. Why was nobody helping her?
 
   George pushed through the panicking throng of bodies, screaming at them to move out of his way. The girl still hadn’t moved! That thing was right behind her; how could she not know about it? George could smell it from where he stood. 
 
   “Look out!” he screamed.
 
   He squeezed through the remaining people, grabbed her shoulder, and pulled the girl into the crowd; he then raised the mop and swung it into the side of the dead thing’s exposed skull. It just dropped to the floor like a puppet with its strings cut. George stared at the blackened body sprawled by his feet leaking out thick stinking goo onto the polished wooden floor. He couldn’t believe how easy that had been. George sensed more movement; he looked towards the fire door. There were more of the things coming through. George knew every one of those dead people. He jumped over the body, desperate to stop any of them from getting to the villagers. He then heard the crack of wood against flesh and saw Anne take one of them out with a broken chair leg. 
 
   George then felt the back of his donkey jacket being pulled, and he spun around expecting to find one of the other villagers; instead he came face to face with Tom’s dead father. He screamed in disgust as the rotten corpse tried to pull George’s face towards its teeth. George pushed the mop’s blunt end into the thing’s empty eye socket and thrust the pole through the skull. The old butcher suddenly stopped moving. George pulled the pole out from the skull. He looked around the room, relieved to find the other villagers had broken from their paralysis and were now defending themselves.
 
   He ran towards the open fire door, smashing the mop over the head of one of them that stood in his way. This one refused to go down. 
 
   “Die, you bastard!” he screamed. George raised the improvised weapon above his head, turned it, and drove the blunt end into the man’s forehead.
 
   “You stupid little boy,” he muttered as George reached the fire doors. He saw Harold Dunbar sprawled across the blood-streaked concrete with three corpses gorging on his body. He still had a death-grip on his packet of cigarettes. 
 
   “Told you smoking would be the end of you,” he muttered.
 
   George kicked the fire extinguisher out of the way and slammed both doors shut; he turned round and discovered that no more of the things were left standing. Stunned silence hung heavy in the air; he saw disbelief and shock etched on the villagers’ faces as they stared at the maimed bodies of their dead friends and relatives.
 
   Only one person moved; he watched as a weeping man wearing a grey hooded top slowly made his way towards George. The man shuddered to a halt beside the fallen corpse of one of the dead. He looked straight at George.
 
   “This is all your son’s fault, George Kasnovski,” shouted the retired teacher. “I’ve just had to put my brother down because of him.” He took off his top and kneeled down. The man gently placed the garment over the shattered corpse. 
 
   The entire gathered congregation slowly turned to stare at George.
 
   “I overheard the pair of them, in the pub, his son and that blonde girlfriend of his. Those two have deliberately brought this fucking virus to our village.”
 
   The mood in the room began to change, and he watched their faces change from grief to anger; people whom he’d known all their lives became strangers to him. He then saw Anne nodding along with the rest of them.
 
   “This will only stop when we get rid of them.”
 
   George shook his head, not believing he was hearing this.
 
   The teacher then turned and walked towards the crowd. He looked back at George, pointing his shaking hand. “They both have to die, tonight.” The man then walked up to another of the fallen dead. “You’re quite handy with that mop.” He put his foot under the dead thing’s body and flipped it over. “I guess that in the heated moment, you didn’t notice whose skull you’d smashed in.”
 
   George fell to his knees, staring aghast at the broken face of Madison.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
   Dean shrieked in disgust when his clenched fist broke through the dead thing’s rib cage, he felt like his skin had just been thrust into a bucket of cold frogspawn. It stumbled back and fell over a low wall.
 
   The scientist spun around and grabbed the remaining corpse’s arm. Alison thrust her head back to avoid its snapping jaws. Dean squeezed his hand, shuddering as the decayed blackened flesh squeezed through his fingers and fell to the floor in wet splats. 
 
   “Get this fucking thing off me!” she said, sobbing.
 
   He heard the other one on the other side of the wall trying regain its balance. Dean knew that his time was running out. He pulled with all his strength and fell back in shock as he wrenched the arm out of the dead thing’s socket. Dean dropped the severed limb and rushed up to the struggling couple; he put both his hands around its neck and yanked the corpse back, then swung it round and let go. The corpse collided with the other one and fell back over the wall in a tangle of legs and arms.
 
   Dean wiped his hands down the back of his jeans then took her wrist, pulling the girl away from the pair of corpses.
 
   “Oh god, there’s more of them!”
 
   He’d already seen the corpses shambling along the high street. Seeton’s recent dead must have been digging their way out of the earth for the last hour or so. The virus must have mutated, it shouldn’t be active in necrotic tissue. Despite the improbability, given time, Dean should be able to provide an answer. What concerned him was how the fuck had the virus managed to reach them? The virus was only communicable through contact, and even if was now airborne, it still shouldn’t be able to penetrate six feet of grave soil so quickly.
 
   Dean pulled Alison through the village’s dark high street. He’d rather not even contemplate the amount of corpses wandering through the major cities. The number combined with the infected and the recently bitten must now outnumber the survivors.
 
   “There’s going to be nobody left to save.”
 
   Alison skidded to a stop.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” he shouted.
 
   “Payback time,” she muttered, scooping something off the road. “Look what I’ve got.”
 
   Dean stared in amazement at the cricket bat; she held aloft like a hard won trophy. “It’s already been christened,” he muttered, pointing to the gunk drying on the end. It reminded Dean of black treacle.
 
   “Yeah, on him by the looks of it. Come on, Dean, we need to get away from here.”
 
   He nodded. “We’re going back to my dad’s house, at the top of hill,” he replied.
 
   “But that’s where the zombies are coming from!”
 
   There were over twenty of them now, all shambling their way along the road, their direction only changed when they neared Dean’s position. Somehow, the dead things could detect warm humans close to them. This phenomenon baffled Dean; there should be no way that they could. Any first year biology student would say that it was impossible. “Sorry, but it’s our only choice. Better start practicing your swings.”
 
   A few feet from where they stood a grey-haired woman abruptly stopped, turned, and shuffled towards Alison. Aside from her gait, the woman appeared quite healthy. With her neatly brushed hair and that god awful floral dress, the woman looked more suited to be going to bingo. As she neared them he saw her dirt encrusted hands and the bite marks around the dead woman’s face. Dean guessed that a fox must have gotten her.
 
   “Aim for the head,” he whispered.
 
   Alison nodded and raised the cricket bat above her head. They both jumped when a loud crack shattered the silence and the dead woman’s head exploded, gushing gobbets of grey gunk into the air.  
 
   “What the fuck?” Dean then saw three large individuals, each one wearing dark suits, stood behind the walking corpses. “I don’t believe it, the cavalry has arrived.” The smaller blonde-haired man casually raised his pistol and shot another one; the man stood at the back raised a cane and buried the end into one sneaking up from behind. All the dead had now turned towards the three newcomers.
 
   “We need to get out of here, Dean! Oh fuck, I can’t believe that they’ve followed me here.” She pulled him towards a boarded up shop. “The one at the back, the fat fucker with that cane, well, he owns half of Birmingham.”
 
   The girl dragged Dean around the corner of the shop, and when they were out of sight, she finally released his hand. She slid down the wall, weeping. Alison looked at him. “They’ve come here to kill me.”
 
   He shook his head, not understanding any of this. “What do you mean, he owns half of Birmingham? So he’s a businessman?”
 
   A bitter laugh erupted from her mouth. “Christ, Dean. Have you been living in a cupboard all your life? He’s a gangster, you plant. One of the worst there is.”
 
   “What did you do to him?”
 
   She shrugged, “Does it matter?”
 
   Dean peered around the corner. “They’re coming this way.”
 
   Alison moaned. “We have to find somewhere to hide. Oh God. Please don’t let them get me, Dean! I’d rather be eaten by the dead.”
 
   He picked her off the floor and kissed her gently on the lips. “Don’t worry, Alison, they won’t get you.” He took her hand and led the girl into an alley between the shops. Dean couldn’t see a thing, but that didn’t matter, he knew exactly where he was going. “Did you ever play near the shops when you were younger? He asked.
 
   “No, not really, apart from going into the park, I stayed home or stayed at my mate’s houses.”
 
   Dean chuckled to himself. “You mean you plugged yourself into the computer? That’s what kids do nowadays, isn’t it. Well, in my day, we explored and had fun.”
 
   “That’s just not possible, there’s no way anyone could enjoy themselves in this shit hole. Wait, you do know where you’re going.”
 
   “Me and Tom used this alley to sneak into his dad’s shop. You’d be surprised how many people would buy bargain priced joints off a pair of twelve-year-old kids.”
 
   “You mean Tom used to nick meat off his old man? That’s evil.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. He never did twig either.”
 
   Dean stopped moving when his foot touched something solid and gave it a light kick. “There’s something in my way; I think it’s a pile of wood.”
 
   “Can’t we step over it?”
 
   He cut his reply short when Dean heard the sound of running feet. He turned his head, “They’re close by,” he whispered.
 
   The woman gasped.
 
   “Don’t worry, Alison, it’s too dark; they won’t be able to see us.”
 
   He watched as two of the men ran past the alleyway. The fat man stopped, and Dean watched him lean forward. It honestly felt as though he knew they were down here. After what seemed like an eternity, the man looked in the other direction. He must have satisfied his curiosity and decided that they weren’t down here. 
 
   Dean’s sigh of relief stuck in his throat when the pile of wood started to moan and move. Alison’s hand tightened around his, she’d heard it too. He lifted his foot and slammed it back down. Something cracked, but the thing still moved. He then saw to his horror that the fat man must have heard the sound as well. Dean watched him gesticulating with his arms. He didn’t have a gun, but his friends did. A couple of shots down here would finish them both off.
 
   He slammed his foot down once more, feeling as though he’d just stamped on a balloon full of cold jelly. “Alison,” he hissed. “Get ready to run, and if anything tries to grab you, kick back, you understand?”
 
   She whimpered. He took that as a yes. Dean saw one of the other men stand in front of the alleyway before he dragged the crying girl across the moving lump of dead flesh. 
 
   Dean soon reached solid ground and dragged the girl further down the alley; he was betting that the crack he’d felt was one of its leg bones snapping, and if it was, it should slow it down enough to allow them to escape.
 
   He heard the girl stifle a cry when a single shot echoed through the dark alley. “Just another few seconds, we’re almost there.” He heard footsteps behind them. They were in the alley. Dean put his hand against the rough stonework, feeling for the metal bars across the basement window. It had to be around here somewhere. Dean refused to think that anyone would have blocked it up. His blood then ran cold when he realised that blocking up that window would have been the first job Tom would have done when he took over the shop. The young butcher wouldn’t have wanted the same trick to be played on him.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   Dean gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. He feared the worse. There were two men in the alley now from the sound of it, and not that far behind either. He then felt the first window bar and resisted the urge to scream for joy. “We’re here.”
 
   He twisted around and put his hands on her waist then gently swung her past him, “You go first,” he whispered. “The middle bar comes out, just pull it up and slide it out.”
 
   As Alison climbed through the window he looked back, trying to work out where those men were; he heard one of them swear out loud and a couple of gunshots rang out. Dean guessed that they’d just found the moving pile of wood. Alison was through. He followed her in, watching the two shapes hurry back the way they came. He’d have to remember to thank that dead thing for saving their lives.
 
   He dropped onto the dusty floor and immediately felt a set of warm lips find his. She moved away after a few seconds and groaned. 
 
   “Thank you, Dean. I thought we were goners just then.”
 
   Dean led her towards the cellar steps. “I’ll confess that I wasn’t that confident of getting out of there in one piece.”
 
   If Alison’s gangster friends continued travelling the same direction, then they ought to end up near the village hall, which suited Dean just fine. He and Alison would be able to sneak out of the butcher’s front door and get back to Dad’s house. They ought to be there in a few minutes.
 
   They both skidded to a halt when the cellar door slowly swung open. Dean stared in astonishment at the diminutive shadow framed in the doorway.
 
   “Tom? Is that you, old mate?”
 
   The man laughed. “Who else would it be?”
 
   Dean then saw the cleaver in the butcher’s hand.
 
   “I had a feeling that you’d pay me a visit.”
 
   “Tom, what are you doing with the cleaver?”
 
   The man looked down at his hand, “Well, old friend, I’m afraid that I’ve got a bit of bad news.” 
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-three
 
    
 
   The crack in his new dining table had widened. It had even got worse since this morning. He could now see the kitchen tiles through the twatting gap. Well, there was no chance that he’d let that soap dodging twatter get away with this one. First thing in the morning, Gavin Ellis was going to pay a visit to Huggins Furniture shop and stick his easy payment plan right up that cheating bastard’s arse.
 
   Two hundred quid he’d paid for his shoddy built lump of twatting crap. That’s nearly a month’s worth of beer money he’d thrown away.
 
   Gavin could picture that smarmy fresh-scrubbed fat face beaming when he’d entered the man’s shop. He’d taken Gavin for a complete ride. Roger Huggins had literally bounded towards Gavin. With his overweight frame forced into that white suit, and two sizes two small, the man cut a rather sad picture. He looked like a silly fat fool.
 
   Looking back, he should have figured that the image had been just a smoke screen. Roger Huggins was a shark, a predator, and a bloody good one too.
 
   Fifty quid per month and only four payments, a complete knockdown price; this was on sale only a week ago and five hundred pounds. We’ll even deliver it for you. A dining table and four chairs of this high standard would set you back over a grand anywhere else. Gavin had nodded along like a complete twatting retard, listening to all of the bullshit flannel spewing out of this gobshite’s mouth, and believing every twatting word.
 
   He ran one of his thick fingers along the jagged edge. “He took you for a wild ride, my son,” he murmured.
 
   What pissed him off more than anything was that he hadn’t wanted the bloody thing in the first place. It had been that twatting wife of his who’d begged him to part serious cash for this.
 
   Fallen in love with it, she had. Seen it in the window and just had to have it. What Gavin would have liked to know was what business the bitch had on the other side of the village. The furniture shop was nowhere near any of the other shops. He’d have to remember to ask her that one.
 
   Sarah had even promised him to take real good care of it, to clean and polished the table and chairs every day. Not that Gavin gave a fuck about the house anymore. He rarely spent time in here anyway. He’d rather be in his garage with his motorbikes.
 
   The only occasions he bothered to enter the house was to eat, sleep, clean up before hitting the pub, and when the need arose, to give Sarah a good seeing to, either with his cock or fist. Didn’t matter which, both were fulfilling.  
 
   Occasion number one had been the reason why he’d pulled himself away from stripping down that Yamaha’s engine. After discovering the twatting crack and the realisation that the fat cunt had sold him a lemon, his appetite had deserted him.
 
   He sighed, thinking that he ought to just pull Roger’s arms and legs off. He then took another look at the damage; he’d rather not allow his mates to find out about this. After a close inspection, he reckoned that the gap should be fixable.  He’d take a trip into the village tomorrow and see if that old bag in the general store had any wood filler.
 
   Gavin sure as fuck wasn’t giving it back, he’d just not give that twatter anymore money. He grinned to himself, pleased that he’d come up with a workable solution. He felt rather cheerful now; hell, with the cash he’d saved he might even get Sarah’s television fixed. He was sick to fuck of her whining on about it anyhow.
 
   With that problem out of the way, he sat down in one of the new chairs, surprised at how comfortable it was. It did occur to him that perhaps the joke was on Roger. What if this dining table set really was worth a couple of grand? He laughed, wouldn’t that be the clincher. Once he’d repaired the damage, Gavin would get it valued, just in case.
 
   He looked under the table to see if there were anymore cracks. Gavin saw no evidence, but he did notice something that made him smile. At the edge of the table lay Sarah’s best jeans. She loved those things. He grinned, they were just what he needed. Gavin slid down the chair and reached out with one leg and dragged the garment across the floor. When the white jeans were under his feet, Gavin wiped both his oil-stained boots on the material.
 
   That’ll be a right bitch to get clean,” he said, grinning.
 
   Speaking of bitches, where the fuck was she with his twatting food? He already told her what time he’d be in for it. Sarah understood what the consequences were for lateness.
 
   “Are you in the kitchen, girl?” he shouted. “Come on, I’m fucking starving.”
 
   He leaned back in amazement; the bitch was actually ignoring him! She had to be in there, he could smell the twatting food. He almost laughed aloud; imagine that, his wife was openly defying him after all these years.
 
   “Are you going to answer me? Don’t make me come in there, girl.” He had to give her another chance; after all, Gavin Ellis was a big softie at heart. He counted aloud to ten; she always knew that trouble was brewing when she heard Gavin count. There was still no sign of that apologetic face, and then it dawned on Gavin that she really was going to defy him.
 
   This was a most interesting development. At any other time he would have enjoyed employing Mr. Fist and his equally competent brother to search for that bitch’s misplaced respect. Not now though, at least not until his gut was full.
 
   Gavin stood up, grabbed the chair he’d been sitting on, and hurled it into the living room. It slammed against the television, knocking it over. It just occurred to Gavin that he’d bought the TV from that moon-faced fat bastard as well. The chair had withstood the assault; he hadn’t expected that.
 
   He stormed past the dining set, heading towards the open kitchen door, making sure that he made as much noise as possible. Gavin needed to know that the defiant blonde twatting bitch knew that her husband was coming in there to have words. He pictured her in there, huddled in a corner, shaking her tiny tits off, whimpering like a scared puppy, and desperately looking for somewhere to hide.
 
   “Don’t you fret, my clenched fists, you’ll soon be pressed against her skin.” He just needed to eat something first. The notion that Sarah hadn’t even made him anything had crossed his mind; if that was the case then he’d use her housekeeping and order a takeaway, and then he’d beat the shit out of her.
 
   The thought of watching her scared bunny eyes darting from mouth to spoon as he ate helped to calm his foul mood. 
 
   The man walked into the tiny kitchen, his snarl fell off his face, and he slowly lowered his arms when Gavin saw that his wife wasn’t even in here.
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   He hadn’t expected that, where the hell was the bitch?
 
   Sarah may be nowhere to be seen, but his food wasn’t. He spotted the white oval dinner plate sat on the counter top next to the draining board.  Only the edge of the plate was visible. This was fantastic; Sarah had really piled the food on.
 
   “It’s a grub hill,” he said, grinning. “It gets better; I do believe that I can see pie crust underneath the mushy peas.”
 
   This was a pleasant surprise. Gavin loved Sarah’s homemade pie. The woman’s cooking skills were the envy of the village. There wasn’t much that she couldn’t bake, roast, boil, or grill. Her kitchen accomplishments were one of the reasons why he’d married her.
 
   He took his favourite spoon out of the cutlery drawer. Gavin had never seen the point of using a fork, any food that the spoon had difficulty with, he just used his fingers.  He picked up the plate and carried it out of the kitchen. After buying the table set, he might as well use the twatting thing.
 
   His love of home-cooked food only ignited after his first stay-over at his Uncle Ken’s farmhouse. Gavin had never realised that food could taste so good until he sampled the delights of his Aunty Dorothy’s steak pie, followed by blueberry crumble. Gavin’s mum had brought him up on the suspicious delights of tinned food and cheap meals from the local freezer shop.
 
   Gavin’s mouth underwent orgasmic glee as he stuffed it full of pie, chips, and mushy peas. The meat in the pie tasted like lamb and chicken. There was never a shortage of fresh meat in their fridge. Tom always looked after his two oldest friends. Then again, the butcher owed him big time for fixing up Tom’s knackered old Land Rover a few weeks ago. He’d put in a lot of time and effort into sorting out that motor. It was only fair that Gavin should have his pick of the occasional choice cut of meat, along with the odd bird thrown in for good measure.
 
   “This is incredible!” he shouted, looking towards the kitchen. “You really have surpassed yourself, lass. I’ll tell you what, what say I nip down to the village first thing in the morning and pick you up a new telly?”
 
   He wouldn’t go to that rip off Roger either. Tom told him the other day that creepy Clarence wanted to sell his for a reasonable price. Gavin then slowly put the spoon back on the plate. Why the hell was he shouting into the twatting kitchen? For crying out loud, he’d just come out of there, and unless the bitch had squeezed herself in the fridge, Sarah wasn’t in there.
 
   “Where the fuck is she?”
 
   Gavin left the table, intending to finish his meal once he’d found his woman. He could not scoff another gob-full until he’d resolved this twatting mystery. Could she have gone upstairs to the bog? Yeah, that made sense. The bitch was always running up and down the stairs with that bladder of hers.
 
   Sarah was always whining on about her waterworks, suggesting that these troubles hadn’t started until he’d married her; there had been no direct implication, but he knew the bitch blamed him. Admittedly, his fist family had been a little over enthusiastic with her down below bits in the early days of their marriage. Even so, it wasn’t his fault that she’d been born with frail insides.
 
   Gavin stood at the foot of the stairs and heaved a frustrated sigh at the sight of the open toilet door directly above him. She couldn’t be in there. Sarah always shut and bolted the door whenever she paid a visit. Fuck knows why, considering there were only two of them in the twatting house. There had been talk of bringing a baby Ellis into the world, but he soon knocked that idea out of her silly head. 
 
   “Oh, come on, you silly bitch, where the fuck are you? This has now gone beyond annoying.”
 
   He then heard something hit the floor right above his head. Gavin laughed, “So that’s where you’ve been hiding!”  
 
   Gavin slowly climbed the stairs. “You are so going to regret fucking me off!” he shouted.
 
   It had been a while since her behaviour demanded the full works, but this incident was too serious to ignore. After the fist family had finished their dance, their downstairs neighbour would then be called out to play. If the bitch was still capable of moving, he’d get her to make him up another dinner. 
 
   He reached the top of the stairs and peered into the bathroom just to make sure. Gavin then padded across to the spare room and placed his ear against the door.
 
   “Sarah, come out right now and I promise that I’ll go easy on you.”
 
   Gavin stepped back. He had no intention of going easy on her, but she wasn’t to know that. She’d do as he ordered, though, of that he was sure.
 
   Something thudded against the door on the other side. 
 
   “So, that’s your reply is it?” He pictured the woman crouched in the corner of the room, surrounded by a collection of small objects. She’d gone through a moment of madness only once since they’d been married. After a rather vicious episode with Gavin’s fist family, she’d run into the kitchen screaming her silly little head off. When he’d followed the hysterical bitch, she assaulted him with an assortment of flying kitchen utensils.
 
   Something else thudded against the door. Gavin folded his arms. The stupid bitch had chosen the wrong room to pull this damn fool stunt. She’d be shit out of luck for decent ammunition in there. Apart from his collection of bike mags, the only other items of significant quantity were her large collection of soft toys. He figured that was what he was hearing hitting the door.
 
   “This is your last warning, bitch.”
 
   Another noise caught the man’s ear. This one came from right outside the house. Oh, fuck! Some twatter was inside his beloved garage! He’d recognize the distinctive sound of his creaking garage door anywhere.
 
   “I’ll deal with you in a minute,” he growled.
 
   Gavin raced into the main bedroom and gazed out of the window, and he was just in time to see his wife emerge from the garage, stop, then look up to the window. She saw him and waved.
 
   He backed away from the window. “What the fuck is going on here?” Gavin grabbed the baseball ball that he kept beside his bed and crept towards the spare bedroom. He raised the bat above his head, then slowly counted to three.
 
   Once he’d reached his desired number, the man raised his foot and slammed his boot against the handle. The door swung open and a silent cloud of black and grey feathers flew through the doorway and engulfed the shrieking man.
 
   Gavin staggered back, he dropped the bat and fell against the wall. Dozens of tiny pointed beaks belonging to some of Seeton’s missing bird population drilled into the man’s exposed skin surface, transforming his flesh into something that resembled tenderized beef steak.
 
   The man’s cries abruptly ceased when a sparrow flew into his open mouth and lodged itself deep in his throat.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-four
 
    
 
   Alison had been through way too much weird shit today to be fazed by this short-arsed bastard. Some psycho butcher threatening with a tiny cleaver didn’t even get into her top ten.
 
   “You should have stayed away, Dean, you and your plague.”
 
   “You ain’t making sense, Tom. Look, move out of my way and let us through. I’m in no mood for games.”
 
   “This is no game!” screamed the butcher. “You’ve killed our village with your filthy disease.”
 
   Alison couldn’t take this anymore, what the fuck was up with these people? She ran towards the idiot, screaming at the top of her voice. Alison had dropped the bat in the alley, but its absence didn’t make a difference, Tom must have dismissed her as some inconsequential teenage nobody. His eyes turned to saucers, and he turned and ran back up the stairs.
 
   “Fucking coward,” she grinned.
 
   “Jesus, he could have stuck that in your head!”
 
   Alison shook her head, “Who him? The action man of Seeton? Give over. Our Sarah told me all about him, he talks big, but he’s just a big pudding.”
 
   She watched the man scurry back towards the window.
 
   “What are you doing?” she hissed. For all Tom’s cowardice, it wouldn’t take him long to figure that he could just finish them both off by standing at the top of his stairs and fling his knives at them. She just hoped that he hadn’t thought of that one yet. Alison gazed up the stone steps; he’d yet to make a reappearance. Alison jumped when Dean tapped her on the shoulder.
 
   When she spun around, he pressed the cricket bat into her hands.  
 
   “Now we can go,” he said.
 
   Alison kissed his grinning face and raced up the steps, just aching for that butcher to attempt another confrontation. They both reached the top without seeing him. 
 
   “Where’s he gone?”
 
   Dean shrugged. “Who cares? Look, we have to get to my dad’s house. I need to get this stopped.”
 
   Alison leaned against the back wall and blinked, “Wait, what he said just then about you bringing this to Seeton.  Are you telling me that all this madness is your fault?”
 
   The man shook his head. “Of course, it isn’t my fault. I worked on the project, but I didn’t release the fucking stuff.” The man started to cry. “Do you think I wanted this to fucking happen? Jesus, you have no fucking idea what stress I’m under here. Millions, maybe billions, of people are going through torture because of what I’ve helped to create.” Dean ran up to her and grabbed both her hands. “I can stop this from spreading, maybe even reverse, it but I sure as fuck can’t do it in here.”
 
   She didn’t know what to believe anymore. Then Alison took one look at that agonized expression and saw that he believed what he was saying. Even if there was just one grain of truth in his words, Alison realised that she had no other choice. She had to help him.
 
   “Where does your dad live?”
 
   The look of relief on the strange man’s face was tangible. Did he honestly think that she’d abandon him? It’s not as if she had anywhere else to go. 
 
   Dean took her hand in his and pulled Alison towards the door that she guessed would lead to the shop.
 
   “What about Tom?” she asked. “He’ll be waiting for us, and this time that nutter would have his metal friends with him.”
 
   “I used to have a mate called Gavin back in the old days. Always starting fights he was. Have a guess where Tom was when stuff kicked off.”
 
   Alison shrugged, not sure where he was going with this.
 
   Dean smiled. “He hid under tables or behind a wall.” Dean grabbed the door handle; he then stared at the girl. “I’ll bet you a tenner that the yellow bozo hasn’t changed. He’s all mouth. He always has been.”
 
   Alison sighed and followed him into the back of the shop. She hoped he was right about him not changing. Dean was betting both their lives on it. He stopped before the closed door, tapped the cricket bat with one hand, then grabbed the handle with the other one.
 
   “You were the one who called him a big pudding,” he whispered. “If he hasn’t run off, bop him one.”
 
   Alison grinned. “Bet on it.”
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   Dean pulled the door open and rushed through, Alison followed close behind, she had no intention of losing him in the darkness.
 
   “I can’t see shit,” she muttered.
 
   “Christ on a bike, he’s boarded up the shop. No wonder it’s dark in here.”
 
   Alison looked over the man’s shoulder and saw glimpses of starlight leaking through the gaps in the boards. “What’s he done that for?”
 
   “Hush,” he hissed. “I think I can hear him.”
 
   Her eyes were slowly getting used to the dark room. She found that the stairs had led them directly to the preparation area behind the counter. She put her hand out and felt another wooden door frame next to this one. She guessed that the other door either led to the butcher’s meat freezers or to his living room. Could he be hiding in there? Alison hoped so, she wanted to get out of this spooky shop as quickly as possible without bumping into him again.
 
   The customer’s view of the butchers shop formed in her mind. Her mum used to bring Alison in here every Saturday. She remembered gazing in fascination at the butcher’s assorted collection of silver instruments hung up at the back of the shop. She turned and walked forward two paces. The butcher always hung the largest knife at the end. To the eyes of a seven year old, that knife was huge, more like a weapon that a medieval knight would use to cut down his enemies.
 
   She raised her arm and moved closer to the back wall until her hand made contact with the cold tiles. It didn’t take her probing fingers long to encounter the razor sharp steel blade.
 
   “Bingo!” she whispered. Alison laid the bat down on the wooden block beside her and gently lifted the knife down. If that butcher was still in the shop, then he may have second thoughts of trying anything stupid when he saw a mental teenager brandishing a big knife.
 
   Alison turned around; her thoughts of finding another knife for Dean left her when she spotted a larger, moving shadow on the other side of the counter.
 
   “Look out!” she cried. Alison picked up the bat and slammed it down. The counter shattered, spraying shards of glass across the shop. She rushed back to Dean and saw the butcher crawling on all fours towards the door. He glanced back, squealed and threw himself towards the door. Alison guessed that Tom had just spotted the knife.
 
   “Get the fuck away from the door!” shouted Dean.
 
   “Just you wait until I tell the others,” he shouted, reaching for the door handle. “Anne was right about you. The others will sort you out. See if they don’t. Who’s going to pay for a new counter top, that’s what I’d like to know.”
 
   Dean ran towards the man. Tom cried out and pulled open the door. Alison watched in horror as the butcher ran straight into somebody stood right outside the shop. The figure’s arms wrapped around the shrieking butcher and its head dived down and bit into Tom’s face.
 
   The figure then dragged the limp body out into the street. Alison gasped and the starlight illuminated its distorted features. “Oh, Jesus, that’s the old woman from the general store.”
 
   Dean nodded, “Mrs. Chatsworth.” 
 
   They both crept up to the open door. Alison raised the knife; she intended to shove the business end straight through the woman’s eye.
 
   Dean grabbed her arm. “Don’t.” he whispered. “It’s not her fault.”
 
   The scientist released her arm and slowly edged around the doorframe and onto the pavement. She followed him, keeping well away from the dead butcher’s body and the old woman hung over him. Alison’s stomach rolled over as the ghoul bent down and fastened her mouth around Tom’s. They looked like a grotesque pair of lovers.  The old woman then pulled her head back, and between her clenched teeth was the butcher’s tongue. She turned away and followed Dean away from the shop.
 
   “This is almost over. My dad’s house is at the top of the hill, it’s only a minute from here.” Dean turned his head and looked back. “She’ll be back to normal, Alison, as well as everyone else who’s been infected.”
 
   Alison hoped to Christ he knew what he was doing, she thought they’d been bloody lucky to last this long. Their luck wouldn’t last forever. She glanced around, thankful that the street was devoid of people, living or dead. She hoped it would stay that way.
 
   “Here we go,” he announced, opening the gate.
 
   No lights shone from the windows. Alison took that as a sign that their luck was still holding out. She had no wish to bump into Dean’s old man, or for that matter, any other villager. That teacher had bound to have found other locals by now. Fuck knows what poisonous lies that bastard must have spread. Thinking back to what the butcher had said, she guessed that he’d found at least somebody.
 
   The scientist unlocked the front door and ushered Alison into the dark house.
 
   “Dean, where’s the bathroom?”
 
   He directed her to the foot of the stairs. “It’s the first door at the top of the stairs.”
 
   She gave the man a kiss on the cheek and raced up the steps. She so needed to clean the gunk off her hands and face. The irony of her desire was not lost on her. She’d spent the last couple of years not giving a shit about her body and then, all of a sudden, she meets a man who she actually fancies, and straightaway she wants to freshen up. Alison entered the bathroom and shut the door behind her.
 
   “Jesus, did I really think that? Come on, lass. Get a grip. We’re in the middle of Armageddon and you’re getting all hormonal?” Alison turned on the hot tap and splashed water over her face. “You are one weird woman. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   She sighed and left the bathroom, wondering when this madness would be over. Alison peered over the banister, trying to catch sight of Dean; then she jerked her head towards the open window at the end of the landing and gasped. Oh, crap, there were people in the garden. Alison ran to the window and gazed down; the sneering face of the fat gangster stared back at her. He grinned and waved.
 
   Alison ran back to the top of the stairs, “Dean! Where are you?” There was no reply. She saw the front door was still closed. “What are they playing at?” She laughed bitterly, it’s not like they could get away. Alison raced down the stairs, refusing to give up so easily. There must be a back door.
 
   Before she reached the bottom of the stairs, a shadow reached out from behind the coat hooks and grabbed Alison’s slender neck. The ugly face of one of the gangster’s lackey’s peered out from behind a parka.
 
   “Boo.” He said.
 
   The man dragged her down the remaining steps, put his thick arm around Alison, and pushed her through a door and into the living room. The other lackey had Dean in an arm-lock.
 
   Stood beside the fireplace were an old man and a middle-aged woman. Alison recognised the woman, she used to teach at the primary school. The woman glared at Alison.
 
   “Come on, Dad,” shouted Dean. “Tell this dickhead to get off me.”
 
   The scientist screamed when the man holding him tightened his grip.
 
   The old man shook his head. “You’ve brought this on yourself, son. You should have stayed in London.”
 
   Alison watched the witch nod her head, smiling. She grabbed the old man’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.
 
   “Hello, Alison. It’s been a while.”
 
   She twisted her head and saw the fat gangster had walked in. The teacher stood behind him. 
 
   Alison screamed and spat at the pair of them. The gangster just shook his head; he wiped her saliva off his face and then walked between the pair of them.
 
   “Jacob, take them both outside and get rid of them. Be subtle about it please, no gunshots.”
 
   She watched the lackey holding Dean grin, then he pushed Dean past her and out of the house. The one holding her followed. She tried to struggle, but it was useless; he just picked Alison up and carried her out into the night. 
 
   “Get the fuck off me,” she growled. “I’ve been infected; one scratch from me is all it will take.”
 
   She then saw Dean look at her. She thought he was going to tell her that he loved her; instead he just grinned and winked. He then brought his heal down on the big man’s foot. The gangster howled in agony and let Dean go. 
 
   Like a racehorse, Dean jumped away from the gangster, shot across the path, and jumped over the gate into the back garden. The man holding Alison threw her towards the cursing gangster holding his ankle.
 
   “You’re a fucking dipshit, Craig.” He made sure that Craig had her secure before walking towards the gate. “Keep her safe.” He found the catch and opened the gate. “I’m going to kill you real slow,” he said, looking back.
 
   The man disappeared into the back garden. Craig stood up, grabbed her hair, and pulled Alison’s head back. “You’ve got such a pretty throat,” he whispered.
 
   The man dragged her through the gate. She immediately saw the other one stood outside a large wooden shed. He placed one finger over his lips. Alison knew exactly what that meant. Dean must be hiding in that shed!
 
   She tried to get away from the bastard holding her. Alison had to warn him. For her trouble, she received a fist against the side of her head. The blow knocked her sideways; the man pulled her back upright; Alison’s head spun.
 
   “I hope one of those dead things bites off your fucking cock,” she snarled at him.
 
   The man giggled. “You’ve got a potty mouth.”
 
   Through her tear blurred vision, Alison saw the gangster open the shed door and gasped in delight as he fell back when a huge, black dog jumped out of the shed.
 
   The one holding her then cried out and released Alison. She turned and saw the gangster on the floor, Dean stood above him, holding a spade. He then lifted the tool above his head and slammed it into his face. Dean dropped the spade and pulled her out of the garden.
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   Dean pulled off a pair of thick gardening gloves and threw them behind him. “Gruff got one of them, and I pressed a nettle plant into the other bastard’s face. Come on, lass. Time is running out.”
 
   They ran back into the house, Dean raced up the stairs with Alison right behind him. He turned before he reached the top and pressed something heavy into her hands. She looked down to discover he’d given her a pistol.
 
   “It’s time to end this shit right now,” he hissed. Dean folded her fingers around the gun. “If anyone comes out of that room, kill them.” 
 
   She nodded and watched him rush into one the rooms above her. She turned around and gasped—the fat gangster stood at the foot of the stairs.
 
   Alison pointed the business end at the man’s face; he just laughed and put his foot on the first step. There was no fear showing whatsoever. 
 
   “Put the gun away, missy. We both know that you won’t pull that trigger.”
 
   He took another step up.
 
   “Look, you have shown that you’re a resourceful girl, so I’ll do you a deal. Put away the shooter and I’ll let you live. You’ve got more guts than I thought.
 
   Alison looked down at that smug face and gently squeezed the trigger.
 
   “At least my guts are still inside me.”
 
   Dean rushed out of the room holding two syringes. He looked at the scarlet mess splattered over the wall and gazed at the smoking pistol in Alison’s hand. He smiled. “Good job,” he said, joining her on the stairs. “Come on, let’s get this finished.”
 
   She saw the teacher and the woman rush into the hallway. Sean’s father stood behind the woman, and when he saw the mess, he turned and ran back into the room. Dean ran past Alison and pressed one of the syringes into the teacher’s chest. He cried out and dropped to the floor.
 
   The teacher and the other two rushed into the hallway, Dean pressed the first syringe into the teacher’s chest and stepped back as he fell to floor. 
 
   “What have you done?” screamed Anne. 
 
   “Don’t get all moody, you bitch. I’ve got you one as well.” He pushed the other needle into the woman’s arm. She followed the teacher’s example and hit the floor. Dean jumped over the prone bodies and stood onto the steps. He dug another syringe out of his coat pocket, and Alison noticed that the fluid in this one was bright green, almost fluorescent. He threw it at Alison. “I’ll let you have the honour. Inject that into the man, then step back.”
 
   She nodded and did what he said. 
 
   “Don’t just stand there, lass! Get back here.”
 
   She ran to the stairs, turned, and watched the teacher’s skin stretch like an inflating balloon before bursting open like a wet paper bag filled with blood.
 
   Dean’s father stood by the living room, his hand over his mouth. She watched him give another syringe to the old man; he held the stuff in his trembling fingers like the green fluid would jump out of the container and eat him.
 
   “You’ve got a few seconds left, Dad. You need to inject your girlfriend or she’ll get off the floor and eat you.”
 
   “I can’t do it.”
 
   Dean shrugged. “If you don’t, then you’ll die too. It’s no skin off my nose, you spineless bastard.”
 
   “Anne was right about you, Dean, you are evil.”
 
   The woman raised her head and slowly began to get up, and Alison heard her start moaning. Dean jumped over the woman and joined Alison on the steps. She raised the pistol.
 
   “Wait,” he said, shaking his head.
 
   Dean’s dad held the syringe out in front of him; the woman finally got off the floor and staggered towards him. The old man screamed out and pushed the needle into her chest. The woman fell back.
 
   “Are you happy now, you fucker?” screamed the old man.
 
   Dean sighed, “Watch, Dad.”
 
   The woman’s skin slowly returned to normal colour, she groaned, and then sat up. “What happened?” she asked.
 
   Dean went up to the confused woman; he pulled her onto her feet and pushed her out of the house.
 
   He glared at his dad then took Alison back upstairs.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   He pushed her into a bedroom and collapsed onto the bed. “I designed the solution to be airborne. That vindictive bitch is a walking cure; it shouldn’t take too long to spread.”
 
   “How did you know it would work though?”
 
   He grinned, “I tried it out on the dog when you were upstairs.”
 
   “So is it over?”
 
   He nodded. “What say you and me disappear somewhere?”
 
   She joined him on the bed and stroked his hair. “Where do you want to go?”
 
   “I don’t give a fuck as long as it’s away from Seeton.”
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Ralph Kasnovski struggled to keep up with his friends, this just wasn’t fair. They were way older than him, Gary, their leader had turned thirteen; he was almost an adult now. Ralph climbed onto the rusted remains of a burned out van and saw his four friends scampering across the field. Now that he was higher, Ralph could work out their destination. They were heading towards one of the region’s quarantine zones. They’d been told time and time again never to go near those places. 
 
   He grinned. Ralph should have guessed that they’d be making their way over there. Gary had refused to tell him where they were going. They said that he’d tell and had threatened to beat him up.
 
     Well, let them go in there and get all contaminated. Ralph didn’t care. It’s not like any of them were nice to him. The only reason they let him hang around was because Ralph’s dad was their district’s cadaver exterminator.
 
   Not that there was much call for his services these days; even so, the other kids all thought his dad was way cool.
 
   “They wouldn’t say that if they had him as their dad,” he muttered.
 
   Ralph climbed off the van and walked in the opposite direction. He wondered if he’d be able to sneak into the west district. He knew that the district wall just beyond the habitation zone had more than a few missing bricks knocked out of it. Ralph overheard his father complaining that west district were hoarding food again. Apparently, they even had apple trees.
 
     He tapped the dial on his giger armband and gave those other boys one last glance before breaking into a sprint. He’d have to hurry, it would be dark soon, and if there were any ground bursters left, the night time is when they came out.
 
   Something stuck out of the ground, and it caught his moccasin. Ralph cried out and crashed into the long grass.
 
   “That flipping hurt!” he shouted. Ralph gazed at the bright red blood leaking through a large hole in his trousers; he knew his mum would be furious with him. It had taken her a whole week to make these for him.
 
   He examined the ground, trying to find out what had tripped him up; he gasped in surprise when he saw the corner of what appeared to be a metal box sticking out of the ground. Ralph had expected to find a rock. 
 
   The dirt around the box was soft, and it didn’t take him that long to excavate enough to allow him to pull the bizarre contraption out of the ground. After walking round and round the box, he eventually identified what appeared to be an opening. This was so exciting! Ralph fell to his knees and with shaking hands, he managed to prise the lid off. His excitement diffused when he gazed inside; the only thing in the box was a dead animal. It looked a like a small rat. He shook his head in puzzlement. It definitely wasn’t a rat, this thing had a furry tail. He thrust his hand in the box.
 
   Ralph screamed in agony when the animal suddenly came to life and bit into his finger.   
 
    
 
   The End.
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   Chapter one
 
    
 
   Straight to the Point
 
    
 
    
 
   I rolled the ball down the side of my face, and after a moment’s pause, I gripped it tight and rubbed it down my cheek. I can’t deny that the sensation pleased me. As strange as it sounded, the experience took my thoughts back to a more pleasing time. Back to when we indulged in our excesses every minute of every hour. 
 
   Then the world went to complete shit, and the dead things shambled across the face of the land, and like a vast plague of locusts, they munched down on anything not already dead.
 
   How any of us poor fuckers managed to live through the opening scene to Armageddon is beyond me. I guess that even the living dead underestimated our tenacity for clinging to this fragile life.
 
   Oh, wait. It’s difficult for me to continue this sombre tale without chuckling here. It’s the irony that’s causing the laughter. You see, all this ‘us’ business is really a bit of a red herring. I’m not really one of ‘you.’
 
   I sure hope that I haven’t upset your delicate sensibilities with that rather profound proclamation. By that, I’m really saying that I sure hope you haven’t fucking shit your pants. 
 
   Yeah, you got it in one. Go to the top of the class. Collect a goldfish, and pin a gold star on your chest. I’m what you normals call a Hunter, and I won’t deny that I do rather like that title. It evokes a sense of fear, respect, and reverence. I say, if the gloves fits, then wear it. 
 
   It also evokes repugnance as well as hate, but we can’t have it both ways now, can we? We’re mutants, hybrids, a creature halfway between zombie and human, or perhaps a melding of the two is more to your liking? 
 
   We have your intellect yet we also possess the insatiable desire to consume your sweet tasting flesh. So I'd advise you to keep that plug firmly stuck up your arse, and hold on to something tight. You see, if you're reading this, it can only mean that I'm not that far away. Wait, forget the holding onto something, just sit the hell down, I really don't want you to properly shit yourself. I prefer my food untainted.
 
   Still here. Fuck me, ain't you the brave soul. Fair enough, keep reading, and I'll show you exactly what I do to ‘brave souls.'
 
   I rolled this tennis ball around in my fingers, hypnotised by how those two pieces of fabric just snuggled together to form my latest find, and such an ingenious design, two making one. They held each other so tight, like two babies holding each other as they slept. "Or perhaps brother and sister," I murmured. I squeezed away that profound sense of loss, allowing anger to fill that vacuum. Anger was good. That particular emotion was my best friend; it would help me sort out this current situation. I knew how to deal with anger.
 
   Do you read sentiment there? Sure you do, so what? Just don't take it as a weakness. Don't you ever do that. 
 
   This room, lacking everything save for two metal chairs, a window, and a single lightbulb, had one more occupant. Right now, this other person's gaze hadn't moved from the window as three strips of bright light squeezed out through the gaps between the wooden boards nailed across the frame. The lightbulb gave off the rest of the light, not that I needed it. My captive didn't know what I was, although I supposed he suspected but had no definite proof. I decided it was time to allay his suspicions.
 
   I squeezed the ball tight, and the rubber beneath the fabric strained, but it stood little chance as I exerted more pressure. The material split open, spilling out its insides. It felt like I'd just killed one more piece of our old civilisation, and it was a good feeling. What made the moment complete was when my new friend's mouth opened like a dead fish. Tiny spit bubbles rolled down his lips and dropped onto his knees. He didn't notice, his eyes were too busy searching for a way out, a way to get past me and out of this room.
 
   You had to admire his optimism. The sheep was going nowhere. Those chains might be thin, but they were strong enough to hold his scrawny body in that chair. "So, I think we're ready to start, Adrian." His pure look of terror gave me such a cosy feeling. This really should be a piece of cake.
 
   I dropped the destroyed ball and walked over to the chair, taking my time. His fear, almost palpable, tasted like the sweetest nectar ever created. I knew I had to be careful here. If I allowed my enthusiasm to take control, I wouldn't get anything from him.
 
   "To me, you're dinner. Raw burger meat pushed into a sack of thin skin, and I see from your look that perhaps you have met one of our kind before." I dropped to my knees and gently placed my thick hands on his thighs. It took effort not to chuckle when Adrian's flesh rippled like a plate full of jelly. "Don't fret, young man. You see, this is your lucky day. Perhaps it doesn't seem like it right now, but believe me, this day will only get better from this point on." I paused to run my tongue across my lips, it seemed like the correct action to choose. "You see, I wish to walk along a path with you, Adrian. It's a simple, straight line where at the end, we both leave this shitty little room. Me with what you’re about to tell me, and you still in one piece. It’s what you want, is it not? We depart like men, to continue what this life, strange as it is, throws at us."
 
   "What do you want with me?" he struggled to say. 
 
   His ragged breathing suggested that he wasn't having an easy time coming to terms that he was tied to a chair with a dark-haired fiend with a passion for human flesh, and just millimetres from his face. Yeah, I'm guessing that he was thinking that this wasn't what he'd class as a ‘lucky day.'
 
   "Just some information, that's all." I gave him my most charming smile, and would you credit that this guy even smiled back? He showed me a mouthful of rotting gums with sparse outcroppings of blackened teeth stuck in there, standing like lonesome monoliths.
 
   "I'm kinda new here. Oh, don't worry, I have no intentions of staying here. I saw the warnings. I know what you lot do to poor critters like myself." These docile fuckwits actually believed that if they nail up a few rotting corpses to wooden crosses with the legend ‘Hunter free zone' carved into the wood that it would keep their shitty little settlement safe. "You see, I know that my darling sister wandered into your quaint little town, and I so need to find her. She's my only living relative." I sighed heavily. "Blonde hair, intense blue eyes. She's a looker; you would have noticed her, that I guarantee."
 
   Predictably, this sad specimen shook his head. Perhaps sensing that his life wasn't as over as he originally believed, that this might even be his lucky day, sensing weakness in me.
 
   "You are joking, man. Hell, the only stranger in these parts is you. Believe me, any gal, looker or otherwise, would have been noticed, not only by me but by every other man existing in this God forsaken hole.
 
   I nodded solemnly and sighed again, just for effect. I didn't need to even look inside this slime ball’s head to know that he was lying. I waited a moment longer just to see if he'd retract his statement. Call me a big softy if you wish, I'm cool with that. Hell, I'm willing to give anybody another chance, even this lying little fuckwit.
 
   When no confession issued I followed through with the only option he'd offered me. I pulled up the other chair and sat opposite him, then I gripped the sides of his shirt and pulled, the buttons flying in all directions.
 
   “What are you doing?” 
 
   The alarm that I heard in his tone felt so good. “Hush now,” I said, placing my hand on his chest. Like most of the humans in our post-apocalyptic world, this guy looked like a skeleton wrapped in pink shrink wrap. His skin was stretched so tight, I could actually feel his racing heart pulse through my hand. 
 
   "Fella, don’t do this to yourself. You know and I know that you're lying to me." I paused to run my tongue across my pale lips, taking my time, keeping my black eyes fixed on his, watching the blood drain from his face as my silent implication finally sank in." I can feel your heart working, Adrian. It's such a powerful muscle, and as much as I’d so love to start there, it’s doubtful that you’d be able to talk if I pulled that out of your body. I’d better start with something that won’t kill you straight away."
 
   I settled my hand on his thigh, curling my fingers, my nails cutting through both fabric and skin. I jerked my arm back, smiling as both layers peeled away, exposing glistening muscle.
 
   His raw scream blasted out of him, and Adrian jerked against his restraints, shaking, crying, and mumbling while looking down in disbelief at the raw open wound currently pissing out his precious blood.
 
   Although I found his pain and noise so erotic, finding my own blood heating up, I couldn't allow my instincts to rule my head. Taking off the brake pedal right at this juncture would end up with me sitting surrounded by the man's wet pieces. "That powerful muscle is still pumping, Adrian. In fact, right now its beating so hard that if you don't calm the fuck down, you'll end up bleeding out in a couple of hours." I brought the palm of my hand up to my face and pushed the edge of my finger into my mouth and bit down, feeling my sharp teeth cutting through my thick flesh. There was a little pain, but nothing too worrisome. As soon as I felt my own cold blood welling up, I slapped my hand down in the open wound, splaying my fingers wide as I pushed my nails into the wet muscle. The man screamed even harder. I guess he wasn't expecting that.
 
   "Hush now" I said, taking his heaving body and pushing the man's head into my chest. "The pain will ease shortly, believe me, Adrian. The chemicals in my own blood are even now helping your body to deal with the wound, numbing the surrounding area, filling your blood with a powerful coagulant. Don't fret though, the effect is local. There’ll be no contamination." I stroked the side of his head. "I'm really sorry for doing that, but you needed to experience some of the pain that tortured me for the last several months."
 
   I lifted his head up. His eyes clouded over, looking now more like the glass-like orbs belonging to one of the shambling dead as opposed to one of the few remaining humans. "I know you have seen her, Adrian. You might even know where she is right now." I removed my hand, satisfied that he would no longer bleed to death. Judging from his reactions though, my immune system might have overloaded his. I hadn't anticipated that to happen. This poor bastard will be no use to me if he'd drugged up to the fucking eyeballs.
 
   "Tell me what I want to know, and I'll even let you go."
 
   The man blinked. His lips lifted in what looked like a drunken smile. "Go fuck yourself," he slurred.
 
   I brought my hand to my mouth and licked the blood from the skin. He dared to hold my gaze, not even flinching when I viciously back handed him. Adrian's chair toppled to the left as he and it crashed onto the floor. The man closed his eyes and rested the side of his head against the concrete.
 
   I confess that the frustration got the better of me. My fault for actually letting my optimism get in the way of my own realism. Well, no more Mr nice guy. My dear sister was somewhere in this vast collection of broken buildings. This time I fully intended to find her; to be reunited with my only flesh and blood before whoever had ripped her out of my arms moved on yet again. 
 
   "You want to play rough? That's fine by me, Adrian." I dropped to my knees, grabbed what remained of his trousers, and ripped away the thin fabric, exposing his flaccid penis lying on his undamaged thigh. I nodded to myself, knowing exactly how to play this now. Adrian thought he'd won, and I was a fool for not realising my own fluids would give this pathetic specimen the equivalent of a good high.
 
   "That warm blanket of bliss won't stay wrapped around your delicate frame forever. Your system isn't designed for such a rapid repair. Even now, I can see drops of sweat rising from your clammy pale skin." 
 
   Why not take advantage of my fuck up? For the moment, this goon's head was still dancing over multi-coloured clouds. It gave me time to improvise. I wrapped my thick fingers around his cock, gently squeezing, then releasing, coaxing in life, smiling when I found that not all of his blood had left his body. "You like that do you?"
 
   Oh yeah, he liked that alright. Adrian probably thought that he was being seduced by some human slut, bought for a tin of beans. My temper rose. What if that cheap human slut was my sister? I had no idea what those slavers had done to her, but whatever it was, her fate wouldn't be a good one. My black mood served to bring on this man's final lesson.
 
   Adrian's moan quickly swapped from delight to shock when I squeezed a little too tightly. "Glad that that I really do have your undivided attention, my young friend." I said, grinning as his eyelids snapped open, the glaze completely gone. 
 
   "Oh Jesus!" he stammered, his body as rigid as the chair he was still shackled to. "Please, no. Look, don't do that." 
 
   A violent shudder passed through his torso. I suspect that had more to do with the drugs than of what I gripped in my hand. "Isn't it strange how these situations progress? I wasn't lying when I said that I really did set out down one path with the plan that we both left this small room, me with my new info, and you with all of your pieces still attached to your spindly little body." I saw his falling chair had pushed the tennis ball close to Adrian's head, with its flattened appearance, with the rotten insides, now staining the floor. Crushing Adrian's skull was going to be my final act if he refused to give me what I wanted. Now, though, I had something more elaborate planned. "Your arrogance or possibly naiveté well and truly fucked up that particular destination." 
 
   I bit into my other hand, and while waiting to taste my blood again, I pulled on his shaft, tuning out his shrieks, watching quite fascinated as his organ stretched, the skin more elastic than I first guessed. Something had to give though, the flesh couldn't stretch forever.
 
   As my blood flowed from the wound, the skin around the base of Adrian's penis ripped, and I squeezed tighter, I didn't want the flesh to roll up like a sock. With a jerk, I pulled backwards, ripping the organ off. Adrian howled out, bucking his body backwards and forwards, his hot blood gushed from the ragged wound and splattered over my clothing.
 
   "Talk to me, Adrian. Tell me what I want to know or I really will let you bleed out. You know I can stop the bleeding. All it takes is for you to stop being so defiant." Yet his mouth remained tight shut, and his blazing eyes told me that he still wasn't going to talk to me. Seconds passed and my prey's mouth opened to only release harsh gasps. The dirty bastard even had the nerve to smile up at me as the light is those globes faded away, leaving me holding a fucking carcass. 
 
   There was nothing else I could do, nothing at all. Thanks to this stubborn piece of meat, the one lead that could have brought me to Danielle died with him. I dropped his severed penis on his face, watching it roll down his pale cheek, leaving behind a thin line of watery blood. 
 
   Predictably, my stomach rumbled, and with me now left with no clues as to where she could be, I had nowhere urgent left to go. It left me feeling like I'd abandoned her, and yet my changed body could not allow my thoughts to take hold. My body needed fuel.
 
   I dropped down, wrapping my fingers over Adrian's left thigh. It had been such a long time since I ate warm flesh. Drooling, I lunged forward and sunk my teeth into his ankle. I refused to let my search terminate here. There were other humans hiding inside this rotting metropolis. I could smell them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   My own path
 
    
 
   Adrian tasted funny. Not like clown funny, just a bit weird. I couldn't swallow the meat. Gag reflex wouldn't allow me. I took out the chewed up lump that I'd bitten out of his leg, frowned, and rolled it between my fingers. It felt slimy, almost rotten, but without the rank odour.
 
   I slowly got to my feet, feeling so very sick. It took me less than a minute to realise what was going on here. "You dirty fuckers," he snarled, folding over, and pressing both hands into my guts. Why hadn't I seen the warning signs, not the stupid crosses at on the edge of town, but the simple fact that none of the shambling dead were anywhere near this place. I stumbled over to the window and prised off the boards, resting my chin on the edge of the window as the warm breeze cooled down my brow. Oh Jesus, I felt like I was on fire. 
 
   These sly pieces of filth had found a method to keep the dead from their town. It must be something in their diet, some potion or herb tainting their flesh, making them poisonous to the zombies—and to me.
 
   My head filled up with thick mist. I watched the sun's white disc tunnel down until only a single bright spot of light remained. My balance joined the rest of my body in rebellion, and I felt myself falling backwards. I didn't recall hitting the floor; my senses had already left for other realms before that happened.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
     Whatever foul poison that the inhabitants infected me with didn't kill me, although I did find my eyelids, sticky with gunk, trying to open. I guess that if I had swallowed the meat, my body would have given up the ghost.
 
   Congealed blood and bits of ripped off flesh from Adrian's genitals had turned the back of my head into a solid lump of black hair. I didn't care, I was alive. The Gods had allowed me to continue my existence. 
 
   Judging from the moon's pale light casting a wedge across the floor, several hours must have passed since I dug in to what I assumed would be a fulfilling meal. I still felt weak and most of my body ached, in particular, my guts. I just hoped that I was in the final stages of whatever had afflicted me. I found it unnerving how a brush with death could make me feel so agitated. I didn't want to feel like this anymore.
 
   Does it annoy you to discover that I didn't die? I think we both know the answer to that little poser. Of course you're pissed off to still find me breathing; okay, so I'm not exactly up to full strength, but even in my weakened state, I'd still be able to find a way to get you on the floor, straddle your struggling body, and use my fingernails to rip a hole through your skin large enough to push my head inside. It's not the best way to die, you know, and just imagine looking down your torso to see my head dipping into your guts, feeling my teeth sawing through your soft insides and …
 
   Let me start again, you got me a little excited. Look, I can't help what I am, okay? Sure, you see me as one of those nasty hunters, the ultimate nightmare. I feed upon the flesh of the living, just like the shambling dead, and yet I'm more like you than they are. We both know that before more of our species were wiped out, many hunters did indeed find a way to worm into your survivor camps, ripping through the population before being killed.
 
   Would you believe me if I told you that I wasn't like the other hunters? Don't scoff, I know the evidence doesn't exactly support my claim but believe me, you wouldn't have lived for too long if our mutual now dead friend, Adrian, had found you.
 
   This is a slave town, you see. This dirty degenerate is (was) a ranger. He was tasked in finding fresh human bodies, taking them back here, and selling them to the highest bidder. It’s how he and I crossed paths. Thing is, these captured slaves didn't do the usual slave stuff, you know, like working in mines, being a house keeper, or any of that quaint nonsense that happened in ages past. The males end up on the crosses outside the town, and the women are sold to the highest bidder. 
 
   Now you can see why I'm rather anxious to find my sister.
 
   So what happened to your future, I hear you cry. Where are the flying cars, the robots, and all the other bullshits that you were promised? Well, you get monsters instead. Sorry about that. The dead decided to get back up and chomp on the living, who in turn died and then rose up, swelling the ranks and reducing the number of living humans; to make matters even worse for the shivering survivors, somewhere along the line, people like me appeared. 
 
   I'm really not helping myself to persuade you to like me here, am I? Look, as I said, I am what I am, I can't help being this way, and it wasn't exactly a lifestyle choice. People used to care about Tigers and Pandas, and they were both fierce predators. No wait, the pandas ate bamboo. Whatever, my point still stands. Even knowing a tiger would quite happily eat you, people still tried to save the bloody thing.
 
   And listen, unlike our metaphorical Tiger, I wasn't like the other hunters, I chose my meals carefully; only people who were truly bad got past my lips. Oh, and there are a lot of them in this would. Then again, it's not that surprising, in a world of monsters, some humans found that in order to live they had to become a monster as well.
 
   Would it help if I told you that Adrian ate puppies and kittens? Sliced off their fluffy little paws as they howled and screeched, munching them down with bread and gravy, their dying cries, music to his ear? There, you hate the bastard now. Well, it isn't true about that, but it is true about me only targeting the evil, though; really it is.
 
   As for what happened to the world, it must be twenty years now since we woke up to find that our cosy cotton wool coated existence was gone forever. It started somewhere in the North of England, that much I do know. From there, it spread out like wildfire, infecting and changing vast areas of the country in a matter of days. People were waking up to find they shared beds with the corpses of wives and husbands, then screaming out in utter terror as the corpses embraced them before they fastened their teeth around their loved one's necks and tore out their jugulars.
 
     Our family lived in the outskirts of London. Back then, like the rest of our street, we were glued to the news updates on TV and online, all terrified as the infection moved closer and closer to the capital. It was like being on Death row, awaiting your execution; we all knew what would happen to us, the news reports were all very eager to show the shrinking population every detail of this transformation from human to zombie. To make it even worse, there was nowhere for us to go. Our so called foreign friends made damn sure none of us were getting out. The bastards had corralled us all in, shooting down any aircraft as well as shelling any ship that dared to leave port. 
 
   They left us all to die.
 
   I was only fourteen at the time, and when the news first broke, it hooked me as well, but I didn't share any of the trepidation given off from the rest of my family; hell, this was better than playing online, this really was happening, right here. The excitement only turned to fear when it did reach the capital.
 
   A bank of clouds had drifted in front of the moon, blocking out most of its light, and plunging this room into almost total darkness. My vision is so much keener than an ordinary human's now, but even so, I still had difficulty in seeing. I crawled away from Adrian's stiffening corpse, back towards the window. I wanted to get out of here, and continue my search, but right now I had trouble even crawling, let alone walking. I was in no fit state to go anywhere yet.
 
   By the time the virus reached our street, we had eight people barricaded up in our house. My dad got it into his head that as long as none of us left the house, we'd all be fine, convinced that this mutation was passed only through physical contact.
 
   Irony crashed into our household in a big way on that fateful morning. I was in my usual spot. I'd made myself a den in the corner of the living room with the sofa and a couple of broken up dining chairs. My collection of kitchen knives and the garden shovel lay hidden under my old Star Wars quilt. Nobody knew that I'd broken dad's specific rule not to leave the house but I didn't care. I knew how much damage you could do with a garden shovel; I'd used one to great effect on the Dead City Rising game.
 
   I might have only been fourteen, but I believed that thanks to my diet of survival games, I could protect my family far better than my dad could. I'd even sharpened the edge of the shovel and tested it on a few empty coke cans in the cellar.
 
   The others were all upstairs, I never saw them much during the day now, most of them preferring to stay on the next two levels. My family—mum, dad and my sister— stayed on the top floor, with our guests taking on the floor below. I had the downstairs rooms to myself, although dad checked every morning to ensure all the windows were locked and the two doors were bolted.
 
   I had gotten into the habit of waiting for dad to bugger off back upstairs before taking my shovel out into the back garden to practice my moves. We had a six foot fence around our property. No rotting dead thing would be able to get through that. As I unlocked the door, rehearsing my new moves in my mind, a shadow passed the frosted window. I gasped and jumped back, the shovel falling from my numb hands, when the back door swung open giving me my first real close up view of a dead thing. I lay there, unable to move, warm piss soaking through my trousers as this vile abomination moved its worm infested head down. 
 
   Oh God! How could this even by happening to me? It must have been in the ground for fucking years. I saw a mound of black soil directly in front of dad’s rosebushes and started to laugh hysterically. No wonder those bastards grow so well!
 
   A sudden violent shudder sped through its slimy body, spraying me with small pieces of rotting flesh. It was only when one of these chunks hit my top lip and dropped into my open mouth that I found the strength to actually move.
 
   My reaction came way too late, though, and the hesitation cost me my life, or at least, that's what I believed.
 
   That foul creature, still coated in the moist dirt from under our garden, just collapsed its legs like a fold up table, its head and shoulders smacking against my legs. I wasn't a weak boy, and this thing weighed no more than a large, wet bag of sticks, yet even as I scrambled back, my fingers sinking into its spongy flesh, this thing still managed to open its jaws, sink its teeth into my thigh, and pull its head back, the flesh stretching and tearing as it struggled to rip away my meat.
 
   What a wakeup call! No amount of previously experienced pain could compare to the agony that detonated through my body. I cried out, I howled for my mum as this bastard thing started to lower its head again.
 
   Primal instinct took over, even though what was left of my rational self had given up all hope. Of course it had; once bitten, you died and rose up to join their ranks. There really was no magical cure. My instinct obviously hadn't been reading the same manual.
 
   I reached out, my hands finding the shovel just as it opened its mouth again. I lifted the shovel and thrust it forward, the edge biting through its rotting cheeks. It didn't take too much pressure to push it forward. The blade easily cut through the blackened flesh and bones, slicing its head in two. The corpse fell forward, but I managed to get my arms up to stop the body from hitting my face. I pushed it to the side, my stomach heaving when it smashed onto the hard tiles and slime, stinking of decay, splashed against my cheek.
 
   The house was still quiet, nobody had heard my calls. I lay there quietly weeping, watching next door's cat balance along the fence as it tried to sneak closer to a large crow that had taken an interest in the hole that this zombie had clawed out of.
 
   Why the hell had none of my family or any of the lodgers run down the stairs? There was something else as well, but it didn't twig until much later. The pain in my leg had calmed down, it now just felt like I'd banged it against the bed. I guess at that time I put the lack of pain down to shock, that my body was doping me up with some natural drugs so I could focus on getting away from the door. I still hadn't shit it and I then saw why the crow was taking a great deal of interest in that hole. The bloody thing wasn't quite empty. I watched, still frozen in horror as another pair of hands reached up from the hole, its fingers curling around the loose soil on the top of the mound.
 
   I moaned softly, crawling forward to close that door. As the mechanism clicked shut, I took the chance to try to get to my feet. I needed to find out where the rest of my family was, even if it was to say goodbye. The numbness was spreading, even after a couple of minutes; I could no longer feel my lower leg.
 
   The door leading out of the kitchen seemed so far away. I feared that I'd end up dropping to the floor any moment. My fingers reached for the door frame, knowing that this really was the end for me. My vision was going grey. I was getting to the end of my existence. Tears welled up, knowing that I should have crawled out into the garden and let that other thing that was climbing out of that hole consume me. The pain wouldn't have lasted that long. Now, I knew full well that within minutes my corpse would reanimate, and I'd start to climb those stairs, my lust for warm meat knowing no bounds.
 
   At this precise time, my recollection got a little bit confusing. I remember managing to reach the bottom step before all my strength vanished and I fell to the floor like a sack of dropped potatoes. An inhuman wailing started up from the floor directly above me, followed by multiple screams. I saw a lot of legs at the top of the stairs. In my spaced out condition, as well as only seeing greys, it felt like I was watching some old 40's horror movie. People whom I vaguely knew were embracing each other, only these were no loving cuddles. Heads dipped, teeth flashed, and skin was torn open.
 
   My monochromic vision showed me the scenes with the saturation bled from every colour; it tamed my experience of witnessing my first mass slaughter. Looking back, I guess that this was a kind of defence mechanism, allowing the tainted blood now running through my system to allow me to readjust to what I was to become.
 
   The colours did return but the lines and shapes became indistinct. I saw myself looking down at my fallen body, watching streams of blood waterfall down the stairs as I rose towards the ceiling. 
 
   Paint, plaster, and wood proved to be no obstacle for my new form of existence, I passed through seeing a couple of mice fighting over a pen top, and I even saw a rolled up ten pound note lying on a bed of wood shavings. I found myself grinning as I wondered if that was the same note that Mrs Gillsome accused my sister of stealing out of her purse two days ago.
 
   The irrelevancies of that stray thought made me wonder if I really was dead, and perhaps I was now going to a better place while leaving my shell down there to murder in my name. I felt no guilt if that really was the case. I felt no guilt over anything now. In fact, I didn't feel much of anything. I carried on rising, past the body of our next door neighbour. She won't be accusing anyone of stealing money now. She laid quite still, the front of her dress ripped down the middle, exposing her generous breast. She only had one left intact as her husband was currently eating his way through the other one.
 
   I continued to rise, leaving Mr Gillsome to finish his meal in peace. Just before I vanished through the ceiling, the now dead Mr Gillsome stopped chewing off lumps from his wife's left tit. He turned his head and looked directly at me. He growled deep in his throat while stretching his arms out across the body. It sent a tiny shiver across my corporeal shape. This thing could see me, and more to the point, he was warning me off, acting like our old cat whenever anyone came close to his food bowl. I think right there, something inside me began to wake up, whispering that perhaps I might not be dying after all, although the news wasn't treated with any fanfare. After all, if I wasn't going to die, what was going to happen to me?
 
   My body slid through the plaster and wood, this time I saw no mice or no money. This appeared to be my final destination as my velocity slowed then stopped, leaving me floating four feet from my parent's bedroom floor.
 
   It felt as though I was caught in amber. I couldn't move anything, not even to blink. Lying there in a prone position with my eyes facing forward, I watched my naked mother pick up her ornate silver clock and fling it to the left of her. Something beside me growled, making a similar sound to our zombie guy on the next floor down. I didn't need to see to know that noise came from my dad.
 
   My mum dived on the bed, passing within inches of me. I guessed that at least she was oblivious to my presence. My dad though, he could see me alright. This huge slavering lump of pale white meat stopped directly in front of my still form. It lowered its body until Dad's milky blue eyes stared into mine. A moan so loud, it hurt even my ghostlike ears, rumbled from his deep chest. 
 
   My dad had turned. He had changed into this dead thing without being bitten himself. The bedroom lock was still engaged, and until I had rose up through the floor, all he wanted to do was to munch down on my mum. He lunged forward, his head disappearing into my body while his teeth opened and snapped shut on empty air.
 
   I silently shouted to my mum, telling her to get the fuck out of here, to flee while this thing was busy. Only she didn't, my mum just slid down the wall, grabbing the blue quilt on the way down and covered herself with it whilst crying, big wet tears rolled down her cheeks as she hugged the quilt tight.
 
   The woman had given up. Unlike me, her resistance had crumbled. It made me wonder why. After all, it wasn't as if she hadn't been given a second chance to escape. Right there, I think another trigger inside my mind snapped shut. My dad had all but given up on trying to bite my spirit and was turning around to face his other potential meal, obviously deciding that at least this one was solid, and by the looks of it, wasn't going anywhere.
 
   Can you believe that the silly woman started to smile? She dropped the quilt and opened her arms, wrapping them around this monster as he leaned down. Her apparently calm demeanour shattered when her sudden amorous action overbalanced my dad. He fell forward, his hands landing on each side of her face.
 
   Her screaming erupted when both his thumbs dug into her eye sockets, his digits pulping her soft globes. Blood and grey jelly streamed out from the ragged holes and slid down her cheeks. My dad dropped to his knees, and while keeping his thumbs hooked inside her skull, he pulled mum's head forward and slammed it against the wall. The cracking of bone could clearly be heard over my mum's shrieking. The dead thing repeating this action three times, each impact leaving more and more crimson mush splattered against the lemon coloured floral wallpaper.
 
   The scene then faded away, leaving me with the last image of my dad letting the body fall forward before he pushed his mouth into the back of her ruined head. 
 
   When I awoke, I found my sister, the only person who'd lived through the whole encounter, cradling me in her lap while wiping a damp flannel across my forehead. It looked like I really was alive after all. I looked up into those tear-filled baby blue eyes and smiled, actually believing that the worst was now past us.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Feeling a little better
 
    
 
   How had my sister managed to survive through that initial horrifying attack? By rights, she should have been the first one of my family to succumb. I’m not being cruel here, it’s really what I expected. Just like mum, Danielle should have just given up the ghost and rolled on her back like a shivering dog.
 
   It just goes to show how accurate my judgement was back then. Danielle didn’t just survive, that beautiful girl positively thrived in this terrifying new environment. Right at the start of this nightmare, she became my rock. 
 
   Okay, so maybe I hadn’t spent that much attention watching Danielle, is that so unusual? Come on, only a grade one creeper would do something like that. We both had our own lives, and our own interests. Apart from sharing parents and the occasional breathing space, we were practically strangers. Even so, I had always considered our Danielle to be your typical seventeen year old annoying sister. As I previously explained, she was beautiful. I know what I just said about not being a grade one creeper, but I can't deny the obvious fact that Danielle had the looks that drove men and boys crazy. I include my old mates in that category as well.
 
   She cared more about what her online friends thought about her than what her own family did, loved shopping, and going all gooey eyed over this month’s hot boy band. Like I said, a typical fangirl.
 
   Danielle's story and how she reacted when she found out exactly what her little brother had become could wait for a little longer, as right now I sensed that my alone time with Adrian's corpse was about to come to an end. I sensed three men outside the room, currently rushing up the stairs. 
 
   The bite from that rotting dead fuck not only altered my body, my mind changed as well. As I previously demonstrated with dead Ade over there, I now have the ability to ‘read' a person's thoughts.
 
   Do I sense scepticism? Sure I do. I mean, it’s all just load of cobbled together bullshit, a bunch of fairy tales designed to scare kids. Yeah, well, sorry to be the bearer of shitty news, but it’s all true. Are you ready for the kicker?
 
   The millions of dead things have this ability too. Oh, don’t start panicking just yet. They can only share with each other.
 
   Look, don't think I've completely lost it here, it's not like they these dead things have cosy mental chats over brains and coffee, discussing the best places to catch a running snack. 
 
   They operate more like a very simple hive mind, connecting with each other, the group becoming greater than the sum of its parts. The shambling dead only exist to consume human flesh, and in the past two decades they've done exactly that, and to great effect. Before the Great Rising, it's estimated that there were over six billion humans living on this planet. I bet that there's less than a few million left now. They're becoming an endangered species.
 
   Most of the shambling dead have collected into vast hordes numbering millions, each one migrating from one area to the next, and like locusts, these hordes eat anybody stupid enough to get in their way.
 
   Looking back, I should have taken that into consideration when I first heard about this place. It shouldn't even exist. The humans quickly realised that having a nomadic existence was the only way to stay alive in this foul world. But, I digress. 
 
   As I said, like the dead things, I too can pluck out strong thoughts from human minds, only right now, thanks to whatever this dirty bitch ate, this ability wasn't working too well. I did pick out that all three were armed, so I guess that these guys weren't Jehovah's Witnesses, wanting to talk to me about Jesus. The guns they carried kinda put paid to that notion.
 
   I'm not ashamed to admit that I did feel rather concerned over this dramatic turn of events. The odds didn't faze me; even the guns didn't make me reconsider. Believe me, I've taken on far greater odds. What did concern me was the simple fact that I'd just eaten a Hunter's equivalent of a dodgy curry, meaning that I was on the crappy side of delicate, and I really couldn't do with the hassle.
 
   Those men were now right outside the door. From what I could make out, their bovine thoughts were full to the brim of just one subject. I frowned, sitting up as one of them tapped on the door. 
 
   I caught just enough imagery from the three of them to understand the purpose of their visit. I looked down at the man’s messed up body and shook my head in annoyance. “You dirty little shithead,” I murmured. This could get very awkward. It now appeared that this cockless vermin had found another avenue to subsidise his vile existence. “So, you’re a pimp. Oh fuck, this could only happen to me.” I slowly got to my feet, purposely ignoring the set tap on the door, and walked over to the other door in this room.
 
   God, what an amateur. I hadn’t even checked this room. Oh, I knew that this joker had no pals hiding under any beds, but I should have at least had a bit of a nosy before pulling off his cock.
 
   “Oh, just terrific.” I pushed open the door, gazing at the single bed and the filthy sheets. It wasn’t exactly a pleasure palace, but its intent was obvious.
 
   In my eagerness to pump him for my required information, I hadn't anticipated that life around us would carry on. Then again, I also hadn't anticipated that Adrian's flesh would almost kill me. I wiped the back of my hand over my lips, seeing spots of blood mixed with my saliva. It reminded me yet again that I still wasn't right. Not that I needed any more sodding reminder, the fact that I still felt like shit and my mental processes weren't working as they should told me that. 
 
   I listened to that sex-starved dork tap on the door again, this time accompanied with a vocal enquiry. Some important fact was missing from this whole situation, something that my damaged brain hadn't picked up.
 
   My eyes craved the for their skin covers. And the rest of my tired and aching body so wanted to crawl into a nice warm bed. My wishes would have to wait though, as my three guests weren't in any mood to leave me alone. The taps had bypassed the knocking phase and jumped straight to banging. The old wood already showed signs of splintering. Those men would be through that door in moments if I didn't act right now.
 
   "Go away!" I yelled, in my best angry but surprised voice. "I haven't finished with her yet." I considered adding in a high pitched groan of pleasure, just for added effect. I backed out, though. There was no need to go over the top; I only needed them to bugger off so I could get back to the crucial task of getting my body back in form before continuing my search for Danielle.
 
   Their incessant banging didn't stop; I guess that these guys really were eager to get their rocks off. I cursed my inability to only pull out glimpses from their thoughts. It put me at a severe disadvantage.
 
   I brought my fingers up to my face and wiggled them, trying to count how many humans these supple digits had extinguished. "It's a lot." I had to concede that, right now, I couldn't remember. Instead, I decided to start my count from today.
 
   "That's a little easier," I murmured, getting to my feet. "That number is one, soon to be four.” Strange how all those nagging aches just faded into the background as my urges woke up. This body was no fool. As soon as my intentions were revealed, it flooded my system with a huge cocktail of chemicals.
 
   The doorframe cracked and splintered. I moved to the far wall, a metre from the open window, knowing that immediate focus points for them would be Adrian, followed by the window. They were human, therefore completely predictable. As I slowed down my heart while resting the back of my head against the cracked plaster, I smiled as the first figure burst through the door.
 
   His mouth formed an ‘O' when he saw what I'd done to Adrian. His horror wouldn't slow shock him for too long, though; I guess he'd seen far worse injuries. By the looks of his clothing, this guy had most likely caused plenty as well. 
 
   The newcomer's black uniform hung from his thin frame. The butcher and chef in me had already mentally jointed this living skeleton. A disappointing find, not that I would be able to eat him, this guy would no doubt be tainted, just like the man with no penis. I put away my thoughts of food and got ready to jump. I just needed the others in here before jumping on them. I was in no condition to start chasing any of them down an unfamiliar street.
 
   I saw two more shadows and paused, something here felt so wrong. Now that the wood was no longer between me and them, I now sensed exactly what had been missing from my early probing. These guys were part of this town's squad of enforcers. They weren't here for sex—at least that hadn't been their primary goal. These fuckers were after me. 
 
   His two colleagues strolled through the opening, both giving Adrian a cursory glance before they found my figure. I froze solid, experiencing something that I hadn't felt for years. The two men grinned, showing me their large teeth. I saw no fear in their eyes. Then again, why would they fear me?
 
   I blinked, gaping at two of my fellow kind, a pair of hunters, their thickly muscled bodies straining to burst from their black uniforms. Drool and blood dripped from the sides of their mouths. They both licked their lips and moved further into the room, unable to take their eyes off me, each one running their gaze up and down my body, admiring me like a starving man admiring a thick steak. Their crimson thoughts threatened to drown me in visions of my own demise. I tried to see through the blood, swimming through the muck, desperately looking for some common ground. These creatures were of my species; this was the first of my kind that I'd seen for almost ten years. I couldn't fight them, I just couldn't. It would be like wanting to kill myself.
 
   The hunters both stopped at the same time, turning their heads, as if waiting for some unspoken gesture from the little man still on the floor next to Adrian. 
 
   It shocked me to find that the human was their commanding officer. How could that be? Hunters were slave to no human. I growled low in my throat, feeling my hard nails push through my palms. It disgusted me to see them flinching as the human barked out instructions, and ordering them to calm the fuck down.
 
     Does that sound like insanity to you? Sure it does. I mean, it's obvious that these guys only have one thing on their minds, they intended to eat me. From what I'd found out to my own distress, the local dishes were bad news, meaning that these hunters probably hadn't had fresh meat for a long time. We can survive on the food human's eat, but it doesn't mean we enjoy it. So why am I defending them? Considering they really did see me as the largest steak they'd ever see. 
 
   If the humans were endangered, then we would be classed as almost extinct. I've been a hunter for twenty years, and never once met a female of our kind. Just allow that snippet of information take root before judging my actions. You see, if there are two hunters in this room, how many more could be hiding in this anomaly?
 
   Still, knowing that I wasn't about to end up as food gave me some appeasement, although after what I'd done to Adrian, I doubted that any of them were about to escort me out of town with a going away present of cake and beer. "Be careful what you do next," I warned. "Your hunters might be able to subdue me, but rest assured, human, you won't see it."
 
   My speech wasn't meant to be amusing; nevertheless, all three of them began to chuckle. It was at this juncture when I realised they had raised their weapons. I tensed. The human was convinced that their weapons would drop me. I couldn't care less about that overconfident little shithead. What concerned me was that the hunters shared his conviction. We're not immune to bullets, but thanks to our unique metabolism, it would take more than three light weapons to put us down.
 
   They took aim, still grinning. I did the only course left to me. This town had already thrown up one shock, and that had almost killed me. I was in no mood to discover what other nasty surprises were in store for me. I stepped to the left and threw my body out of the window.
 
   As I fell, I saw three enraged faces getting smaller. The ground rushed up to greet me, its violent embrace, smashing the bones in my left leg. I shook off the pain and limped towards a small brick built hut, seeing another face watching me from behind a window. For the first time, I sensed a comradeship, and whoever it was, they wanted nothing more than for me to escape the clutches of those enforcers.
 
   The door opened and an old man ushered me inside the brick building. It took me a moment to realise that this human knew exactly what I was and yet showed no fear of my presence. He, like Adrian, was protected against consumption, but he'd be no match for me if I suddenly decided to kill him, just out of spite.
 
   The old man directed me to a homebuilt wooden bench draped in thick cushions. 
 
   "Sit here, rest and heal, hunter." He turned his head and nodded. "Come on out, you know what we have to do."
 
   I sensed movement behind me and tensed.
 
   "Calm and still your turbulent thoughts, hunter. Direct your energy inwards. We're here to help."
 
   Three more humans emerged from a room behind the bench. An older female aged around forty tentatively passed me, her eyes never leaving my form. Behind her, following like ducklings, I watched two teenaged boys, each one carrying a cricket bat, give me a shared curious stare before taking up position at each side of the door.
 
   "Just what the hell is going on here?" My mind swirled in total confusion at how quickly events had changed. I hated not being in control, and this situation was about as far as out of control as I could get. My blood rose, and finding the old man's hand on my arm only exacerbated my stress levels. This food animal had the audacity to tell me to calm down.
 
   "Please, hunter," said the old man, whipping back his hand. "I mean no disrespect, forgive me."
 
   I forced stale, candle tainted air into my lungs and took his advice to direct my energy towards healing my injuries. It took effort though. Seriously, to tune out those four strong hearts beating all that sweet life fluid through their juicy bodies had to be one of the hardest things I'd ever done. Imagine being a little kid, alone in a sweet shop, surrounded by so much sugary goodness. Would you be able to resist? The knowledge that every one of those sweet tasting goodies contained enough poison to put me in the ground did help, but not much.
 
   The two boys and the woman had now shut their eyes, each one as still as statues. It troubled me that I couldn't read any of them. I'd never felt so cut off before. Was this stuff still affecting my mind? I started to panic. Being able to sense my prey was now part of who I was. Without it, I'd be blind and deaf.
 
   "You haven't lost your ability," said the man, his voice barely audible above the rising sounds coming from outside the hut. "My wife, Linda, and our children are natural blockers. They're creating mental white noise to stop the enforcers from locating you."
 
   I turned sharply. "Did you just read my fucking thoughts?"
 
   "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to, it was just so strong." He slowly nodded. "Yes, I can pick out the stray mind song.” He nodded over to his family. "Why does it surprise you to find that the base species has inherited these gifts? Cross transference is inevitable when two species live in such close proximity." The old man abruptly shut his mouth and jumped up. His face drained of blood. "Oh Sun and Moon!" He swivelled. "Quickly, you need to hide, hunter. It hasn't worked. One of them is still heading this way!"
 
   The bones in my leg had fused already. The muscles would be sore, but it wouldn’t slow me down, that’s all that mattered. My senses were now almost back up to full capacity. To top it off, I think my temper was about to fucking detonate.
 
   I pushed the human out of my way and marched across the room, noting with satisfaction as the other humans jumped back as I grabbed that door handle. The enforcer’s thoughts grew darker; had he sensed me? Probably, I didn't really care anymore; this out of control feeling had eclipsed all other concerns about preserving our species. Right now, I only wanted to rip this bastard apart.
 
   I opened the door and smiled at the little human running towards me. "Oh, what a delight," I growled, then lunged forward and grabbed the human's collar. "Questions need answers." I pulled him into the room and threw the enforcer against the wall. It irritated me to see the four other humans cringe, and it took me a moment to realise that every one of them was absolutely terrified of this revolting bag of stinking bones. I didn't know whether to laugh out loud or take it as the worst insult I've ever had. This sure was one fucked up little town.
 
   The old man was the first one to regain a smidgen of dignity. He approached the enforcer and stopped a couple of feet from the man. "You should have stayed away, Mortimer. I'm sorry. I really am. This time, there is no way out."
 
   The enforcer sneered. "Sorry, what the fuck are you to be sorry about?" 
 
   He looked me up and down. His mind was wide open to me, and I felt nothing in that twisted little brain that suggested he was the least bit frightened of me. What the hell was going on here? Seriously, he really did think that the stuff flowing through his veins was like a suit of armour. 
 
   "I'm going to tell you nothing, you sub-human freak."
 
   "Fine by me," I said, closing the gap between us. My clawed fingers were denied of their prize when the old man ducked and pushed the enforcer onto the floor.
 
   "Linda, don't stare, you know what I want!"
 
   The woman rushed past me and pushed something into the old man's fingers. I felt that out of control feeling getting stronger, knowing that in the next few seconds no fucker but me in here will be breathing. The old man ignored the enforcer’s cries and pinned down his arms, pushing a needle into the side of his neck. He rolled away, gathered up his family, and ran over to the far side of the room, shutting the outer door as they passed.
 
   "Hunter, whatever you need to know, we can supply."
 
   The enforcer lay where he fell; his heart beating like a rabbit; for the first time since we met, this thin man felt fear. I took my eyes off of his shivering form and found the old man smiling at me. "What did you just do?"
 
   He ushered his family into the other room. "I took away his bite, hunter. His flesh won’t poison you now." The old man followed the others, leaving me alone with the shaking human. I dropped down and straddled the enforcer. The man's gibbering thoughts filled in some of my gaps. I saw this little man leading several chained humans over to a large pit. A crowd had gathered. I goggled; there must have been hundreds of humans all surrounding this pit. I wish I could have been there, if only to drink in their thoughts; instead I was inside this slime ball’s head, filled with delusions of grandeur. He saw himself as a modern day Roman emperor, just a couple of steps away from being a God. I saw why. Flanking this crowd of ragged humans were well over a dozen huge figures, each one dressed like him. It defied belief, but they were all like me, every one of them was hunters. 
 
   This slime ball nodded, and two hunters took the lead human, lifted him, and threw the man into the pit. The chained line all tried to escape their fate, but the hunters were there to ensure they all followed the next person. This slime ball took a tentative step towards the edge, and I saw the reason for the terror. It appeared that this town wasn't completely free of the zombie plague. 
 
   I counted five dead things, all in various stages of rot. Don’t started getting all excited, zombies don’t decompose, that’s another rumour you can but in the bin. The virus, or whatever the fuck it was, ‘halted’ the victims like darkroom fixer. Most of the corpses in that pit fighting over the remains of that poor bastard belonged to the dug up variety. Folk tended to forget that the graveyards gave up their dead too.
 
   The slime ball peered into that pits and would you credit the sight he received. All five of them were stood frozen, their heads tilted up, their jaws hanging down. Christ on a bike. The fuckers were begging like dogs, hanging on for the last few scraps on a plate.
 
   He chuckled and pushed in another screaming human. They tore into him, their teeth and nails pulling and ripping through the man, turning him into bloodied chunks of wet meat.
 
   I brought myself out of the enforcer's mind and picked up his left hand, pulling off the black leather glove to reveal a freshly scrubbed hand. It looked so delicate, so feminine, so tasty. A high pitched whining left his mouth when I dropped my jaw and grabbed his thumbnail between my teeth. His terror had become almost tangible. I wasn't lying when I said that I try to keep my keep my lust for human meat limited to bad people, and after what he'd shown me, I believed that as far as bad people went, he had to rank in my personal top ten.
 
   I pulled his arm back, leaving his nail between my teeth, wincing as he shrieked out. I spat out the nail and clamped my other hand over his hateful little mouth, cursing myself for being so careless. His scream was loud enough to wake the dead, if they hadn't already left their graves. I took a grip on the next finger and repeated the motion, giggling as his mental shrieking continued. It always amused me to find that the ones who so gleefully handed out torture were never so keen on the same inflicted upon their own bodies.
 
   My rumbling stomach wouldn't allow me to continue no matter how much I enjoyed this. I opened my mouth wide, lunged forward, and fastened my bloodied teeth over his eye socket and sucked until that oh-so-juicy orb was plucked from the enforcer's orbit. I bit it in half, squealing in ecstasy as both jellied pieces slid down my throat.
 
   My primal instincts took over and the scarlet mist descended, as did my head. My teeth bit through the side of the enforcer's neck. Hot blood gushed down my throat, causing my body to go postal. My clawed fingers ripped away his clothing and …
 
    
 
   …Let's just end this by saying that I ate until I was sated. Believe me, there was very little left of that enforcer once I had finished.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Getting to Know You
 
    
 
   I'm sure that the only reason for my continued existence was because of my sister's actions back in those early days. Does that sound rather daft to you, like I'm making this up on the spot? I guess it does. After all, I'm a hunter now, a zombie, human hybrid. I'm something to be feared, a monster that's very hard to kill, stronger and faster than any of you fragile little bags of flesh. Oh yeah, I've been shot at, I've taken bullets. Believe me, I've had more shells in my body than a mussel bin at the seaside.
 
   Right at the start of the madness, despite the changes surging through my body, I was still that terrified fourteen year old little boy, a kid that had just witnessed my dad smashing in the back of my mum's skull. That's the kind of thing that can seriously mess up anybody's head.
 
   Then again, I wasn't a normal kid anymore, remember? To say that I was a little confused when I first awoke is an understatement. Yet, that mass of grey cells inside my skull wasn't going allow this new life-form to get all teary over the loss of his mum and dad, no way. It did its best to protect my still developing talents.
 
   Even so, it is hard to put into words what rushed through my mind when I did first open my eyes. I remember watching people stood by a meat counter when my mum and dad used to take me to the supermarket. They all only saw packs of food, not much different from the loaves of bread on the next aisle. Not one of them allowed their subconscious to dwell on the history, that not that long ago the contents of that little white tray was part of a greater whole, a greater whole that once lived. Just close your eyes and picture a fluffy little baa lamb, frolicking about in a field; do you honestly think that the same image went through my mum’s head when she picked up a pack of lamb chops in Sainsbury? I don’t fucking think so.
 
   The mindset of the browser overlaid my thoughts as I opened my eyes. Over and over, I watched dad smash her head into the wall, the scarlet blossom growing with each impact. My mind showed me hundreds of other people meeting the same fate, all plucked from the recent news reports and uploaded clips. They played on in the background as I found my real vision filled with the encouraging familiar. The kitchen was just as mum left it, clean enough to eat your dinner off. The muck, shit, and black gunk left from that rotting dead thing was nowhere to be seen. 
 
   I saw my sister applying a layer of thick white cream to the hole in my leg. I sat up and watched fascinated as the colour gradually turned pink. The images faded as she turned and gave me the saddest smiles that I'd ever seen in my life. Even as those pictures vanished, I knew that something profound had just happened to me. The deep grinding ache in the thigh was evidence that I should have turned already. 
 
   I caught my breath, conjuring up an imaginary sob, doing my best to match my sister's visible display of pain. Oh, I still felt the terror, that intense emotion had taken fucking root, it's just that I could no more relate to the slaughter of my parents than some old woman deciding between a beef brisket or pork shoulder for Sunday tea.
 
   Through the television noise coming from behind me I heard the sound of a police siren coming from somewhere in town; I also picked out the kitchen boiler making its usual gurgling, a familiar noise to balance the familiar surroundings. 
 
   "You've been out for almost two days, Colin," she whispered, finishing off binding my wound. "There's just one left. I couldn't find the strength to do it." Danielle began to cry.
 
   I had no idea what she meant until something very strange happened. I saw my dad gazing at me as I opened my parent's bedroom door. Every piece of furniture, the carpets, ceiling, and walls were stained with dried blood. My eyes moved to the other side of the room. The remains of my mother lay where she died. 
 
   This wasn't my thought. A slender pair of hands moved into view, the left hand holding a cricket bat. This was my sister that I saw from yesterday. I'd snatched this from Danielle. 
 
   My thoughts reeled, as did my head. I shook it violently, not understanding what was happening to me.
 
   "Colin, are you okay?"
 
   "Yeah, I think so, thanks," I muttered. "Guess I just got a bit dizzy, that's all." It surprised me to hear such a steady voice to come out of my mouth. I ought to be gibbering at this point, with long strings of drool hanging from both sides of my mouth. I got the message from Danielle loud and clear. We weren't alone in the house. Our father was still moving about, and I think she wanted me to deal with him.
 
   I then made the mistake of looking directly at Danielle and my mind reeled as more of her thoughts rushed into my head.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I so miss him. It wasn't fair that my mum wouldn't let me out of this damn house. God, it's like I was Colin's age or something. Hell, even then, the old cow wouldn't dare imprison me for more than a couple of days. Dad would have soon put her back in her place.
 
   Apparently, it's too dangerous to leave the house. What a load of bollocks. Dad's been out at least twice since his imposed curfew. The sneaky git waited until everybody had gone to sleep before leaving. I wonder if I could use that against him. 
 
   It's so not fair, I so want to feel Gerald's arms around my body. God, I'd give anything to be in his arms right now. I don't even know if he's still alive. I won't cry though, no way. I refuse to let them beat me.
 
   The sun felt glorious. Perhaps I should just leave them, it's not like they could stop me, not if they don't know. I threw back the covers, and padded over to the window, shivering, despite the rays falling across my body. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It's difficult to keep on track, to stay there, just behind Danielle's ears and, listening in to her thoughts as she gazed down onto the deserted street. Come on, it's not every day where you find yourself inside the head of your sixteen year old sister. My focus dissolved into a kaleidoscope of conflicting hormones by Danielle's full length mirror fastened to the front of her wardrobe.
 
   I'd never seen my sister naked before. She wasn't posing for anybody. Yet it didn't stop me from drinking in that magnificent body, her firm thighs, large breasts, and so squeezable bum cheeks. Oh, I was perfectly aware that she was my sister. Like that old woman deciding on what joint of meat to have for Sunday dinner, I only saw pleasurable meat. It took me a moment to put my head back into some kind of order.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Maybe I should give it another day. This bullshit couldn't last forever. The authorities were bound to get this mess sorted out soon. Hell, she hadn't seen one of those shambling dead things for almost two days now. Considering they live in a city of like six millions, those streets down there should be fucking choking with the bastard things.
 
   By the sounds of it, I wasn't the first one up this morning. The lodgers already were up and about, slamming doors, making it perfectly obvious that one of them had laid claim to the bathroom. Snatching the dressing gown from the back of my chair, I made my way towards the door, doing my best to keep my temper in the box. If I was going to get out of here, the last thing I needed was a confrontation first thing in the morning. I needed everybody in the house as calm as possible.
 
   I paused by the door, lifting my hand off the handle; something was wrong. The lodgers had their own bathroom on the floor below, but as predicted, if that one was occupied they always came up the stairs to use ours.
 
   It had to be one of the Cooper family. The Gillsomes stayed downstairs, obviously having better manners than our other next door neighbours. Owen Cooper, the dirty little pervert, would be one of them—either him or his dad. The old man was as bad as his teenage son for trying to look down my top.
 
   My anger and annoyance refused to stay where it belonged, right in the forefront of my brain. Both emotions vanished as soon as I opened my door, about ready to ask the pair of them to bugger off back downstairs. The hallway showed me…
 
    
 
   …What the fuck was that? No, no way; this can't be happening! Falling back against my door, crying out as the door swung back, my body hitting the carpet, blocking off my view of Jackie Cooper on her knees, her naked form coated in thick red jelly, only it wasn't jelly. Wet sounds of feeding making my guts roll, metal smells filling my nostrils. Half of her head was deep inside that raw scarlet crater. He couldn't be alive, and yet, and yet …
 
    
 
   Oh god, she's here, right in front on me, her face painted with her son's insides. More movement, Owen now stood behind mum, thick grey ropes of intestine dragging behind his bare feet.
 
   Kick the door; it's all I can do, and she doesn't cry out, even as the edge of the door slams into her fingers. I smell their bodies, the hot sweat mixed with blood, shit, and piss. They're both inside, moans from the pair of them freezing my heart. I don't want to die, I don't want them to bite me/. Oh please. Don't let this happen to me. His guts brush over my foot, it's cold, cold and wet. Screaming, clawing the carpet, burning my hands, trying to scramble back, watching their mouths open wide, bits fall out of her mouth. Can't breathe, can't move. Oh god, this is my end, this is how I die!
 
   Owen stumbles, his feet caught in his intestines, the dead body falling into his mother. Roll, move, legs, knees, and hands.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   I shook my head, trying to clear a path through the confusing jumble of thoughts and images screaming out from inside her. The path widened as I fought to control this new talent. My eyes found hers, and her thoughts flowed again, this time slower.
 
   She was able to scramble away from their grasping fingers. Her typhoon of thoughts and wild emotions slammed into an invisible wall, and an unnatural calm covered her like a thick blanket. It was as if some switch inside of her had been flicked. One second, the terrified girl, teetering on that edge, about to break apart, and the next, a cold machine devoid of strong emotion took control. Danielle stood up, and she backed into the corner of her room, her eyes not leaving that tangle of legs, arms and teeth. Their movements were hampered by most of Owens's soft insides that were now on the outside, 
 
   She picked up dad's lump hammer, walked back over to the two, careful to avoid the glutinous red pool now surrounding them, and crashed the business end into the top of Jackie's head; that soulless robot collapsed as soon as Danielle pulled the hammer up. She gazed at thick blood matting up Jackie's thick brown hair and she shrieked, pulling back and smashing the hammer into the son's face, the first blow, destroying his left cheek. Her screaming rose in intensity as she hit them again and again, dropping into the scarlet filth, her arms a blur. She only paused when a lone voice rose from somewhere below her. She turned from her work, both skulls destroyed, with pieces of skull and jellied brain tissue sliding down the front of their chests.
 
   That voice was me; somebody had heard my cries after all. 
 
   "Come on, Colin, snap out of it!" Danielle was shaking me like a rag doll. "Please, don't flake out on me again, I need you!"
 
   My eyes refocused and I found myself back on that kitchen floor. The clock behind her head told me that only a couple of minutes had passed since I fell inside my sister's head. Those two minutes felt like almost an hour to me. I had no doubt that what just happened was the real deal, 
 
   "Leave off, I'm all right. I promise." I sat up. "I'm all right," I repeated.
 
   "Dad is still up there, Colin."
 
   She wanted me to put him down. My sister helped me to my feet, and I limped over to the kitchen window, and saw that the hole in the ground had been filled in. There was no sign of any of the two already dead, dead things. Danielle had been busy.
 
   "They're all down there," she whispered.
 
   I turned around and saw that her gaze hadn't moved from my leg bite. I felt no pain at all, the area was numb. Yet I got the impression that my sister hadn't done much with the wound apart from to keep it clean. Danielle was no nurse or anything like that. Just last week when dad had accidently cut his forearm on a nail on the fence, she'd done a roadrunner act, with her leaving message being that it was all sick and gross.
 
   I bet she hadn't given me any painkillers either.
 
   So, where did this leave the pair of us? Considering, by rights, I shouldn't even be alive.
 
   "You've buried all of them?"
 
   "Apart from mum and dad, yeah." Her filled with tears. "Please, Colin. We can't leave him like that."
 
   She wanted me to put dad down. I certainly had no wish to go through with that, but my feelings were secondary. I couldn't refuse a plea like that, not after what she'd done for me. Although Danielle's first aid knowledge stopped at asking for a plaster, she's stayed with my unconscious body, and that spoke volumes. Why? Well, for a start, she didn't kill me; the girl didn't reduce my head into a mush like she did to the Coopers. 
 
   I had no explanation as to why she didn't. I didn't catch her thoughts when she stumbled across my body, but I don't think her first thought would have been to comfort me, not after seeing what that freaky fucking dead bastard had done to my thigh.
 
   "Okay, Danielle. Let's do this." I brushed past her, inadvertently breathing in her scent. She smelled of roses. The image of her naked body flashed through my mind again, and I felt my cheeks colour up. I turned my head and hurried out of the kitchen, heading for my den in the corner of the living room. I knew exactly what tool was needed for this task.
 
   The shovel lay right where I'd left it, making me wonder what my sister had used to bury those bodies; we only had the one shovel. As I picked it up, I then saw traces of dried blood and flecks of soil spattered on the underside. So she had used this after all and put it back once she was done.
 
   I sighed, imagining how traumatic these last two days must have been for Danielle. 
 
   "I thought you'd go for that," she said. "It took me bloody ages to find it, Colin. I also find out that you'd sharpened the edge."
 
   I nodded, picking it up and walking back towards her. "Are you going to stay here?"
 
   "If you don't mind?" 
 
   Her eyes found their way back to my thigh again. What was going through her mind? It then clicked that I could just as easily find out, slipping inside her head should be a piece of cake; after all, I had done once already. "I won't be long, Danielle," I said, looking directly at her. Whatever I had done the last time now failed me totally. I refrained from frowning and rushed up the first flight of stairs.
 
   The remaining body, Mr Cooper, lay in the corner of the landing. Cold and stiff, the congealed blood around his corpse contained a half a dozen insects, all dead. Had they drowned in his stinking fluids or had they died from consuming his flesh? I took a step back, my heal bumping against the next step. I vaguely remember seeing him stumble as his wife had attacked him. So why was he dead now? This thing should be trying to get up round about now, desperately trying to bite pieces out of me.
 
   I leaned forward, placed my fingers in his hair and pulled his head away from the wall, grimacing as much of the man's insides stayed stuck to the light blue paint. The body fell when I let go, showing me an empty skull. 
 
   Had Danielle done this to him? The man's brain stem was severed, and his brains scooped out and squashed against the walls. Most of the grey lumps had already slid down the wall to end up in a small pile in the bottom corner, resembling red streaked frog spawn. I frowned, not understanding any of this. 
 
   Danielle would have to help me sorting out this mystery; after all, she must have a clue how this had happened. That would have to wait until I had taken care of dad. I gripped the shovel tighter and continued to make my way up the stairs. I won't lie here, my heart rate was going through the roof. It wasn't fear, though. It was excitement. I was actually looking forward to pushing this shovel through his face. This would be my first zombie killing, and this time I didn't intend to mess it up.
 
   How could I be so cold hearted? This is my dad that I'm talking about! Yeah, I know, those words did go through me as I passed the second floor. I'm sure that similar feelings went through mum's head right before my dad smashed it against the wall. I suddenly stopped halfway up the stairs. I could now hear him moving about. It sounded like he was travelling from one end of the bedroom to the other and back again. His movements weren't the reason why I stopped. Mr Cooper died the same way as my mum. Somebody had slammed his head into that wall, and that somebody had to be Danielle.
 
   Jesus, she really had been busy while I was out of it. My urge to get my dad’s termination in the bag so I could fill in the gaps in my knowledge intensified. I raced up the last few stairs, and ran down the corridor, only pausing to look into Danielle's room. The bodies really were gone; she'd even cleaned the carpets. 
 
   I stopped outside the bedroom. He was still pacing back and forth, and I heard the floorboards creak as he stepped on them. I had no idea why he was doing that, nor did I care. I just wanted to get this over and done with. I placed my hand on the door handle and turned, jolting as the memory of Danielle doing the same popped into my head. It struck me there and then like a flash bulb going off in my head. I knew exactly how the other Cooper had died. She hadn't come to me first. My sister had run straight to mum and dad. Opening the door and seeing what had happened to mum must have been the real trigger, the image that had really sent the woman plunging into the abyss.
 
   If the dead Mr Cooper hadn't been stumbling about on the landing, I really do believe that she would have taken out her rage on me instead. That zombie had inadvertently saved my life.
 
   I prepared myself, 
 
   So trying not to grin like a loon, the door swung open, showing me that dad hadn't eaten much more of my mum since the last time; she might not have changed much since Danielle had last looked in here, but the rest of the room had. In the past couple of days this room had changed from a slaughterhouse into a surrealist nightmare with browns, dark green, and black dominating the picture. 
 
   His repeated footsteps had left a shiny brown path from one end of the room to the other. Like the landing, I saw numerous insects, but none of them were active. Did this mean that these things just wouldn't rot away? I shivered to myself, imagining how the city would look in a few months from now when most of the inhabitants were dead.
 
   The door swung wider, bringing my dad into view as he continued to pace. I lifted my shovel; this was going to be so easy. That lumbering body wasn't a match for me. I took once step into the room, getting ready to whack the bastard, when it jerked to a halt, wobbling on both feet before turning its head. The bovine gaze left it, and for the first time since leaving Danielle, I felt fear as it growled low in its throat, lifting its lips. It looked like a rabid dog. I took a step back, almost collapsing as black waves of hatred slammed into my mind. My new ability wasn't as dormant as I originally thought.
 
   It stumbled towards me, fingers clenching and unclenching while continuing to fill my thoughts with its simple sewer-like images of it ripping me into tiny pieces. I gasped out, fearing the torrent of vile thoughts was going to tear my mind apart. 
 
   Its grave stench hit me like a speeding truck; I coughed and just managed to duck before those outstretched fingers found my flesh. The pause allowed me to slam home my mental breaks, giving me enough time to realise I was so close to allowing this thing to do what it craved.
 
   I swung the shovel in a wide arc, the sharp blade biting through fabric and flesh, opening up a rent in its chest. It loomed over me, and I knew it was about to fall. I rolled to the side, leaving my weapon where I'd dropped it.
 
   My dad released a howl of anguish as it slammed into the carpet. I crawled away, biting my lips as his arm snatched out, its fingers wrapping around my shoe. This was so fucking wrong, these bastards weren't supposed to be this fast. It's almost as if it knew that I was somehow different now. 
 
   I kicked back, loosening it hold and jumped to my feet. I ran over to the window and snatched up a large kitchen knife. It felt so weird. I remembered him sitting both me and Danielle down in the edge of this bed, right at the start of the outbreak and showing us the collection of weapons that he'd positioned on the dressing table.
 
   The thing was already up and lumbering towards me. I only just managed to get my knife hand up before the zombie lunged forward; we both fell back onto the bed, and my hand caught between our bodies.
 
   It opened its mouth, black stained teeth snapped down, missing my nose by millimetres. I did the only action left. I brought my free hand up and did exactly what my dad did to mum. I pushed my forefinger into its eye socket, feeling like I'd just pushed it into a long glass of ice cream.
 
   Its movements lessened and I sensed its alien thoughts beginning to weaken. I screamed out in fury, finding enough strength to push it off my body. It rolled off the bed, my finger slipping out of its socket with an audible plop. I followed it down, bringing the knife up above my head before bringing the blade down, the metal slicing through its other eye socket. 
 
   It was finally dead. I stood up, leaving the knife was it was, shaking like a leaf. What had just happened? That thing hated me; it was also scared of what I was. I turned my head, sensing more movement. Danielle stood in the doorway.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   "I think so." What was I now?
 
   My sister stepped over the remains of mum and wrapped her arms around my waist. "We finish up here, Colin, and then we need to leave."
 
   I looked down. "What's the point? The rest of the city will be just as bad as this now." In my mind, I saw dozens more zombies acting in the way violent way as dad. Out there, I feared that my life would be measured in minutes.
 
   "That's simple. We need to find out what you are now." She stroked my head. "Both of our lives will depend on answering that question."
 
   "There was no mistaking the menace in that last statement.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Familiar Patterns
 
    
 
   That scruffy family were wise to keep their distance. It had been such a long time since I'd feasted this well. Believe me, full humans were very difficult to come by these days, even one as skeletal as this one. 
 
   I lay back against the hard wall and giggled to myself. Listen to me, the restaurant critic. What was I talking about? All humans were as thin as my last meal. Just because the species were whittled down to a few scattered mobile tribes, it didn't mean that food was now bountiful, far from it. The old ways of the hunter gatherer were now the fashion. A nomad existence meant no more farming. They literally did live off the land. After twenty years since the end of civilisation, the concept of a tin of beans and fast food joints were already fading from memory. 
 
   They peeked through wattle and weft, their frightened eyes watching me yawn and stretch out my limbs. I guess that they knew of the potential consequences of getting too close to a sated hunter, unless they were just being very cautious. Either way, it was for the best for all parties. Lions and tigers, probably bears as well (remember them?) would get all lazy once their bellies were full to the brim of meat. Not us though, no way. 
 
   Dark energies coursed through our systems, making us feel as though nothing could stop us. Like the most potent drug ever developed. We literally did hear colours and see sounds. At least, I used to. Right now, I just felt a little bit sick. I guess that fucking tainted flesh was still bothering me, and was probably another good reason for those to keep away from me.
 
   I did wonder why my brain took me back in time, though. That had never happened before. I always considered myself to be a forward thinker, never to dwell on the past. What was the point in looking back? Nothing could be changed, and nothing learned, either. I mean, come on, if you didn't learn the first time, you're hardly likely to learn the second time are you?
 
   The frightened voles took a timid step back into their main room. They jumped back sharpish when I smiled. It took me a moment to realise that I still would have had bits of the enforcer still stuck between my teeth, and I must have looked pretty grotesque. I stood up and cleaned lumps of flesh out from between my fingers and wandered over to one of their chairs, vaguely wondering if they had any spare clothing. These rags glued to my skin were most uncomfortable. 
 
   I threw my dream into the bin where it belonged and attempted to piece together what I'd salvaged so far about this town that shouldn't even fucking exist. Nothing that I had learned bode well for my Danielle, that's for sure. It might only be a few weeks since she left me, and although the girl was far tougher than the average human, even she would struggle in a place like this.
 
   The voles crept forward. This time I stayed still, not even smiling at them. As the older male stood in front of the table wringing his hands, I took the opportunity to surface scan his mind. Just a light touch, nothing too deep. I didn't want them to scurry back into their little hidey holes. Time was precious, and I needed more information.
 
   It took effort not to laugh. These idiots weren't as informed as I'd hoped. The only reason why they hadn't approached had nothing to do with a hunter's temperament. While I slept, they hadn't stopped chattering, forming opinions, theories, counter theories, and counter arguments. His thoughts were like looking for beginnings and ends in a pan full of spaghetti. 
 
   I now knew about the serum, that none of them were safe. "Come here, and sit down," I said, hooking my forefinger and giving it a little wiggle. The male vole tentatively obeyed and sat opposite me. I leaned forward. "You associate killing with eating. You must know that both actions are not mutually inclusive." His nose involuntarily wrinkled, my breath must have stunk. 
 
   This man then shocked the hell out of me by returning my smile and moving forward until his nose was almost touching mine, He blinked, and a solid wall came down, his thoughts and fears safely behind it.
 
   "We wouldn't have lasted this long if we couldn't protect ourselves," he said. "You're new to this town, that much I do know. That, and although you're a hunter, you really are nothing else I have ever witnessed." He sat back. "You're right; you could quite easily slaughter all of us. Did you not believe we already knew that before we agreed to help you?"
 
   The woman walked up behind the man and placed her hands on his shoulders. "We know that you're here in search of a woman, your sister. We can help you. In return, all we ask is for—"
 
   The woman's arrogant request died on her lips when one of her son's yelped like a terrified puppy. He'd gone from feeling hesitant, but fascinated, to expecting to be eaten in precisely one second. That was how long it took me to leave the chair, grab the boy, and place both my hands around his neck.
 
   "Your next words might be the last ones that your child will hear, Linda," I said, softly. "How do you know that I'm here for my sister?" The child's heart beat so strong. The blood that coursed through his veins would be of a far superior quality to the watery soup that filled the enforcer's organs.
 
   I made sure that thought reached their little minds as I already guessed what they were. I just wanted them all to be sure my intent wasn't a bluff.
 
   "Please, don't hurt him!" cried the woman; she ran towards me and dropped to her knees. "I meant no disrespect." Linda looked back at her husband and released a quiet sob. "We are all that remains of The Tainted. The pure bred humans tried to hunt us to extinction and almost succeeded. There's a couple more like us in town, but they stay hidden, frightened to make contact with us."
 
   I let the child go, watching him run over to his mother. Well, now wasn't this rare sight. I walked over to the seated man, bent down to his level, and looked deep into his eyes. Beneath that hastily dropped screen, I felt his terror and the fear he had for his family. There was something else I sensed as well, a feeling of comradeship. I had to chuckle, like this parasite was anything like me!
 
   Imagine a stranger walking past you. All of a sudden they stop, stare, and you feel strange, like a cold slug has just slimed over the top of your brain. That stranger pulls a creepy smile and leaves. They smile because they've just plucked out your innermost desires or most intimate thoughts.
 
   That's what the tainted were capable of doing. They mind rape you, leaving their victims feeling violated. No wonder the pure breeds had hated the bastards and had tried to wipe them out in the early days. Thing is, that's all they can do. Hunters have this ability, as well, but we use this gift to assess our potential victims or look for a weakness in our enemies.
 
   Where did they come from? Like the vole said earlier, somewhere maybe hunters passed on some of their changed genetics in a bite, or perhaps some were scratched by the newly turned and didn't change. Who knows? Who cares? Right now, all I wanted was to get out of here with my sister intact. After so long on the road, with only ourselves for company, enclosed spaces with so many people around was making me feel claustrophobic. 
 
   "Stay out of my head," I growled. "If I sense any of you in there again, I'll kill you all."
 
   The man nodded. The woman opened her mouth, but a sharp glare from the husband silenced her. I did as you'd expect. I said nothing about me staying out of their heads. Her thoughts weren't that deep anyway. 
 
   My bloated body lay slumped against the wall with the wet remains of my meal scattered around me. I looked disgusting. Chewed up lumps of the enforcer were stuck to the sides of my face. Weird, it's not often I see how I look from the eyes of somebody else. Even if I wasn't a hunter, I bet these guys would be scared of me. I must look like a bear next to a small flock of sheep. 
 
   I passed the six foot height mark when I'd turned fourteen. Since then I must have added an extra five or six inches to that figure. My changed condition had also piled on enough layers of muscle and fat to make a wrestler look anaemic. I was a frightening looking man.
 
   Here I was, sleeping like a baby. Hell, I was even snoring! These are so called sheep or voles, name your own timid creature, if you want. My point is that I was fucking helpless. They could have easily ended my existence. A deep knife thrust in the side of my neck or straight in my heart would have done the job. They watched me sleep, holding hands while shivering. They shook because they had watched me eat. None of them had plunged their mental probes into my head, they hadn't needed to. I had broadcast my ‘dream' out. It was so strong that even a pure breed could have seen and heard my re-birth.
 
   I pulled my probe out and walked over to their one tiny window and sat down. I'd rather gaze out into this decrepit town than for any of them to see the unease on my face. Sure, they needed me—for whatever—just as I needed their knowledge. It didn't stop me from feeling disjointed. I've never relied on anybody but my sister since the world went to shit. This arrangement made me feel vulnerable, and I hated it.
 
   "Start talking," I growled. 
 
   If there was an award for the most depressing town in existence, this place would win it hands down. The buildings, for what they were, all looked like they had been thrown up by somebody who'd only seen pictures drawn by a blind man. To make it worse, they'd dismantled the original structures to build their homes. It only added to that sense of unreality that I was inside somebody's distorted human playground. I blinked, wondering where that bizarre thought had crawled out from. 
 
   "This place has been here long before the dead rose up," said the older man. "Nobody can remember its original name. We don't even have a name for the town now, although some did used to call it Haven."
 
   The inhabitants all looked as worn out and exhausted as the buildings. Considering the dead hordes appeared to give this place a wide berth, you would have thought that at least a couple of them would have felt relieved. It hadn't been a picnic for me and Danielle, living in the wastelands, and I was a hunter. These people had it easy. Then again, maybe not. After all, this place had a force of hunters living amongst them.
 
   The man joined him at the window. "We're dying, hunter," he continued. "Not just us, we all are, the pure breeds and the Hunters." The man joined him at the window. "That enforcer is just one of many."
 
   I wrapped my hand over his mouth. I really could bear listening to any more of his sob story. The bare bones were already there. These clowns wanted me to take out some high ranking idiot who'd decided to turn this questionable oasis into their own little fiefdom. "I'm guessing that you know where your new master lives?" His bulging eyes told me that I'd guessed correctly. "And you want him to disappear?" The theme tune to the A Team ran through my head. I had to smile, I couldn't help it. Who'd have thought that I'd turn into a gun for hire?
 
   "I help you, and you worms show me where they are keeping my sister? So what's to stop me from dredging through your disgusting mind, taking what I want, and then killing the lot of you?" I leaned closer. "You've already shown me how to process your flesh. I could live here, feeding for the next few weeks. It'll be heaven."
 
   The woman shocked the hell out of me by wrapping her skeletal arms around my waist. She leaned in and kissed the back of my neck. I won't lie, the experience was very enjoyable.
 
   "For all of what you are, hunter, I believe that deep down you're still a good person."
 
   I sighed deeply, trying not to react to her very correct assessment. Even the tainted should be allowed to live, I suppose. 
 
   There were a small group of large men heading towards this building. 
 
   "The change wasn't immediate," said Linda. "This town has always been a beacon for the humans and people like us, and believe or not, the occasional hunter. For the shambling dead, we are all food."
 
   Those men wore black uniforms.
 
   "It wasn't exactly a fucking utopia, but we found ways to work around our differences. Things changed five years ago, after a large group of strangers arrived, both hunters and humans. You won't be shocked to hear that your last meal was part of that group and—"
 
   "Shut up," I snapped. "I'm not stupid. You already showed me that you have the ability to shield my mind from other hunters. Don't get all indignant; just tell me how close the hunters can get before they break through."
 
   The man's answer never left his lips when he followed my gaze. "Oh no, that's too many! Way too many." He jumped up and pushed his sons towards the back of the room. "Linda, Colin, please, we need to go right now!"
 
   I stood watching three of them striding over to this building. Their minds were buzzing with glee. I recognised the two who'd accompanied the human. They too sensed my presence and made no secret of what they wished to do with me. "I'll catch up," I said to the woman, not taking my eyes away from the three hunters.
 
   They were speeding towards to building now. Their orders were to bring me back; like that was going to happen. None of those Hunters out there had eaten properly for weeks. Their eagerness would be their downfall. I turned and looked at the remains of my meal, making damn sure that those bastards saw exactly what I saw. They all slowed down, and not one of them had put the pieces together, but it didn't matter. They weren't going to come in here; that was my only intention.
 
   "Thank you, enforcer," I said, hurrying over to the door. They were waiting for me as soon as I stepped into the street. Their slow minds had finally caught up. Fury and disappointment fed all three of the hunters, and it was ironic considering they all believed that I'd eaten infected meat, thereby denying them a meal. 
 
   The two who'd previously tried to kill me stepped forward. 
 
   "Please, tell me you're going to fight us?"
 
   I laughed and nodded. “Yeah why not?” I lunged at the lead hunter, a man almost as tall as me. His blue eyes bulged when my heavy frame crashed into his. I kept one eyes on the other two while I punched the hunter hard in the throat. Even if I was as weak as they assumed, even after eating poisoned food, my action would have taken his by surprise.
 
   The large blond man's body slammed into the weed filled road and lay still. The remaining two hadn't caught on just yet. That soon changed when I brought up two fingers coated with the hunter's thick blood. It annoyed the hell out of me that I couldn't lick them. I crouched beside the body and rolled it, showing them the wound.
 
   Skin and muscle proved no match for my two fingers. This poor bastard hadn't even had time to cotton on to the fact that I'd just ended his sad life. I dug my fingers into the ragged hole, hooked, and pulled, and the skin stretched and snapped. It brought me such pleasure to mutilate the corpse, even it if wasn't that much of a challenge. It felt like ripping through soaking cardboard box.
 
   Your poisoned flesh has no effect on me now.
 
   Complete bullshit, but they didn't know that. 
 
   I'm only passing through. Leave me be, I'll be gone in a few hours. Go now and live. Stay and join your pal.
 
   I could feel the deep hunger grinding inside both of their guts, and them watching me peel back the hunter's flesh like a fucking orange were making them even worse. I almost felt for them. I'd been in their position many times in the past. The ache might have clouded their judgement, but even they knew they wouldn't stand a chance against me. "Why are you still here?" The addition of my deep voice pulled the pair of them out of their trance. The two remaining now looked very scared. 
 
   The poor mites. I almost felt sorry for them, almost. The other hunter, the little shit who'd outlived his companions, took a couple of steps back, his large brown eyes, swapping from the body of his companion to me. I tried to glean what I could from his terrified mind, 
 
   His name was Jacob Marley. I guessed his parents were either a fan of classic literature or just had a strange sense of humour. It made me chuckle to find that before this nightmare fell on us all, this guy used lived very much like I did. He was even the same age as me. The only difference was that Jacob Marley wasn’t a very nice person. From what images I could rip from his past, he’d been a right little bastard, smashing windows to shoplifting. Something tells me that if the Turning hadn’t consumed us, This nasty piece of work would now be inside, probably with a rap sheet as long as his arm.
 
    
 
   He'd already turned and hurried to join his companion. The fury still ruled their emotions, but neither of them had any sudden urge to retaliate. The distance between us enlarged. It didn't matter though, that gap soon vanished when I lunged forward. My fingers were around the neck of Jacob’s companion before he even had time to react.
 
   "It only takes one to deliver a message," I purred, digging my thick digits deeper. This one, although gasping for breath, at least had some warning. It made the fight so much more enjoyable. He surprised me by collapsing his legs. I found myself falling over him and slapping my back against the floor, knocking the wind out of me.
 
   In the corner of my eye, I saw Jacob turning and stumble away.
 
   My captor snarled like a rabid beast and attempted to stamp on my head. I rolled to the side, then grabbed his leg and bit into the back of his ankle, tearing out the tendons. The hunter howled. I hadn't finished with the fucker just yet. I dragged myself up his body and raked my fingernails down his back, shredding both fabric and skin, the latter hanging over his arse like a grass skirt. 
 
   His beating heart sped up, as did his thoughts. This clown wasn't going to give up so easily. He'd already blocked out most of the pain signals, leaving him free to fight. I snarled, feeling like he'd just deprived me of my revenge. His fingers curled, and the fucker swung fast, those fingers only missing my exposed throat due to me falling back at the last second.
 
   My forehead slammed into his nose. The cunt wasn't expecting that move. The impact blew apart his flesh. He staggered back, giving me enough room to finish. I lunged at the hunter, my open mouth settling over the side of his neck, and I bit down hard. It was just a matter of keeping my hands flat on his chest and pulling my head back in order to finish the job. The hunter's flesh already in my mouth stayed where it was while he flew back. He slammed both his hands against the hole. He soon moved those when I lifted my foot and stamped on his guts. I found that I couldn't stop. Again and again my foot came down, even when only two layers of skin separated the sole of the boot from the floor, I still continued slamming down until my foot did find stone.
 
   Panting, I took one last look at the hunter. Judging from the red mess bulging through his crotch, his displaced insides and travelled downwards. I stood still, alone. The other hunter, Jacob, was long gone. I listened to the bats flying from one building to the next. The frequencies suggested that I wasn't as alone as it appeared. Behind filthy curtains and holes in walls, dozens of people had witnessed my actions, and they were scared, not from what I'd just done, but fear of recrimination. Over a dozen families were now making hasty plans to move to another area of this town before the other enforcers arrived.
 
   I silently wished the pure breeds the best of luck, and ran back to the brick hut, trying to work out why I'd let the other hunter go. After all, that clown was bound to bring his pals back here, and it wouldn't take them long to find what was left of the enforcer, meaning they be on our tails before we'd know it. Sometimes I really did curse my values.
 
   Then again, those values would go straight out of the window if it meant putting my sister in danger. I'd stop at nothing to get Danielle back, and if that meant my newly adopted family would end up dead, then so be it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Memory Lanes
 
    
 
   The family raced through a vast collection of abandoned houses, narrow alleys, between stone walls, and even through an abandoned hospital. The landscape changed from one second to the next, but two things didn't alter. None of the four ever paused to take a breath, and I never sensed another mind. Their stamina challenged even me. They were now a few paces in front, picking their way through a two storey high pile of tarnished shopping trolleys. By the time I reached this behemoth of latticed metal only the backs of the two children were visible.
 
   My pace slowed even further. The route through this maze hadn't been created for a creature of my build. I took this as a good sign; it meant that no other hunter used this route. Which also made me wonder why no other mind was close by. After all, from what I'd already learned, the population now existed as an oppressed people. Did that not mean they'd need somewhere to go that was safe? I was missing a very important part of this enigma, only I had no clue of what it could be, unless I was over-thinking again. Hell, as far as I knew, this whole town could be riddled with forgotten places like this. I had no idea just how large this place really was, nor did I know how many people lived here. I pushed all those questions away. Like any of that bullshit really mattered; as soon as I got back Danielle, we were getting out of this place.
 
   It took a few delicate manoeuvres as well as bending back some of the cages, but I did get through. Both boys were fourteen years old. Their age struck me as ironic; it also reminded me how different my growing up was to what they experienced. Those thoughts made me very uncomfortable. As I previously explained, I don't enjoy looking back to the times before the dead rose. Come to think of it, I also avoid looking back to the years that I spent roaming through this devastated world with Danielle at my side. 
 
   I curled my fingers around one of the trolleys and found my eyes closing, the quiet conversations between the husband and Linda faded away, leaving me blind and deaf. My nose quivered, something very familiar triggered another memory. I couldn't stop myself from falling back into my past. Eighteen years wound back in under eighteen seconds.
 
   Is all of this jumping from one timeframe to another starting to piss you off? Yeah well, it's tough. I wasn't doing this on purpose you know. You'll just have to get used to it. Pay attention, though, as the temporal leaps do matter. Believe me, they do fucking matter more than you can imagine.
 
   "Come on, lazy bones. Get your arse out of that pit."
 
   The not so gentle boot against the side of my sleeping head encouraged me to make the appropriate waking up noises. I wasn't ready to open my eyes, though, not just yet. I so needed to cling onto the last threads of some erotic dream involving me and three naked girls. My dreams were the closest I had gotten to another naked female in the past two years. Oh, sure, I felt the frustration daily. Imagine being a hormonal sixteen year old boy, sure that this county's living population now measured in their thousands. 
 
   Imagine knowing that out of those surviving pockets of survivors the chances of stumbling across a potential mate was about zero. Hell, I didn't have that much success with the girls when there were millions of them.
 
   None of my erotic dreams had starred my sister yet. I didn't think it would be long before that happened, though; I'd been getting a lot of very strange ideas recently, and most of them were not very pleasant.
 
   "Colin, for crying out loud, will you get a move on?"
 
   I reluctantly opened my eyes, squinting at the high summer sun doing its utmost to blind me. The sound of her unzipping my sleeping bag gave me even more encouragement to comply. "Okay, for God's sake! Can't a guy get dressed in peace?" I gave her my most severe glare, seeing that my annoyed expression made no dent whatsoever. Danielle giggled, stood up, and wandered over to the edge of the building.
 
   We'd been sleeping on rooftops for the best part of three weeks now. Even though there had been no sign of any dead in this small town, we weren't going to start taking any chances. It wasn't worth the risk, not with my ‘condition'
 
   After two years, the dead things still hadn't stopped making a beeline for my body, and in those two years neither of us had found a satisfactory explanation as to why. Not only for the zombies' preference to me, but how in hell I'd managed to survive that bite. I had kept those mind reading experiences to myself, not that it made much difference, though, it's not like they'd stayed. 
 
   I zipped up my pants and pulled my terminally randy, confused body out of the bag and walked over to my sister, doing everything in my power to stop my eyes from roving up and down her shapely thighs. "What's wrong?"
 
   She turned around, her face completely drained of blood. For the first time in two years I felt someone's stray thought, just a feather touch but the feeling was unmistakable. 
 
   "Oh, no, please not this!" She grabbed the tops of my arms, her fingers digging into my skin. Danielle leaned closer. "We are so fucked."
 
   I tried to reached out and grab that thought, needing to see where it came from. Her terrified eyes locked with mine. Something major was happening, yet I didn't care about any of that. All that concerned me was finding where that thought came from, believing that if I found the source, a dam would burst. 
 
   "Look!" she thrust me towards the edge.
 
   An explosion of sound coming from below us destroyed any hope I had of unlocking whatever wanted to break free.
 
   The massed moans launched from hundreds of dead mouths assaulted my ears. The dead things had somehow found us. Three floors below, the enemy encircled our building, the ground only visible at the other side of the street. More were shambling towards our building, coming in from all directions. Judging from the amount, these bastards must have been coming for a good few hours.
 
   How had they managed to stay silent for such a long time? I turned away, catching my sister's horrified expression. Her mouth opened, and she spoke, but the incredible noise coming from them drowned out every syllable. 
 
   We were trapped. Unless we suddenly grew a pair of wings, I saw no way of getting out of here. Danielle pulled me aback from the edge. 
 
   What are we going to do?" she cried.
 
   Like I knew the answer to that one. Hell, for the past two years, I'd just been content to allow her to take the lead in our adventure. What not? She hadn't gone wrong yet. That fact evident with both of us still living.
 
   Her little frightened girl posture melted away, leaving a skeleton of pure hate. I had to take a step back. Seeing the very rare pissed off Danielle look was far more frightening than being surrounded by hundreds of flesh crazed zombies. 
 
   You don't believe me? It's tough, you weren't there, and even if you were, I doubt you would have experienced the same emotions as I did. Although, since we took off, away from the major population zones, most days had consisted of the same boring routine. You know, same shit, different day, although there had been a few occasions when a dark part of Danielle poked its frightening face out of its shell. 
 
   Take the daily search for food as a good example. Raiding shops for tinned food kept us going, but there's only so much peas, sliced peaches, and hot dogs a man can take. My body craved fresh food as well. Danielle was our hunter gatherer. It astounded me how she could find a field of cabbages or the apple tree hidden in an overgrown garden. As for meat, after the living humans disappeared nature did what it does, and the suppressed native wildlife went bananas! Saying this, it's not like the streets were paved with millions of bunnies and badgers, those buggers were still a bastard to catch.
 
   So, what's this got to do with that skeleton of hate? Danielle found us fresh meat alright, she took the easy option though. Now, I want you to imagine a pretty twenty year old woman beating a cow to death with a cricket bat, then cutting out a large chunk of its thigh. 
 
   That's my darling sister, and that image of pure malice is what I was looking at.
 
   "This is all of your fault, you little shit," she snarled, advancing towards me, her fists clenched tight. "I should have cut you loose back at the house." 
 
   Danielle stopped and spun around. I saw her pick something off the roof, and my heart began to beat just a little bit faster. I knew exactly what she had grabbed. The orchestra of moans had receded, but from where we stood I saw many more of the things heading towards us. Something deep inside me, a dormant part of my new changed genetic makeup, began to wake.
 
   "We're both going to die!" She turned around, lifting her favourite gutting knife. "Jesus, how could I have been so fucking soft?" Danielle started to shake. "These things have been following us for months, Colin!" she screamed.
 
   Her fingers tightened around that handle, and I knew exactly what she intended to do. That weapon was about to end me; she'd come to the end of her wits and killing her little brother was the only option she had left to save herself. 
 
   Thing is, I didn't condone her actions. She was right, why should we both die? Even so, I couldn't allow my death to be on her conscience for the rest of her life. Her violent emotions might be ruling her thoughts and movements right now, but that wouldn't last.
 
   My lips curled up, exposing my teeth. I smiled and began to walk backwards. Just for that moment, her expression changed from malice to euphoria. The shift only lasted for a brief moment, but it gave me pause for thought, wondering if her posture was just one big act. I had no idea where that thought came from. It vanished as quickly as Danielle's expression swap. My steps brought me closer and closer to the edge of the building. Like the happy smile plastered across my face, the action was involuntary. I couldn't stop even if I wanted to. This confused sixteen year old was about to take his first flying lesson.
 
   The moans from those dead fuckers intensified as my feet reached the concrete lip. I turned around, watching hundreds of slack-jawed heads tilt back. My heart now raced faster than ever, yet the feelings that coursed through me weren't fear. It was anticipation and hate, as well as exhilaration. I climbed onto the lip spread my arms, and let myself go.
 
   The metres between us shrunk to nothing as I fell. I roared, bringing my arms forward, both hands clenched into fists. My hard body crashed into three of them. The impact was like a rock smashing onto three eggs. My fists pulverised their rotten flesh, almost shearing one on them in half. The stench of foul rot slammed into my nostrils, but instead of it repelling me, the stink only inflamed these burgeoning senses that had slept for all those months.
 
   Dozens of jaws clacked shut. Each one belonging to a corpse that was eagerly climbing through the pulped mess left from my fall. I dodged and ducked, both my fists slamming into those jaws and shattering bones, forcing the broken and splintered bone up into their dead brains. Yet, with every zombie that fell, another two scrambled over their inert companions. Each and every one so needed to bite into my soft meat, to dispatch me and turn my body into flesh confetti. 
 
   Their deep-seated craving to get to me drove them forward. Hundreds of cold, single thoughts wrapped in black viscous matter assaulted my mind as I dealt out swift judgement. Two years of suppressed instinct drove me forward,  my human thought processes hiding, shaking behind the hybrid hunter. 
 
   I moved away from the building, never slowing, my hands dealing death to the throng, leaving a trail of broken bodies behind me, their insides crushed into the concrete from shoes, feet, and boots from the others; the dead had no concerns over the fallen, they only sought my demise.
 
   The machine never paused or slowed, neither did the onrush of the rotting bags of death. With each vanquished foe, I found the space between myself and the building increase by inches, putting more space between these things and my sister. 
 
   Ever since I dropped into this teeming mass of vile horror, the assault hadn't let up for a single moment. If anything, their attacks had intensified; at least, they had until now. 
 
   An old man lunged for me, his fingers managing to get a grip on my wrist. I yelled out when I felt his teeth scrape across my hand. This bastard was a lot faster than any of the others. I growled and slammed my hand deep in his mouth, my fingers seeking out the man's soft flesh behind his palate. "Die and stay dead, you freak!" I pushed up, my fingers easily breaking through the old man's skin. The rupture released a torrent of freezing jellied gore, flowing out of his mouth and down my wrist. I felt another set of fingers clawing at my back. I spun around, my fingers still inside the old man's skull, to discover a teenage girl about to take a bite out of the back of my ankle. I smashed the old man's head into hers, pulled my dripped hand out of the inside of his skull, twined my fingers in her long blonde hair, and lifted the girl's head before slamming it down against the side of the kerb. The harsh sound of her skull cracking open against the ground pulled me out of my killing frenzy. I stood up, blinking rapidly, aware that the moans from the massed bodies had stopped allowing me to hear, not just the noise of the black gunk slopping out of the girl's skull, but my own laborious breathing. 
 
   The attack had stopped. A path had opened in front of me, widening as they shuffled back. I hadn't expected this to happen. Were they scared of me? I wiped their wetness off both of my hands, watching in awe as the things began to disperse. 
 
   "They'll come back, Colin."
 
   I slowly turned around, watching my sister walk towards me. Her eyes stayed on the retreating zombies while she carefully stepped over and around the slaughtered corpses. My heart soared at the sight of this fragile vision of perfection, risking her life to reach me. They might be wary of my new skillset, but it would only take one of them to realise that fresh meat had joined the party. Danielle wouldn't stand a chance!
 
   "Don't come any closer, you silly cow!" I screamed, running towards her. "Are you trying to get yourself killed? I pulled her back inside the building and slammed the door shut. "What would you have done if—?"
 
   Danielle slammed her hand over my mouth, leaned forward, and kissed the tip of my nose. "Stop it with the lip flapping, Colin. You did good." She giggled. "I'm so proud of you."
 
   I wrapped my filthy fingers around her wrist and pulled her hand away from my mouth. "You mean you knew? I mean that I was one of those things, that I was a hunter?" 
 
   Danielle nodded. "If you had paid more attention to the news back before our awakening, you'd have known as well. Why do you think I wouldn't let you come hunting with me?"
 
   I shrugged. It seemed to be the only response I had left. My emotions were up and down like a kangaroo in the mating season. I didn't know whether to kiss her or to kill her. I suspect that the latter would have found my broken body lying in the corner of this building. A crazy thought considering her manipulations had now shown me what I really was. Even so, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't shake the feeling that Danielle was still stronger than me.
 
   "Don't you get it yet? I've been protecting you, keeping you safe from the dead things and from yourself." 
 
   She entwined her fingers around mine and led me towards the stairs. "Let's get our stuff packed up." Danielle looked down. “Wait, on second thoughts, I'll pack. You go get that shit off your skin. You really do stink."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Unwanted Company
 
    
 
   The family was waiting for me at the end of this alleyway, shared expressions of fear and hope dancing across all of their faces. The fear stemmed from a myriad of possibilities, including me deciding to dine on their flesh.
 
   Why were they thinking like that? It just wasn't natural. Okay sure, if they were wild humans living on died up crap somewhere out in the dead zone, then the scared mice would be thinking along those lines. In here though, these jokers were domesticated. They were used to hunters breathing down their necks. Unless these bastards were up to something. I stopped walking and glared at the four of them. Could that be it? Something to do with these freaky flashbacks. The first travel back could be put down to all of that poisoned stuff coursing through my arteries. I wasn't going to put the second one down to that though. No fucking way. 
 
   It was obvious to me now. Those four were manipulating me for some reason. Delving where they didn't belong, looking for information. It made me shudder to think where those mind thieves had been. I ought to kill them all now. 
 
   "Colin, are you troubled?"
 
   Those four concerned words stopped my risen fury stone dead. The wealth of empathy flowing from the woman would have melted even the toughest of hearts. Linda really did care about my health. Oh sure, she only needed me operating at peak levels so I could dispatch this town leader. It's not like she fancied me or anything. Oh hell, I was meeting myself going around a corner here. Thinking like they did gave me a headache equal to a major earthquake. A part of me is telling myself that they weren't digging inside, not daring to risk being detected. After all, I was their saviour, their secret weapon. My involvement would ensure the evil in this town would be forever vanquished or some bullshit.
 
   "I'm just dandy, Linda," I replied, even managing a smile. "Lead on, fair maiden. I'm eager to get this over and done with." 
 
   Without a single word all four of them turned around and continued to make their way along the narrow stone tunnel. Not one of the family were making any effort to guard their thoughts now, they were all focussed on reaching some halfway house close to where we were. The images of a collection of ancient red shipyard containers filled their heads. I had no idea what this place was, but the family were certainly hoping to reach this place intact.
 
   These herd animals wouldn’t expose their backs unless they trusted me not to kill them. It left me wondering if there could be another force at work here, something that I hadn’t even considered.
 
   “Either that, or they think they’ve fooled me,” I whispered to myself. I felt myself ready to sigh again. I really did need to put all of these conspiracy theories in a box where they belonged. Whether I liked this situation was irrelevant. I needed these four to help me locate my Danielle, meaning that I needed to behave.
 
   It also gave me an excellent opportunity to get to know this family a little better, considering that apart from the woman, I hadn’t taken that much notice of her males. I saw them as little threat to me; consequently, I dismissed them as irrelevant. Just looking at the three of the males without probing showed that they were all cut from the same dull beige cloth. Quite how any of them had survived up to now was a miracle. Then again, I guess that their continued inhaling of the old breathing gas has only been possible thanks to the woman. No doubt about it, Linda was the brains, strength, and will for these three losers.
 
   Nathanial, the family’s eldest by three minutes, knew I was digging through his memories. The blonde-haired boy even smiled and mentally embraced me. It felt a little weird. Oh sure, the kid knew that to protest would be pointless anyway, he wasn’t in the same league as mummy.
 
   I watched him and his brother, Gareth, play through the ruins of this town, glimpsing a place in transition. A decade ago, remnants of the old civilisation were still visible, not reclaimed by nature or dismantled and rebuilt by this town’s new occupants. I can’t deny that seeing those two four year old brats chasing each other through shells of stripped vehicles and in and out of windowless shops did make me feel quite nostalgic. I could even make out a few of the shop names.
 
   One more enigma from this past memory buried its way into my head. Where was the shambling dead? Nathanial’s eyes showed me no evidence of any corpse, and with a deeper scan, I found that this kid hadn’t seen one zombie in his town in all the fourteen years of existence. Nathanial had no reason, nor did he question it; as far as he was concerned, this was how it had always been. 
 
   I diverted my attention to the older man. His name was Marcus, older than me by five years. He too knew that I was sneaking through his memories, but unlike the son, Marcus did not welcome me with open arms, and although he had guessed that this moment was inevitable, he still wished me out from inside his head. His passive resistance irritated me, like an itch that I couldn’t scratch. This man reminded me of the kids at school who would be as nice as pie to you, yet as soon as your back was turned, he’d blab to the teacher and spread a few hurtful rumours amongst your friends. 
 
   Just to cement that observation, the bastard opened a past memory that he obviously believed would freak me out. I found myself inside a dark room, my fingers resting on a damp plaster wall. The only light came from a bank of book-sized windows placed close to the ceiling. Bright sunlight filtered through the floating dust-filled air to show me two young figures lying on a bed of rags in the middle of the room.
 
   The older Marcus gave me a single self-righteous thought sentence before this past event blanked him out. The man had wished me the best of luck, uttering that if I wanted history, then I needed to start right here. He seemed to believe that this event from his life would leave an emotional scar.
 
   Was he trying to find that if under this hard shell I had a soft centre? Sure he did, otherwise why would he decide to show me the birth of their two kids? Everybody loved babies, right?
 
   It took great effort not to turn the tables and drop this idiot into one of my past events, just to show him how wrong he was on that score. Instead, I crouched down and fixed my gaze on this young couple, their anticipation and fear heavy in the air. After all, I was supposed to be on a fact finding mission here, so why not start at the birth of their two kids?
 
   I sensed fear and anticipation from both of them, but what my nostrils picked up was the thick stench of blood. These two weren’t alone after all. Hidden behind Marcus, I spotted a single grey leg, half buried under the piles of rags. With my curiosity piqued, I ventured closer, the blood smell increasing. This was such a confusing scenario. The grey colour suggested that their attacker had been one of the shambling dead, and yet I only sensed human in here, two living and one recently passed on.
 
   My incorporeal presence meant that I couldn’t participate, only observe. I so wanted to push aside the rags covering up that body. As I leaned past the young couple, I did notice a knife handle standing upright through the material. Now I know how the corpse had been dispatched. Did the man do that? It seemed unlikely that Linda would have been able to put down the mysterious body, not in her condition. Unless she was more powerful than I thought.
 
   I dropped to the knees, watching their faces, hers wracked in pain, his showing deep concern. Time had not been kind to Marcus. Here I saw a young man just extruding vitality, his strength evident from his large build, his taught muscles showing through his ripped clothes, whereas she looked so delicate, like soft petals, about to drop from the stem. It was as if in the next fourteen years, the pair of them had swapped roles, most strange.
 
   The screams that abruptly left that young mouth left me in no doubt that her fragile body held a burly soul. She thrust herself hard against the man, arching her back, and the contractions built up in intensity. 
 
   I’d never seen a birth before. I leaned closer, not wanting to miss any of this incredible event. Marcus had swapped position, now in between her legs, shouting out commands and comfort while she continued to shriek and wail. As the man excitedly announced that he could see the head, I tried to work out why his future self wanted me to witness this. So far, apart from the mystery of the body, I saw nothing that would affect a human, never mind a hunter. Unless he really did believe that if he shared such an intimate event it really would bring me closer to the family. 
 
   The first baby was now out, and Marcus had just enough time to slice the cord and wrap the boy up in a dark blue blanket before the next baby’s head demanded his attention. That wasn’t the reason. I had seen at firsthand how their minds worked. There would be no simple reason for him to show me this event. This bastard’s mind wasn’t built to issue single layered explanations.
 
   The man had delivered both babies without incident. They both were now wrapped tight and sleeping as he tenderly cleaned her up. Why wasn’t she holding the kids? I had thought that would have been his primary act. Marcus pulled a blanket over her legs, the movement disturbing the corpse. Rags rolled away exposing the dead man’s face, and I found myself staring at a carbon copy of Marcus, only with longer hair and a beard. 
 
   I blinked a couple of times whilst locked into this past event. I had no way of knowing the reasons for his untimely death, but that didn’t stop my imagination from throwing up over a dozen likely scenarios. My imagination was put on hold when the man picked up the two baby boys and shuffled over to the woman. I guessed that this would be the time for him to lay each child by Linda’s breasts. They’d have their first taste of milk and everybody would smile, end of past event.
 
   None of that happened. The woman’s eyes shot open and she glared at Marcus, her face twisting into utter fury. Her arms shot up, and it was only his lightning fast reactions that stopped the woman’s claws from ripping those kids out of his arms.
 
   The past event dropped away, leaving me more confused than I’d ever been. A few more light brushes over their minds showed me both brothers fighting over a young Linda. Even now, none of them knew who the kid’s real father was, as both the men had slept with the woman.
 
   I watched the family going through their daily struggles throughout the next fourteen years. Marcus got older, but that original shine dulled to almost nothing, leaving this bitter and withered shell. The kids grew up, but neither of them flourished. It was only Linda who thrived, both in mind and body. 
 
   The man had done what he intended. The memories that he’d showed me left a bitter taste in my mouth, leaving me feeling uneasy. Yet, I had no idea why that should have affected me so. After all, why should I care about any of this weirdness? As soon as I was reunited with Danielle, I was out of here, back in the wilderness where we belonged. So what if this Linda had the ability to drain the life essence from her family? Hell, since when had that ability been unique? Some women had been henpecking their men since the dawn of time. 
 
   I attempted to shake away the unease, deciding to focus on the here and now. Weak sunlight filtered through spots of clean wire mesh a few metres above our heads. The light increased as I quickened my pace. Whoever had originally designed this narrow passageway hadn't been that concerned about hills. If this path got any steeper, we'd all need mountain climbing equipment. Still, the extra light gained as we neared the ceiling was helping to calm their minds, which in turn settled me as well. It also brought me closer to other minds.
 
   From what I could make out, our little underground shortcut ran under one of the main town intersections. I brushed over a few of the closest minds, skimming off their views, piecing together a view of the ground above. The town’s maze of rat-runs convinced me that going under and heading straight (I hope) to the source had been the best course of action. I think that even I would have gotten lost up there.
 
   Each and every individual had stories to tell about their lives, past and present. I found little of interest in their pasts. They all showed a depressingly similar picture of escape: close calls, running, hiding, until ending up here. I did find it interesting how a lot of those humans now believed that the ones who had died or turned right at the beginning of the outbreak were the lucky ones.
 
   That feeling of hopeless apathy brought me back to their present. The pessimism was recent, and in most cases, just a few months old. They shared the same feelings of these four, and it pleased me to discover that they all shared this family’s experience of woe and hardship.
 
   The thoughts from the humans above all changed from the struggle of daily routine to one of total fear in a matter of seconds. That same terror had already passed to the family. As the humans on top scattered like frightened rabbits, the two adults both turned around, their eyes bulging, expressions of utter terror showing. Linda pulled the boys down before placing a finger across her closed lips. 
 
   I’ve seen the same look many times. It was like meeting an old friend. There were hunters close by. The dread they all felt from both human and tainted had even begun to seep into my bones now. I shrugged it off and hurried over to the shivering family, noticing that their minds had now dropped below my mental radar. They had all put out a blanket of white noise, protecting my thoughts from the approaching hunters.
 
   I sensed them myself now, three of them, strutting down the middle of one of the walkways in single file. They had one thought on their minds. These jokers were looking for me. They even knew my face. I plucked out my image straight from their heads. How the hell had they managed to do that?
 
   A gentle tap brought me back. I left them as they began to nail posters of my ugly mug on house doors, and I glared at Linda. “What part of don’t ever touch me, did you not understand?” I growled. 
 
   The woman shrank back, pressing herself against the damp wall. “I’m sorry, hunter, truly I am. It’s just…”
 
   Her whimpering burrowed under my skin, making me itch. Perhaps a light slap would instil a little discipline.  I shook myself; listen to me, I now was thinking just like those arrogant fuckwits above me. Yeah, you got it, their thoughts had contaminated me, seepage was inevitable, but thankfully it was only one way. If they did learn that one of their kind was under their feet, my hopes of finding my sister would end here and now.
 
   I shook myself again, getting rid of their contamination, only to find the woman still in the same position, this time, though, her face displayed just a hint of confusion. I realised that I’d tuned her out, missing whatever she wanted to tell me. “Wait, where are the brats and your husband?”
 
   She pointed at three dark shapes disappearing around the corner. “The boys went on ahead.” Tears ran down her cheeks. “It’s what we normally do, it’s just that…”
 
   I couldn't bear to listen to anymore of her whiny noise. I decided to get what I wanted from a more direct route instead. I lunged forward, grabbing both her ears and pulled the struggling woman up until her nose touched mine. Her terror overshadowed and crushed every other emotion. The woman truly believed that her time had come, that I was about to bite out a chunk of her face. I grinned, not bothering to deny her fear. After all, her belief that she was about to die made it so easy to find a route into her most intimate areas.
 
   My eyes locked onto hers, and it struck me for the first time that she looked very similar to my mother. Same colour eyes and hair, the age would have been close as well. I stopped myself from continuing the comparisons lest the images of my dead father biting into mum's face popped up and ruined everything.
 
   I pushed. My probes tearing through what fragile barriers the frightened woman managed to erect. They dissolved like wet tissue, giving me total access. I ignored the obvious, seeking out what distressed her before I grabbed the woman's ears. 
 
   The faces of three hunters filled my vision; their almost black eyes carried their history of two decades of hunting and feeding. Dead fish gazes each assessed the woman on the floor. They conversed without speaking. I recognised the motions, a brief nod, several frowns, and a couple of grim smiles before a male in his late forties wearing his long dirty blond hair in a tight braid grabbed Linda’s arm and dragged her up. Her heart beat wild, and although she didn’t believe they knew of her secret, it didn’t stop her body from reacting to the close proximity of the three huge men.
 
   He reached into her mind, taking what information he required before throwing her back onto the ground. That took me by surprise. Was there no end to her talents? Without warning, the past event that Marcus showed me once more began to nibble away at my confidence. Damn him for showing that. So, somehow, she was able to compartmentalize her mind, only giving access to what she deemed. Was she doing the same to me now? I had no way of knowing. 
 
   The three hunters left her, raced over to a narrow junction, and jumped onto a rusted metal fire escape before disappearing inside a mill. The woman shivered, wrapping her arms tight around her body whilst weeping. The hunters were chasing a bunch of human bandits who had been preying on the locals for the past few month, taking food and supplies from their victims and killing whoever got in their way. She wanted them all dead, and yet despite all of that hate, she would never betray their positions to the Town’s so called enforcers.
 
   The woman counted to ten before she turned her head the face a solid stone wall. Decades of dropped litter had created two deep mounds of foul smelling rubbish at either side of her. She whistled once, and the mound shifted. Crushed plastic bottles, drinks cans, and assorted unidentifiable pieces of crap rained down on the woman as two figures stood up. 
 
   Both were slight of frame, one in his late twenties, the other ten years older. Apart from the age gap, there was nothing to distinguish between them. The dirty rags they wore, black work boots, and short cut matted hair were interchangeable, as was the contempt they shared for Linda. The two men ran in the opposite direction, not caring that she had just saved both their lives. 
 
   The woman shrieked, and I found myself hurtling upwards, the ground pulling away at incredible speed. I snapped open my eyes and gritted my teeth, not wanting this woman to know just how much that unsettled me.
 
   She blinked, drew a deep breath, and then pointed to a gap just a few feet from where we stood. I hadn't even been aware that it existed. Leaning past the woman, I saw a flight of worn stone steps leading upwards. It didn't take a genius to work out why she was so troubled.
 
   So her family wasn’t the only ones who knew of these underground rat runs, not that this information came as a surprise to me. As the cats prowled the streets, the playing mice scurried back into the holes in the skirting boards. Only one group of mice made their way down here. These mice must have believed that they were the targets.
 
   "Did you see them come down here?"
 
   Her lip quivered. "Please, don't let them hurt my boys."
 
   I jumped over her body and raced after them. I already sensed their presence and found, to my annoyance, that the bandits had already spotted the three males fleeing from them. They had already dismissed the appearance of the hunters above ground and their original plan to loot a few abandoned homes; these excitable humans now had a more pleasing mission. The bandits knew that the family was tainted. Their energized minds showed me exactly what they had planned for them. I had to give them credit for their ingenuity. 
 
   Each one was worth a sack full of food, the only commodity of any value in this town— that and live ammo for what few weapons left. These humans were so hungry, I could sympathize; I had been in that situation on many occasions. Even so, I was obliged to stop them. As I chased after them, I had to ask the obvious question: if the tainted was worth so much, why hadn’t the bandits turned in Linda? I ground my teeth in frustration, yet another annoying mystery. It could wait, those bandits were getting closer to their prey.
 
   The family had just realised the bandits were behind them, energy levels fuelled by adrenalin boosted their speed, but even that wasn’t enough. The bandits knew how to run. They’d get to the family before I did.
 
   I pelted after all of them, my feet splashing through shallow puddles; this was one complication that I could do without. Would the three of them fight back? It seemed stupid to me that the family would even be running away from these bandits, considering both of them were nothing much more than skin and bones; hell, they were even thinner than my last meal.
 
   A cry of agony crashed through my mind, and I sighed deeply. So much for not allowing them to hurt their boys. I was within visual range of them now. The two bandits had caught one of the sons. Two crossbow bolts stuck out of the back of his head. The two remaining family members stood together. At that very point, I almost switched sides. I looked at these miserable tainted idiots holding each other and actually watching the bandits reload. They hadn’t given up on life, they were just unable to retaliate. 
 
   “Do your parents know you have them?” I yelled, casually strolling towards the four of them. I kept my wide grin fixed, wondering who would fire first. My money was on the youngster. The older guy would have questions to ask, mainly why my face was plastered all over the town. My next quip stayed where it was. They both turned and fired at me.
 
   Their reflexes were faster than I anticipated. Both bolts slammed into my chest. I folded and struck the floor, cursing myself for even allowing them to fire. I must be getting old. They could have easily smashed into my face. If that had happened, I wouldn’t be lying on the ground grinding my teeth in anger, listening to their slapping footsteps.
 
   The younger man reached me first. At least I was right about one prediction. I snapped open my eyes, both arms lashing out, crashing against the backs of his ankles. The resulting crack of bone told me he wasn’t likely to get up.
 
   The older man eyed me as I got up and pulled out the two bolts. I had to admire his guts, there was barely a tremor in his hands as he reloaded. It would be a head shot this time, no doubt about it. The groaning boy flickered his eyes. They bulged when I leaned forward and picked him up and ran at the older man at full speed. His bolt left the crossbow, and I had to jerk my head back to avoid the point from blinding me when it passed through the injured boy’s face. This was one determined man. I threw the corpse, nodding with satisfaction as it found its target.
 
   Even with the weight of the corpse on his body, this joker was still crawling towards his weapon. He’d never get there before I reached the pair of them, but that didn’t stop him from trying. You had to admire the man’s tenacity. He had more guts in his little finger than all three of the males in the tainted family put together.
 
   I crouched, grabbed the corpse by the hair, and pulled it to the side. “Do you know what I am?” The man didn’t need to speak; I took his affirmation straight out of his head, as well as another interesting nugget of info.
 
   This one, and the mother of the surviving kid, knew each other from old. There was history between them, and to make matters more interesting, the shivering daddy had no idea. I mentally shrugged to myself—like I cared. 
 
   “Your sister is dead, Colin,” snarled the bandit. “I fucked her to death.” 
 
   His words ignited my fury, only tempered by the shock of him knowing that I even had a sister. The only ones who knew of my search were dead. I gripped his wrist tight and squeezed, waiting for the crack. 
 
   He gritted his teeth. Not one protest left his slimy lips.
 
   “She was a fine piece of meat, Colin.” The man finally howled as the fragile bones splintered. “My cock has been where you always wanted to go!”
 
   The red mist of fury descended over my eyes like a thin film. “Shut your dirty little mouth!” I screamed, and pulling my arm back, I punched him in the mouth. My fist forced broken teeth into the back of his throat. I gripped the inside of his cheeks, held his forehead down and pulled, ripping away muscle and skin. “Your reluctance to die is going to be your downfall,” I hissed, curling my fingers around the man’s jaw. Even through the agony, he knew what I was about to do next. His bulging eyes pleaded with me to stop. I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so.” With one swift jerk, the man’s jawbone came away, trailing blood covered tendon and ripped muscle.
 
   “So you think you know my sister, you piece of shit?” I plunged my thoughts into his, desperately seeking out the information I craved. There she was, walking through the same welcoming post I passed on my way into town. My sister paused by the post, reached up and brushed her fingers over the rotting skeleton, her features puzzled. 
 
   I saw her through this dying man. He was crouched behind a rusting hulk of a large car. He took his gaze off her and glanced at his companion. I expected to see lust in his eyes; it was obvious that these fuckers now had something to do with her disappearance. I only saw fear in those dark eyes. The man then…
 
   I leapt up and slammed my boot into his side. The fucker had just died on me! This wasn't supposed to happen. I spat in the old bastards face, noting the hate was still evident in his cloudy eyes. He'd known exactly what fucking buttons to press. 
 
   It wasn't a complete loss, I suppose. My sister definitely had been here, and she was still in one piece. That stuff about the vile acts was just fantasy. Danielle was alive and well, she just had to be.  
 
   I looked towards the family, noting that in the confusion the mother had managed to sneak her way into their embrace. I believe that phrase applied to me as well, I never knew when to give up either, not only with seeking out Danielle, but also with these sad specimens.
 
   “Can we continue now?” I asked, wiping my hands on my trousers. They all looked away from the dead boy and nodded. I sensed hesitation in their movement, probably expecting me to bury them or something. After all, it’s not as if I could do anything like eat him, not with all of that shit running through his veins.
 
   From the emotions leaving Linda, Marcus, and the surviving child, Nathaniel, they viewed the boy’s death with the usual regret. In this violent world, grieving for a lost soul wasn’t as physically powerful as it was before the Turning. Not the most outstanding observation, I confess, considering every single survivor would be psychologically fucked until the day they die. Even here, in what was probably the safest place for a human to be, these people wouldn’t be able to mourn properly. I accepted that, we accepted death far more easily than the previous generation. There were, on occasion, times when I did wondered if something was at play here, something deeper than the relief to be able to keep breathing.
 
   I believe that we are all slaves to Mother Nature. That bond all the more visible since our species split. The humans have dwindled to almost nothing now. The few that remain might be having the odd baby but certainly not enough to restock the planet. Even if by some chance the humans did go at it like bunnies and had million more babies, how long would it be before the shambling dead sniffed out all that new fresh meat?
 
   We hunters were doomed from the start. That bitch gave us every tool needed to thrive in this upside down world except for the most important tool, the ability to create new life. We teetered on the edge of extinction, and that foresight would be imprinted into every cell in our bodies.
 
   Within a thousand years all that would remain of our existence would be a few dried bones. I don’t even think the zombies would last for that amount of time. Nothing lasts forever, not even them. Mother Nature is in the process of wiping the slate clean, ready to stock this world with new forms of life, and we weren’t going to be around to see it. 
 
   Who’d have thought it? There is a philosophical side to me after all. I inwardly scoffed, like the far future was any use to this present situation. The past was bad enough, at least that had happened. Right now, I needed to focus on the present, and perhaps the future of the next hour or so.
 
   “Okay kiddies. Fun is officially over. Now, how about one of you telling me where we are going?” I casually took hold of their remaining son’s wrist. “There’s still lots of urging left in my body, you know? Seriously, if I don’t allow the demon out like right now, I might end up killing all of you.” I squeezed. Unlike our jawless dead guy, poor Nathaniel screamed out as soon as I applied the pressure.
 
   “Please,” begged the husband, “don’t hurt him. We’re going to find someone who’ll help you out. He’s been in the town since the beginning. He knows everybody here.”
 
   “And he lives at this halfway house, I guess?”
 
   They all bobbed their heads, reminding me of three nodding dogs. Christ they were pathetic. 
 
   So, before we continue down the fucking yellow brick road, I can sense you needing to know why I didn’t switch over and join up with the two bandits? After all, these guys would have had connections, probably even be able to take me straight to my sister. It all boiled down to simple trust. Those two snakes would have sold me out as soon as they dared, either that or tried to kill me. I'm pretty resilient, but I wasn't invulnerable, not by a long shot. 
 
   There was one more reason—okay, two reasons. First, this family needed me as much as I needed them, meaning they had my back. Second, this Linda fascinated me. Was there really any truth about her being some kind of emotional and physical vampire? I don’t mean she had fangs, a black cape, and spoke with a dodgy accent, but there was something very compelling about the woman. I intended to find out exactly what that was.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Forbidden Fruit
 
    
 
   There were four in the bed and the little one said 'Roll over'. I was down to three guides already, and we'd only been on our journey for about an hour. Were the three of them grieving for their loss, or did they see his death as an unfortunate setback? I wasn't even going to bother scanning their minds to find my answer. I was pissed off enough without having to experience a bunch of second hand emotions.
 
   The anger and frustration at allowing that fucker to push my buttons consumed me, turning my guts into a boiling cauldron of hate. Believe or not, all the hate that I felt was mainly directed at myself. Oh sure, I did find out that she had been here, but I kinda knew that anyway. He could have told me so much more. I seriously considered slaughtering the remaining males in our little group just to put me in a better mood.
 
   There were two in the bed, and the little one said...
 
   "We've arrived," said Linda, pointing to nine shipping containers positioned in a rough circle. 
 
   I stopped dead a few feet behind the humans and allowed my eyes to drink in this almost surreal scenario. In the two decades since the big event, I have witnessed many strange sights, nearly all of them held the skeletal hand of death.
 
   Here, inside this artificial cavern proudly shouting under a dozen powerful arc lamps, I saw creation, I saw playful beauty, I saw art. A dazzling array of primary coloured geometric patterns covered the skin of each container. That in itself would have been enough to make me gasp aloud. This artist obviously believed in using this available canvas to the fullest extent. Street furniture decorated the areas surrounding the containers, everything from road signs and free standing litter bins, to wooden benches and but stops. 
 
   I took my eyes away from a phone box door and stared at the back of Linda’s head, commanding the woman to turn around in order to give me an explanation. She didn’t turn, but I sensed her smile. The dark mood had lifted from the family, and it surprised me to discover that my layers of darkness were falling from me as well.
 
   “Please don’t fight it, hunter,” said Linda. The keeper doesn’t allow bad thoughts to dwell here. He says it upsets the equilibrium of his domain.”
 
   “Well, that’s the last thing I want to do,” I muttered sarcastically. The door to one nearest container creaked open, and I watched a perfectly ordinary man drop down and start to make his way towards our position. He looked a bit older than me by about ten years, and what grey hair he had left covered the sides of his head like a tennis ball. But what shocked me more than anything was his whole demeanour. The clown acted as though he hadn’t a care in the world. His beaming, graceful movements and outlandish dress made me question if the apocalypse had passed him by.
 
   I thought back to my encounter with the bandits. Obviously, they knew the lay of the land, meaning that they must have been aware of this guy. How the fuck was the man still breathing?
 
   The remaining family had bowed their head as this new character almost danced towards them. There was an almost childlike simplicity to how he moved. At any other moment his posture would have wound me up to the point of running up to the fucker and clawing out his windpipe. Instead, I found myself smiling to the point of almost laughing. 
 
   The man stopped in front of Linda and placed both hands on her shoulders. He leaned forward and kissed the woman’s forehead. Linda responded by bursting into tears. I found the whole situation most perplexing. He stepped to the side and waited for the three of them to pass him before turning his attention towards me.
 
   His engaging smile, showing me a full set of pearly whites, stopped me in my tracks. I now knew exactly how this dude had managed to stay alive. This Keeper had an aura. As he approached my own extra senses went haywire. It honestly felt as though I was stood next to a power station. 
 
   “Why, hello there, you gorgeous hunk!” he said. The man wrapped his fingers around my hand. “Oh lordy, I think I’m in love.”
 
   It’s impossible for me to describe my exact emotions while this man continued to caress the back of my hand. Like those garishly decorated shipping containers, this whole situation made me feel as though I was full of mind-bending drugs. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” My retort was supposed to explode out of my mouth, the harsh growl having enough force to knock this weird bastard into next week. 
 
   The man patted my arm and led me towards the shipping container.
 
   “Oh, don’t you get all macho, young man. Believe me, I’ve put bigger boys than you in their place.” He stopped by the large metal door. “Oh, now listen to us, being all bitchy without even introducing ourselves.” He giggled. “I know all about you already, of course, I do! Heck, do you think that I would have even allowed you to live if I hadn’t already checked you out?”
 
   For the first time since arriving at this surreal wonderland, my guts began to quiver. I knew that right now I was stood before a real power, and despite the looks and his rather effeminate voice, this guy had nothing to fear from me.
 
   “I’m Dominic, Colin. Back in the past, I was the best pie maker this side of Yorkshire.” He sighed. “Oh, how I wish for the ingredients to create one of my steak and ale specials. Like that’s going to happen; the horrid dead things wiped out the cows decades ago.” 
 
   He sighed again. “No matter, I’ve other goodies to give to my hungry guests.” He stopped and turned around. The man placed his warm hand over my forehead. “I’ve never had a hunter in here before, and although I sense good in you, there is still a dark blot that needs exorcising. Don’t fret, my hunky man, this won’t hurt, maybe tickle.”
 
   Like an old friend, darkness embraced me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The light from muddy-yellow dusk coated the carpark with a vile shade of rotten vomit. I blinked away the hot tears, so trying not to allow my hateful conscience to finish off its self-destructive journey. There was one piece of landscape unaffected by the setting sun’s new sheen of colour, and that was the last thing I wanted to gaze at. The vile mess by my feet only reinforced my difference. Danielle held my hand, and right at this minute, her presence was the last thing I needed. All I wanted right now was for her to hold a big fucking gun aimed at the side of my head, and for my loving sister to have the courage to pull the trigger.
 
   “You knew this would happen, Colin. Not matter how hard you fought the instinct, the urge to feed was bound to grip you.” She grabbed my chin and pulled my head until her beautiful eyes found mine. “Accept what you are, Colin.”
 
   I pulled myself out of her grip and jumped away when Danielle attempted to grab me again. “Just leave me the fuck alone,” I cried. My foot slipped in the mess, and for one brief moment I thought I was about to land in the remains of my meal. The tears flowed harder when I remembered that my last meal’s terrified voice had begged me to let her go.
 
   She was only ten years old, meaning she was one of the first to have been born after the big event, and I had snuffed out her light just as easily as snapping a thin dry twig. What made this fuck up even worse to bear was that Danielle was right. I had known that this day was inevitable. I had come to terms that I was a hunter years ago. The human was my prey, and the shambling dead would stop at nothing to rip me into a thousand pieces. I was one of the shunned, hated and feared by both the living and the dead. My only companion for the past decade had been my sister.
 
   I pulled my gaze from the half eaten corpse that stained the tarmac, and followed the sun’s slow progress as it dipped behind a tower block. I licked my lips, moaning quietly when I tasted the girl’s blood. 
 
   It had been nine years since my sister had shown me my true colours, and in all that time I’d interacted with dozens of humans, and at no point had I ever felt the burning urge to feast upon their warm flesh. Despite my spotless track record, Danielle had never allowed me to forget my true nature. At times I had asked myself as to why she kept banging on about it. Had I not proven myself to be the one hunter to break the mould? Looking down at this mess, it was pretty fucking obvious that I wasn’t to be that person. I now understood her apparent obsession to constantly remind me of my true nature.
 
   “We need to move out, Colin. Her family will be back soon.”
 
   I shook my head, already deciding to stay right where I was. Thanks to me, the family who had taken us in and looked after us for the last couple of days had lost their only reason for living in this horrible fucking world. They both deserved an explanation before no doubt the father would shoot me in the face.
 
   It seemed a fitting way to end my vile existence.
 
   “They trusted us, Danielle, and look where it got them.” I shook my head again, keeping my eyes on the crime. “You had best go, my love. They won’t be satisfied with just my body, and I don’t want you to die because of my error.”
 
   I never even saw the two fists, but I certainly felt them smash into my face. My sister followed this surprise assault by sweeping her leg into my knees. The impact put me on the floor. The girl’s open ribs cushioned my face.
 
   “Don’t you dare talk to me like this!” she snarled, dropping to the ground. Danielle curled her slender fingers around my thick neck. “You’re my brother, my care and my only concern. For ten years, I’ve looked after you, nurtured you, and this is how you repay me?” 
 
   Her eyes blazed in fury. My sister’s reaction took me completely by surprise; I’d never witnessed my sister in this state. Danielle’s vehemence unsettled me. Fuck, it did more than that, it utterly terrified me. She was acting more like the hunter that I had tried so hard to mask for the last ten years.
 
   “You are what you are, Colin, now more than ever. Her death was a regrettable mistake, but we can never go back, nor can we shirk from our allotted path.”
 
   The pressure on my neck eased, and some of that bright light in her eyes dimmed. “What else can I do, Danielle? I now despise every inch of myself. This world has enough monsters without me adding to the score. It would be better for everyone, including you, if I just fucking died.”
 
   Danielle slowly got to her feet, her eyes filling with tears. “I know I can’t change your mind now. Fine, I’ll leave you to wallow in your own self-pity then.” The woman stormed over to a crumbling stone wall. “Just before I leave you to your pathetic fate, let me ask you just one question. Answer me this before I’m out of your life.” She smiled. “Will you tell me how she tasted?”
 
   Her sweet smile exactly matched the memory of how it felt to sink my teeth into the girl’s tender flesh. The girl’s hot blood filled my mouth, gushing down my dry throat. That virgin fluid awoke my sleeping urges. My true suppressed nature had fucking detonated. I squeezed her little arms, the flesh bulged at both sides, stretching her skin taut until it split like overcooked sausages.
 
   I ate my way through the side of her neck. My mind was on fire, it felt like a million orgasms bolting through every nerve in my body. The girl’s flesh did more than nourish me, it gave me life, it energized my very being, showed me what I really was, and that was a fucking hunter!
 
   As the last of the sun’s rays lost their shine, I found myself staring at Danielle’s slim figure, still leaning against that wall, the taste of my first meal now just a fading memory. “I remember exactly how she tasted. Why do you think I can’t go on, Danielle? If I don’t end this right now, I’ll never stop. I’m a fucking monster.”
 
   My sister laughed. “Right now, all I see is a pathetic little boy, full of shame without knowing the reason. You’re no more of a monster than the two returning parents. Do you not remember what we did, all four of us yesterday?”
 
   I found myself nodding.”
 
   “Sure you do. I saw the grin on your face when you slammed that corpse into the side of that shop door, grunting with satisfaction when the metal door handle slammed into its rotten brain. I also saw the looks on our guest’s face too. They both grinned. Let me ask you, does that not sound like how monsters would act?”
 
   I shook away that memory, tempted to press my hands against my ears. I didn’t want to hear any more of this. Her words were confusing me. The dead are just walking shells, there’s nothing there but corruption and instinct.”
 
   She laughed even harder. “Don’t give me that bullshit,” she shouted. “You know that isn’t true, you of all people know that there’s more to the dead than that.” She looked to her left. “They’ll soon be here, Colin. When they see what you’ve done to their only child, they’ll be utterly traumatised. Once they have taken out their grief on you, do you think that’ll be it for them? Do you think they’ll forget about this incident and carry on as if nothing had happened?”
 
   “No, of course not. This will haunt them for the rest of their lives.”
 
   “That’s very true,” she said, nodding. “Thing is, how long do you think that will be? I mean, from this point on the pair of them won’t be able to think straight, meaning they’ll make mistakes. We both know that making mistakes in this world costs you your life. I’ll be surprised if they last longer than a week now.”
 
   “How is this helping me?” I cried. “Just go, Danielle, for crying out loud, just fuck off, and leave me alone.” I pressed my hands into my face, obliterating the image of Danielle running a hand through her soft hair. The next thing I found was her breath in my ear.
 
   “You suppressed the urge for so many years, Colin. For that, I’m truly proud. Don’t allow this one slip to end your achievement.” She caught her breath. “If not for you, then do it for me. You’re my brother. I need you just as much as you need me.”
 
   I didn’t hear those soft words, I felt them. Each syllable slid through the gaps in my mind, caressing and massaging, comforting me, and as moments passed I became more aware that her voice was seducing me into doing her will. Yet my awareness didn’t halt my transition to self-destruction; on the contrary, it hastened it.
 
   “There is a way for the both of us to reach a compromise.”
 
   My sister gently turned my head and brushed her soft lips against mine.
 
   “The girl wasn’t a monster, but what was to stop one of them taking her tomorrow or the day after? Human monsters were here long before the dead rose and long before the arrival of the Hunter. The Turning didn’t extinguish the original template; it brought them out into the open. We both know that, we’ve seen them, hid from them, and heard of them.”
 
   Should I find it surprising that I heard her without my sister uttering a word? Danielle had not stopped kissing me.
 
   “You’re terrified that now your demon is out, it’ll never go back. That’s why you want to take the coward’s way. You’re right. It won’t ever go away.” Her lips left mine. Danielle pulled back and rubbed her forefinger across my lips. “If you want really want to remember the little girl, see this moment as one more life changing moment. Give your demon what it craves, only pick and choose.”
 
   “You mean, I hunt down the evil, twisted, and sick?”
 
   She nodded. “Exactly that, Colin.”
 
   Today’s sun had taken away its light, leaving long shadows that hid what remained of the girl’s corpse. Only in my case, I saw everything. My eyes took in every scrap of luminescence and showed me exactly what I’d done. Only now, I saw no crime at all, only a discarded meal. I shook my head from side to side, trying to dislodge that thought, feeling what was left of my humanity slip through my open fingers.
 
   “They’re here, Colin. The parents are back. You know what you have to do. Finish this, finish them. They have no future.”
 
   No matter how hard I tried, her silken suggestions coated my every opposing thought. They hadn’t seen their daughter unlike me, and their human eyes would only show them a small dark shape behind me. Not that they needed to see. They knew she was dead just by the scent of blood filling the air and by the sight of the pair of us covered in bits of the girl.
 
   The women shrieked, her cry splitting open the sky. Instincts ripped through me, and my body was already airborne before the father had a chance to join her. In this silent world, human voices carried for miles. Within minutes, every walking corpse hearing that would be on their way to feast.
 
   My clenched fists smashed into their jaws, splintering bones that ripped through their flesh. They both fell to their knees, side by side, their dazed eyes sailing up and down my panting body. 
 
   I no longer needed my sister’s verbal embrace to know what to do now, as my body had already woken up. My human emotions of guilt and shame that had earlier took me to the edge of self destruction had already left. I growled softly, saliva streaming down both sides of my mouth.
 
   The last thing I heard from somewhere in the darkness was over a dozen answering calls leaving dead mouths. Their approach was of no concern, nothing was going to stop me from feeding.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I staggered back until my body slammed into the wall of the shipping container. “Just what the fuck did you just do to me?” I snarled, feeling and fighting that all too familiar malaise sliding over my fury.
 
   The man in front of me shook his head. “Oh, you poor man.” Dominic hurried over and wrapped his arms around my waist. “Even now, you really have no idea. How can somebody be so blind? If you want to be truly free, you have to examine her motivations, Colin.”
 
   “Shut up, just shut the fuck up about the past, I’m not here for a history lesson.” I pushed him away from me. I had no idea what he was talking about, nor did I have any idea how he had taken me back ten fucking years. “These clowns say you know where my sister is. Tell me now, or I swear I’ll pull your spine out of your fucking arse!”
 
   Dominic giggled. “Oh my, you have no idea what your manly voice does to me when you get all macho!” He strolled over to Marcus and Nathaniel and placed his arms around their shoulders. “Linda, I’m sorry, but this sexy hunk of mansex will be leaving here without me fixing him.” Dominic dropped his gaze to the floor, and when he lifted his head, my blood froze. I found myself falling into a pair of bright crimson eyes. I shrieked as the floor dropped away, and my body plummeted towards an ocean of molten rock. 
 
   The blazing heat ignited my clothing, my skin charred and turned black, yet I my eyes still saw, and my voice continued to blast out my scream, even though I must be dead. The agony only ceased when my cooked carcass splashed into the magma, and blessed oblivion claimed my soul. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Expecting answers
 
    
 
   My senses crept up on me one by one, and I welcomed their return gladly. Becoming aware meant that all I had suffered through that weird man had been a major attack upon my mind. I’d been subjected to a major mind-fuck. It unnerved me to be on the receiving end of a psychic attack of that magnitude, the disquiet made worse because the power even eclipsed my talents.
 
   I felt warmth on my face and bright light scratching at my eyelids. As another sense funnelled through the melancholy, it became obvious that I was moving, or more to point, being carried. I couldn’t open my eyes, nor could I move any part of me, but it didn’t really matter, at least not yet.
 
   Why panic when my body wasn’t fully powered? One aspect did make me question the motives of the ones I met, especially this Keeper. Did I really undergo a mental assault? Oh sure, it fucking felt like one, yet on the physical this Dominic showed no signs of aggression; quite the opposite, the man was making a move on me. It drew me to the conclusion that my fucked up mind drew up its own suspicious and paranoid interpretation of what he was trying to show me.
 
   I now had sensation in my extremities. My eyes flickered open to show me dots of grey sky peeking through a heavy canopy of dark green leaves. I tilted my head back until I caught sight of light brown hair.
 
   The sight of the woman behind me gave me some comfort, and as my eyes roved around this unexpected landscape, Linda’s ever present concerned looking expression was the only thing here that did offer me consolation.
 
   The procession stopped beside the bank of a slow moving river. My dazed senses hadn’t asked the obvious question of how such a picturesque scene could even exist in this car crash of a town. Oh no, all that went through my cotton wool head was trying to remember if I could swim. For that fleeting moment, I honestly believed that the remaining family members were going to tip this makeshift stretcher and laugh as my body rolled into the clear water.
 
   That never happened, so once again my two not so redeeming qualities of paranoia and suspicion were behaving like Adam and Eve’s unwanted reptilian gooseberry. Despite everything we had been through since hooking up with my unlikely comrades in arms, I still couldn’t bring myself to fully trust them.
 
   My carriers gently lowered the stretcher, and going from their faces, both Marcus and Nathanial were glad to lose the extra weight. Linda leaned forward and stroked my left cheek then ordered the males to lift me up. 
 
   “You truly are honoured, Hunter.” The woman’s eyes had glazed over. “We all are. This is the Keeper’s private sanctum, his hidden garden.”
 
   It took great effort not to follow her revered posture, and I had to admit, this place was a sight to behold. I wouldn’t have described it as a garden, though, more like how the Victorians would have perceived a jungle to look, pruned and semi-tame but still with that hint of danger hidden in the dense undergrowth. It wasn’t a large area, although, thanks to some clever camouflaging, this appeared huge as long as you kept your eyes at ground level. It ruined the effect if you just happened to tilt your head back.
 
   The Keeper had grown his very impressive retreat in what used to be an open railway cutting. The blackened sheer brick walls visible behind the ever-growing vegetation stretched up until the horizontal lines kissed the blue sky. The two tunnel entrances cut into the ground were blocked off, leaving a man-sized high hole in the middle of the two tunnels.
 
   It took my brain a while to grasp the enormity of what this meant. While the rest of the surviving humans were hiding, running, and starving whilst being hunted by the shambling dead and the likes of me, this joker was pottering about in this blocked off square, building his own little paradise. I wasn’t sure whether to applaud his genius or rip the weird freak into bite-sized chunks of meat.
 
   I decided to go for the former. Apart from him blasting through my brains with a nuclear force hurricane, I did kinda liked the guy, and I couldn’t deny that he’d done an outstanding job here. 
 
   The family’s own feelings of awe had obviously worn off already. I watched them scurry over to a bank of small trees, their branches bursting with brightly coloured fruit. They reminded me of a troop of monkeys my Dad and I used to watch on the documentaries on TV back when I was a kid. It wouldn’t surprise me if they started grooming each other next. 
 
   I bullied my muscles into life and found enough strength and energy to clamber to my feet. A convenient tree trunk helped me stay upright as I finished my observations. Grass and a medley of low growing flowers of many colours carpeted the floor, and vines and creepers provided the canopy disguising the human build walls. A narrow path of red paving blocks surrounded the perimeter, with two paths cutting through the middle. It was on one of these paths that I noticed the woman making her way back to me, her feet sticking to the path. A difficult task, considering she’d piled her arms with fruit.
 
   “Are you hungry, hunter?” 
 
   I thanked her and picked off a large red apple. “Your pal fried my fucking head. You do know that, yes?” I studied her face, feeling a degree of satisfaction when I saw that contented look slip away. I glared at Linda, not taking my eyes away while I pushed the tennis ball sized piece of fruit halfway into my mouth and bit down.
 
   Unease filled her features. That made me feel so much better. I wasn’t used to humans feeling comfortable in my presence, it just wasn’t natural. “Great, so we’ve met your Keeper. He almost brain-wiped me, and you and your family are acting as though you’re on a fucking nature ramble.” The apple was delicious, and having something so sublime caressing my taste buds was playing havoc with my speech. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t find this whole experience a little disconcerting.” I whipped my arm out, my thick fingers curling around Linda’s wrist. “Thank you for the apple.” She didn’t mistake the menace in my voice.
 
   “Please, hunter. I’m confused, too, you need to believe me.”
 
   I was going to do no such thing. I sneaked my way into her mind, finding the pathway very easy. She knew I was there and made no effort to expel me. In fact, the woman had welcomed me into her with open arms. She was telling the truth, yet I could tell that Linda was holding something back. This time though, I’d let her just tell me. To be honest, I wasn’t too comfortable in her mind. Her immediate thoughts were beginning to distress me. It wasn’t open arms now, it was open legs.
 
   “I know that you feel animosity towards our Keeper,” she said.
 
   I tried to keep track of her monologue, but it took effort; I think that you’ve already figured out that my relationships with the opposite gender haven’t exactly been numerous. Believe me, getting a date when you’re a flesh eating monster living in this desolate world isn’t so easy. Her thoughts confused the fuck out of me.
 
   She took my hand. “You need to understand Hunter. The Keeper wants rid of the other hunters as well. Those vile fuckers have wrenched the heart out of this town and in turn almost destroyed that gentle man.”
 
   I shook my head, hoping the movement would dislodge the confusion that her thoughts had caused. There was something important here, and yet no matter how hard I tried, the pieces wouldn’t fit together. This Keeper dude had to be like me, he just had to be another hunter, no tainted human could have broken through my mental defences and subjected me to such vivid imagery. Linda’s so called gentle man was a hunter alright, and I had no doubt in my mind that he was a fucking strong one.
 
   “I know what you are thinking Hunter. Why has he not already disposed of the unwanted intruders?”
 
   At that precise moment the human had absolutely no idea how close she had come to me killing her. 
 
   “If I find you crawling through my mind again, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”
 
   Linda sighed heavily. “Oh, for crying out loud. I’ve been nowhere near your mind. It’s just a figure of speech. I’m a woman, remember? We have been able to tell what has been going through your minds since the dawn of our species. Think back to when you was a kid, didn’t your mum know what your father was up to?”
 
   Linda moved back a pace. I guess that despite her cavalier reply, she still wasn’t sure whether I would punch the bitch in the throat. She did have a point, though, and mum could usually tell what dad was thinking, but I put that down to the obvious fact that they had been to together of over twenty years. After two decades, mum was bound to know what dad was thinking most of the time.
 
   “Colin, the Keeper is unable to move away from his home, otherwise, I’m guessing that he would have already countered the threat.”
 
   “Can’t or won’t?”
 
   Linda shrugged. “Both, I guess. Please don’t ask me to explain why, I don’t know myself. I only know what he told me.”
 
   The remains of my apple dropped from my hand and rolled off the red block paving and disappeared into the long grass. Danielle had always suggested that I had always been a sandwich short of a picnic, of having trouble with making connections. Well, I had certainly made the fucking connection now. 
 
   “My sister.” I looked past her at what I assumed to be the way I was carried in. “I’m such a fucking idiot. She’s the same as me, isn’t she? Danielle is another hunter.”
 
   Linda cast her eyes down. “I’m so very sorry, Colin,” she whispered.
 
   “And I never even fucking guessed.”
 
   “It is the reason why we’re all in his garden. Linda ran her tongue across her lips. “It’s also the reason why you’re still breathing.”
 
   “What?
 
   “The Keeper had to make sure that you were what you said you were. Colin, you killed and ate two innocents. He needed to share your experience.” Linda took a deep breath. “Going from how he reacted, I don’t think that he was prepared for that. He’s like you as well, although I think you’ve already guessed that. Unlike you, he’s never feasted. Not once.”
 
   I shuddered, trying to imagine what it must have been like for him. The first feast is always the best. It’s like getting your first hit;  the comedown is a bastard, leaving you feeling like death. Looking back, it must have been exactly what Danielle had planned to happen. No bloody wonder I felt like I’d just fallen into a volcano. Even a second hand feasting experience must have sent the Keeper slightly loopy, especially if he’d never tasted.
 
   “She wasn’t taken from me, the bitch chose to leave. She left me to defend for myself.” I wanted to cry, to shout, to break something. Most of all though, I wished I could erase every day that I’d been alone. I lowered my body back onto the makeshift stretcher; I scanned the river and watched the ducks on the other side of the water struggling to climb the bank. “Go tell your Keeper that he can go find some other hunter to do his dirty work.” I laid down and closed my eyes. Right now, I didn’t care about anything.
 
   “She didn’t leave you, Colin,” whispered the woman. Her warm breath tickled my left ear. “She had no choice, Danielle was compelled to come to this town, just like all the other hunters. Just like you. Believe me, it was no coincidence that you ended up here.”
 
   I snapped open my eyes. “What the fuck do you mean by that?”
 
   “Just take it from me that your sister had no intentions of leaving you.” 
 
   Linda stood up, turned around, and walked over to her family, leaving me more confused than ever. What other choice did I have now? I jumped to my feet and stormed over, taking no satisfaction at seeing the males backing off and hiding behind one of the fruit trees. I wasn’t even sure why they were here at all, they had served no purpose other than to get in my way.
 
   “Tell me what you fucking know,” I growled.
 
   “I only know what he told me,” she uttered, busying herself with helping the others pick more apples.
 
   As you could expect, at this point my emotions were in a complete mess, and I didn’t know what to believe anymore. Watching these three humans pull apples off that tree and stuff them in their bag, all the while ignoring the fact that I was breathing down their necks, made me feel even worse. It made me want to do something that I may regret in the future. I tightened my fingers, formed a hard fist, and imagined it slamming into the man’s face—then again, maybe not.
 
   Linda spun around and placed herself between her husband and me. She looked up, wrapped her arms around my broad back, and kissed my lips.
 
   I found the experience more pleasurable than I could have believed. Even so, I gently pushed her back and held her at arm’s length, casting my gaze at the silent witnesses. 
 
   I saw myself throwing the woman to the side before grabbing their heads and smashing them together. I reckoned I’d only need a couple of attempts before I broke their skulls; once the bone fractured, it all started to get a bit messy. Once those waste of skins were out of the way, I’d be able to do whatever I wanted to Linda. She wouldn’t protest, I’m sure of that, but even if she did it wouldn’t make much difference.
 
   “Colin, you came here to find Danielle. You don’t need to search any longer. We’re going to take you to where she is.”
 
   I blinked rapidly, pushing aside that alien thought. Where the hell had that come from? “Just tell me where she is, Linda. There’s no need for you to come.” Right now, being alone was what I needed, to be more precise, away from these three. I wasn’t confident that I’d be able to control myself.
 
   “I’m sorry, hunter.”
 
   I felt her arms snake around my waist again. I closed my eyes and thought of anything but sex.
 
   “There is no other choice. The Keeper didn’t tell me where she was, he implanted it. I’ll only know the direction once I get to specific points.” 
 
   “Are you joking?” I turned around. “Why the fuck did he do that? I mean, I might be new in town, but even I know that we’re all about to enter the equivalent of a fucking wasp nest, and to make matters worse, these wasps know I’m here and are very eager to meet me. If you come with me, you will all die, it’s that simple.”
 
   “We know the dangers,” replied Marcus. “I’ve already lost one son. Do you think I’m eager to lose another? Even though we know the dangers, we also know that there is no other choice. The Keeper wills it, so we must obey.”
 
   “Then your Keeper is a fucking dickhead!” I shouted. I turned to the woman. “This is madness, I’ll find her myself.” I stormed off, marching towards the other hole in the thick foliage, still expecting those three to run after me. When I reached the climbers, I was relieved, yet a little disappointed, to find the three of them hadn’t moved from that fruit tree. I shrugged to myself and pushed my way through, so perhaps they really did have the sense they were born with after all.
 
   I shivered. The temperature in here was close to freezing, The Keeper’s illusion of a serene garden had stopped at the screen of vines. In the dim light I saw what I was used to – human built decay, the remains of our once great civilization. In this case, a Victorian railway tunnel. I jumped off the packed down earth and onto the bed of gravel, gazing up at the curved stones. I might be out of that garden, but there was no mistaking that I was still within the influence of the strange effeminate hunter. He even decorated in here. Old metal road signs were attached all the way around the tunnel interior. It must have taken some ingenuity to get them up there. Some of them were directly above me, about twenty feet above my head. 
 
   My night sensitive eyes picked out other, more familiar, objects attached to the walls, objects that were a total contrast to the Keeper’s usual style of decorating. Hidden in an alcove a few metres from where I stood were a collection of human skulls. I knew immediately that they’d been purposely placed there. I saw no stonework behind the bone. There must have been at least a couple of dozen skulls filling the archway. 
 
   “One of his earlier works?” I muttered, walking up to it. If it was the Keeper’s doing, and saw I saw no reason how it could have been the work of anybody else, it put the Hunter’s whole outlook into disrepute, especially the bit about no human flesh ever passing his lips.
 
   “Fucking hypocrite.” I had a good mind to go back, find this lying dog turd, and kill the bastard for subjecting me to all of his fantasy. My feet stayed where they were. What was the point of going back anyway? It made sense to keep going and to hope that everything that had vomited from his gob was a total lie, especially the bit about my sister being just like me.
 
   I turned around and saw another mural in the alcove opposite me, this one, though, was filled with footballs, and each one had a smiling face painted on it. I decided there and then to keep walking and to put all of this weird shit behind me. Interacting with other people apart from my sister was obviously my worst ever mistake. They were all fucking mental.
 
   My ears picked up the tell-tale sound of footsteps. I turned back towards that fuzzy circle of daylight, but saw nobody. It wasn’t difficult to work out that those three hadn’t given up on me; I guess their master, the freakazoid Keeper, wouldn’t let that happen. Right now I had no idea of his true motives. If he was anything like the devious minds of the three humans behind me, though, there was no chance of working that out. Their brains followed soap opera scripts. 
 
   I shook my head and continued walking between the tracks. From now on I’d keep my interaction with the denizens in this shithole of a town to a bare minimum. I only needed to locate Danielle, and I could achieve that through torture. The humans were less likely to confuse me if they were trying to stop their insides from falling out of their ripped open stomachs.
 
   Those footsteps continued to echo through the tunnel. I paused and turned in a tight circle, still unable to see the family. Perhaps I should start my interrogation with Linda? That did sound logical. Would she be able to control her duplicitous mind and tongue while I eviscerated her? I’d have to kill the males first, though, simply because they really did annoy me. Also, I might even chance upon that serum; one of them were bound to have a vial of that secreted upon their person.
 
   “Come on, out you get, Linda.” I said, watching the shadows. Stop playing games. I know you’re in here with me.”
 
   I looked back towards the skull collection, wondering if perhaps I had it wrong. What if it wasn’t the humans in here with me but their freakazoid master? And I was about to discover what really lay behind his jolly mask. The footsteps increased in volume. I frowned, it couldn’t be the keeper, not unless he’d magically grew an extra pair of legs. 
 
   At last my eyes caught movement. I jerked my head towards the tunnel roof and saw a huge shadow race past. I had no idea what that belonged to, but I knew that it wasn’t the humans or their Keeper. My senses went into overdrive, finally realising that I was in great danger. Hunters can become the hunted. I ran over to the wall and pressed my back against the stone, trying to see if I could spot my adversary. I saw nothing but more stone, gravel, track, and way too many fucking shadows. 
 
   I raced alongside of the tunnel, my eyes darting from one shadow to the next. The ever present sound of those footsteps told me that whatever was in here with me hadn’t given up the chase. It wasn’t until I saw the faint glimmer of light in the distance when I realised that I should have just turned around and ran back the way I came. Even if it did follow me, at least I would have been able to see what the fuck I was running from.
 
   Fear is an alien concept to me now; I was used to inflicting it not being on the receiving end. It made no sense why I should even be scared. My rationality did nothing to calm me down. I continued to run, still convinced that something very large was right behind me, ready to consume my body and soul.
 
   Something heavy did drop on my back. The weight buckled my knees, and I crashed into the gravel, the sharp stones cutting into my face and hands. I couldn’t move my body, and whatever it was had pinned me down. I was helpless. I tried to crane my neck to see what it was and received a bolt of piercing agony pass through my spine for the trouble.
 
   I heard a very human groan of pleasure coming from the thing on my back, and I fully realised exactly what was about to happen to me. There are monsters in this world and tales of monsters that preyed on them. I now saw that what the Keeper said had more of a grain of truth hidden in his words. He wasn’t a lawkeeper, the other hunter was the Keeper of this thing, and I was about to become its next meal. My skull would soon join the others in that alcove. 
 
   I attempted to shut off my pain receptors in anticipation of the first bite. The excitable sound of a ravenous animal filled my ears. I gritted my teeth and just hoped that my oblivion wouldn’t take forever to claim me.
 
   “Thank you for coming,” gurgled a voice.
 
   I glimpsed a flash of green, the weight on my back vanished, and then I saw nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Dying Seeds
 
    
 
   It’s really surprising how a simple image from my past had the power to revitalise my supposedly dead emotions. I skidded to a halt as the building came into view. The tip of my boot smashed into a wall and a precariously balanced lump of concrete smashed onto the pavement.
 
   The noise of the masonry hitting the floor sound thunderous in the silent town, and we both automatically assumed the crouch position with our eyes scanning this desolate landscape for any sign of movement.
 
   “You clumsy oaf,” hissed Danielle.
 
   I shrugged before standing up. Our efforts were wasted, and from what we had been able to discover already, this place hadn’t seen passersby for a long time. Still, habits were hard to break, especially when those habits had saved the pair of our skins for such a long time.
 
   “There’s no greenery, Danielle; that’s not right.”
 
   My sister slowly nodded, but she didn’t say anything, and I suspect that she knew the reason why. Probably the same reason as to why she led us back home. I wanted to think that her sole purpose in bringing us back to the town where we grew up was to help me sort out my messed up head. Perhaps that was one motivation as to why, but she had another purpose, and she had no intention of sharing. Not that I was all that concerned, After eleven years, I was used to her habit of keeping everything close to her chest. I put it down to her sex. My mother was just the same, always up to something.
 
   “You’re smiling, Colin.”
 
   “Oh, you’ve noticed?” I smiled even more. “Too right I am. Just look at where we are.”
 
   “I know where we are, for crying out loud. It was my idea to come back here, remember?”
 
   The eleven years hadn’t been kind to what used to be my favourite sweet shop. Black and grey ruled where once garish reds and greens were king. To the untrained eye, the shop looked like the rest in this row of stone buildings. I guessed that most of the damage must have occurred in the first few weeks after the outbreak looting. Why on earth anybody would want to steal from a sweet shop was beyond me. Mars bars and Sherbet Lemons weren’t exactly part of the main food groups.
 
   The shop was now a slave to time and weather, but I looked past that, and I stared at the shattered shop front, remembering how it used to look.
 
   Every single day without fail at exactly ten minutes after school had closed, you would have found me in there, either browsing through the comics or pondering what sweets to get to eat after supper.
 
   I drooled at the memory of the huge amount of goodies stocked in the tiny shop. The shopkeeper, Mr Singh, was very tolerant of my extended stays. As long I didn’t get in the way of his customers, he’d let me stay as long as I wished.
 
   Looking back, it sounded like I lived a pretty lonely life as a kid. I guess I was never much of a social butterfly. My sister had inherited that particular talent. She had tons of friends. “Danielle, what do you suppose happened to the shopkeeper?”
 
   She shrugged. “Does it matter? The same as everybody else, really. There’s not much to choose from, Colin. He either turned, was bitten and turned, bitten and eaten, or he’s still around wondering where his next meal is coming from. Take your pick.”
 
   I should have known, that would have been my response. Ever the practical, having no time for whimsical ideas. Strange really, considering back before the outbreak, she was more of a dreamer than anyone in our family.
 
   We continued walking down the middle of the high street, each building triggering a memory. Some good and some bad, but each one stripped away the layers of miasma that had built up ever since I had last feasted on human flesh. I shivered even now; I could remember how good it felt as their warm meat slid down my throat.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   I started. “Yeah, sorry. I was lost in the past for a moment there.” Mum used to take us to that coffee shop every Saturday afternoon, do you remember?”
 
   “Oh yeah, she made a point to buy us both a sandwich and a milkshake. God, I miss the taste of milkshake.”
 
   I smiled to myself, glad of her input. She inadvertently pushed my more recent thoughts back to where they belonged. “I never understood why she did that. I mean, the stuff she bought us were so expensive.” I pointed to a building on the corner. “Remember that one? Mum’s favourite discount shop. Well, they had sandwiches and milkshakes, and they were like a quarter of the price.”
 
   Danielle shook her head. “Unbelievable, you really don’t get it.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me away. “Come on, you, let’s keep moving.”
 
   I blinked, wondering what I’d said wrong. I smiled again, not that it mattered. I felt pretty good, and judging from my sister’s reaction, she looked happy to be back here as well. I won’t lie. I have missed the place, and even in this state, it felt as though we had come home.
 
   Danielle and I were born and brought up in this suburb of our great capital. Consequently, we were more comfortable in a mall, a skatepark, an amusement arcade, or in my case, a sweetshop. To us, grass and trees were what you found in gardens. 
 
   Perhaps that was one contributory factor as to me feeling so good. We both learned  right at the beginning that staying in the urban areas was the equivalent of walking into the middle of a tiger pit.
 
   We, like the rest of our species in England, were a nation of consumers. Our food and supplies came from the shops. Living off the land was something we only saw on TV. So it made sense that the survivors would stay in the towns and cities, close to where the food was. It made them easy prey for the shambling dead.
 
   Danielle stopped opposite the flyblown entrance to the Mall. I opened my mouth, ready to ask her if she was ready to tell me why we had come back, when she spun around and dug her fingers into my shoulders.
 
   “Tell me what you can hear, Colin.” She shook her head. “No, scratch that idea. Tell me what you can sense.”
 
   I closed my eyes and focussed on the building in front of us; my talent for spotting other minds, either dead or living had exploded since that last meal. Lately, though, I have been finding my sphere contracting. Right now, I could barely reach the entrance. “I can’t sense anything.” 
 
   “Thought you wouldn’t. This place truly is a ghost town. Just like the others I’ve scouted.”
 
   “Wait, you mean you’ve been to other towns?”
 
   “Of course I have. Where do you think your food’s been coming from?”
 
   Even after the shock of finding out that I was a hunter, Danielle still insisted on looking after me. To be honest, I was happy with the arrangement. I wasn’t sure I could trust myself if I bumped into another human survivor. “Wait, is this related to the reason as to why there’s hardly any plants here?”
 
   She nodded. “Probably.”
 
   That hadn’t made any sense to me. When she suggested that we ought to pay a visit here, I expected vines discovering the buildings, and weeds, grass, and shrubs pushing up through the tarmac and concrete. The ground under my feet was buckled alright, yet I saw no sign of anything green; it was as if the soil had been sterilised. 
 
   Danielle smiled. “Listen very carefully. I need you to make your way home, and wait for me there.”
 
   “What?” I jumped back, completely shocked by this mental poleaxe. “What are you talking about? I’m not going to leave you.”
 
   She sighed. “Don’t be a baby, it won’t be for long.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “I’d rather you didn’t ask, Colin.” She wrapped her arms around my waist and kissed me on the nose. “Just do this for me, hun.”
 
   With that, she released me, turned around, and jogged towards the Mall doors. I watched her climb though one of the smashed windows, and I stayed there until her form had merged into the darkness. 
 
   To say I was totally thrown by her behaviour was an understatement. I fought the urge to follow her inside, turned around, and slowly made my way towards our old home. 
 
   The commercial area soon gave way to residential building. Here, I saw more evidence of lack of vegetation. Whole gardens were stripped of grass and flowers, leaving nothing but bare earth. I’d never seen anything like it before. Everywhere else, nature had softened every edge with all manner of plant life. The green dominated—except here, it would seem. 
 
   The puzzle almost made me forget my sister’s strange behaviour. Almost, but not quite. Still, with greys still abundant in town, it made my journey home remarkably easy.
 
   The sight of my childhood hood made me go weak at the knees, vividly remembering how we left the place after taking care of what was left of the bodies that stained the floors and carpets. We couldn’t leave them like that.
 
   I stopped in front of the faded white wooden gate, but the disbelief that I was actually back home vanished when I saw the state of our front garden. Eleven months previously we had closed this gate and looked back at four rectangular mounds of brown earth, looking like parallel dominoes on a pool table. Now the garden resembled a World War 1 trench crossed with a muddy ploughed field.
 
   Dried mud decorated the path and the front of the house. I pushed open the gate, my mind trying to process this sight. Someone or something had dug up the bodies that we buried. I knew they couldn’t have climbed out themselves. We made doubly sure that none of them was going to claw their way out of their resting places.
 
   It took a fair amount of navigation to traverse from the gate up to the front of the house. Due to the total lack of vegetation, I found it impossible to even guess what this had happened. This desecration could have occurred last year, it could have happened over a decade ago; there was no way of knowing.
 
   I noticed the first bone embedded in the hard mud about a metre from the front door. As I neared, other bones showed themselves. I bent over, plucked the nearest one out of the mud, and ran my fingers along the surface. The deep scratches suggested that it been gnawed. Whether it was by whatever had dug it up or from other scavengers was impossible to say.
 
   This event worried me, not just because I could be holding part of one of my parents, but because they and our neighbours were already infected, and as far as I knew, not one creature was capable of eating tainted meat. 
 
   Bodies of the infected had always lain where they fell, blighting the landscape, their changed meat resisting all attempts to rot down. I dropped the bone and slowly turned around, feeling very scared. I felt as though I was witness to an occurrence almost as powerful as the first outbreak. This town had been sterilised, and the word strip-mining ran through my mind. Every piece of flesh, either living or infected, had just ceased to exist. 
 
   Not just the flesh either. Whatever had done this must have been responsible for the lack of plant life as well. The only thing moving was me, and right now that fact made me feel very conspicuous. I wanted to turn tail and run back into town, find my sister, and get the fuck out of here, and yet, instead, I turned back to the house, hurried over to the side door, and let myself inside.
 
   Slamming it shut was the easy part, but by now the unknown terror of what befell this town had already taken residence in my guts, and the only way that I could think of easing it, apart from getting out of here, was by thoroughly checking every room in the house.
 
   Whilst climbing the stairs, I found the terror easing slightly. Although Danielle wouldn’t tell me her reasons as to why she felt the desire to return home, I had confidence that she must have some vague idea of what had happened here. It pissed me off a lot that she refused to share; I had enough confidence in her judgment to believe that she wouldn’t knowingly lead us into danger. After all, she was only human, and though Danielle might be the most resilient person I had ever known, it didn’t make her invulnerable.
 
   Just like the lower floor, the next two levels gave me no surprises, they were just as we left them. The only footsteps showing on the dust-filled floorboards were mine. Nobody had been in this building while we had gone.
 
   I gazed out of my parent’s bedroom window, the elevation gave me a better opportunity to witness the change. A thousand shades of grey coloured the town and surrounding districts, and yet despite being a suburb of London, the rest of the city merged into the greenery.
 
   Strange to think that when I first clapped eyes on the ruined sweetshop that I actually welcomed the return of my emotions. Now I’d do anything to return to that state of mental non-living when the inside of my mind resembled this very fucking town.
 
   I turned from this blighted picture and sat down on the edge of my parent’s bed, averting my eyes when they ended up looking at a faded stain on the wallpaper. I moaned softly; that area was where dad killed mum, and yet even the organic residue on the wallpaper had gone.
 
   “Fuck this. I can’t stay here any longer,” I muttered, standing up and running over to the open door. As I stumbled out into the hallway, my left foot kicked a small object across the mouldy carpet. I fought down gales of hysterical laughter as a mobile phone clattered down the steps. I remembered just how easy it had been for our parents to get in touch with Danielle back then. 
 
   I purposely stamped on the bloody thing as I passed it. There was no way that I was prepared to spend another minute in this house. If Danielle wasn’t prepared to share her explanations, then I wasn’t prepared to wait for her to return. Fuck it, I was out of here. 
 
   The dust on the bottom step would serve as my post it note. I jumped over it, turned around, and wrote the name of the next town into the accumulated dust, followed by my name so she’d know who’d written it. I wiped my finger down my trousers and stepped out into the sunlight, feeling like I done the right thing. She would understand, but even if she didn’t, I wasn’t going to lose sleep over it. After all, this whole thing was her fault in the first place.
 
   Blakely wasn’t like this place, and the next town, like the rest of London, was buried beneath eleven years of uncontrolled plant growth. Once I got there I’d set a fire going, it would serve as a beacon for my sister. I wasn’t bothered about anyone else seeing it, after all, I was a hunter; what did I have to fear from anything?
 
   The irony of my last thought didn’t even raise a single smile. I took a deep breath, frowning as I realised that even the air tasted dead. “Stop that, you blathering idiot,” I retorted. It was highly likely that whatever happened here occurred a long time ago, and the chances of discovering the reason as to why was effectively zero. I should put it down to yet another unexplainable event and move on. 
 
   I hurried past a local graveyard, averting my eyes at the sight of the overturned earth and broken open coffins. The desire to get the fuck out of here grabbed me and refused to let go. My hurrying turned into a jog that ended up as a sprint. Before our old house passed from sight, I glanced behind me one last time just to ensure that my sister wasn’t behind me. No such luck, all I saw was more of the same fucking grey.
 
   This place, the weirdness, this sterilised feel, and especially the stillness, was beginning to freak me out. We had expected the town to be relatively clear of the dead, but nothing could have prepared me for this.
 
   Neither of us was in any mood to engage in a pitched battle with the hordes of shambling dead that inhabited the towns, yet it appeared that the balance was changing over.
 
   Before her sudden decision to move, we had been slumming it inside a pub for the past couple of months. For the first time in years, we had actually discovered a place untouched since the outbreak. So untouched, we even found the original occupants lurking in one of the rooms on the second floor.
 
   The dead things soon started to move when their senses detected a hunter had broken through one of the barricaded windows. Apart from my little encounter with those two, neither of us had seen of any dead things since before the last winter. All that changed in just one week.
 
   Exactly eight days ago we caught sight of the first procession of shambling corpses. I was in the bedroom idly staring out of the window whilst chewing on a piece of jerky that Danielle had found on her last trip. I noticed movement on the horizon and immediately believed that they were horses. Of all the livestock able to flourish through this disaster, the horses had come out top. I hadn’t seen a cow or a pig in over a decade.
 
   Their true appearance only became known once they got a little closer. I almost choked on my food when I saw how many they were. Danielle’s cry of alarm told me that she had seen them as well. My sister ran into the room and stood behind me, her hands on my shoulders. She was shaking like a leaf. I couldn’t blame her, there must have been thousands of them out there, all lurching and stumbling towards some unknown destination. Thankfully, that didn’t include our refuge.
 
   I slowly stood up and closed the window, unable to keep my eyes off this unprecedented spectacle. This line went on throughout the night. In the morning, apart from the choking stench and lumps of meat that had fallen from their moving bodies, there was no sight of any other zombie.
 
   It was my sister who suggested that our town might be clear, and that it was obvious that the food had run out, hence the mass exodus. I couldn’t fault her logic, but I still insisted on waiting for another few more days before we ventured out of our secure home.
 
   My first sight of green was just yards from me. I slowed to a jog and breathed a sigh of relief as my feet passed over some invisible barrier. With grass and weed under me now, that feeling of extreme unease finally began to lift. Looking back, perhaps I shouldn’t have gone along with her plan and stayed inside the pub where it was safe.
 
   Then again, maybe not. I ground the heel of my shoe into the soft earth, feeling thoroughly ashamed of my behaviour. Deep down I knew what the fuck was wrong with me. Of course, I did, I wasn’t a complete idiot. I had been starving myself of meat ever since I wavered onto the dark side. The food that Danielle had found for me kept my human body going, but that was about all it did.
 
   I was acting more human now than I did before the outbreak.
 
   The greys in front of me still defied explanation, and right now all I wanted was to lie down, preferably with the knowledge that my sister was safe. That wasn’t going to happen, though, at least not yet; there was no chance of me stepping back onto that dead ground. I took a deep breath and forced my shame back before turning around.
 
   A new landscape now awaited me. This one was just as formidable as the one I left behind. Even though I had known what to expect, I still could have kicked myself for now realising just how much greenery there would be here. I wrote down the one place where Danielle and I definitely knew in Blakely. The Centenary Square was an open paved area in front of the town’s civic centre. We used to visit every year when they held the annual German market. Thing is, seeing my hometown almost untouched by the vegetation affected my perception of what Blakely would be like. 
 
   I ran the tip of my fingers along the nearest block of green. Picking away at some of the rich green moss, I found a crumbling concrete wall. “This is a mistake,” I muttered. Nature truly had run amok here; it felt as though the plants had made up for not being able to establish a presence in my town. From where I stood, even I doubted that I’d be able to get to the square. 
 
   Eleven years without human interference had made this place unrecognizable. I hurried along the moss-covered wall, taking care not to catch my feet on the dozens of thick shoots that had pushed up between the paving, dislodging the stone. The road to my side was just as impassable thanks to a solid bank of bramble that filled the space. This was my only way into town. I considered staying where I was and wait for her to find me, but I tossed that idea in the bin. What if she approached the town from another direction?
 
   “Why did you have to leave there?” I whispered, hating the sound of my voice. I sounded like the whining teenager I never was. God, I couldn’t believe how afraid I felt. I stopped dead, held my breath, and strained my hearing, knowing that at least some part of my new senses were still operating. I wasn’t alone in here, of that much I was certain, and I hadn’t been alone ever since I entered the perimeter of this overgrown area.
 
   Somebody was watching me. I jerked my head back and looked up into the thick branches. A human face glared back down at me. He was about my age, completely naked, with a thin muscular frame. The man growled before he ran across a thick overhanging branch and dived into the adjacent tree. Before I even had time to take a breath, my observer had already made his way into a hole in the building and disappeared into the darkness.
 
   Judging from the noise blasting from his exit, the new arrival had comrades, and by the sound of the raised voices, far more than I was able to handle. Then again, considering my weakness, I wouldn’t have even been confident about tackling the one man.
 
   I stepped back and pressed my body against the wall, gaping in astonishment as over a dozen humans emerged, each one blinking in the bright sunlight. I saw the one who’d initially spotted me, right at the back, I also noticed that he was now armed with a weapon. He carried a thick wooden club—a broken armchair leg—complete with thick nails driven into the end.
 
   “I don’t want any trouble,” I shouted. “I’m only passing through.”
 
   Two men scrambled down, jumping onto the floor a few feet from when I stood. I couldn’t believe the size of the man at the front. The others were all the same built. In this new world, where there was hardly enough food to go around, most humans were all on the thin side, except for this one. I was big, but this guy looked like he could eat two of me.
 
   The man grinned and calmly approached, a rough grin painted across his pockmarked face. “Well, this is most surprising.” He turned around. “We will be eating tonight,” he yelled.” The man turned back. “Isn’t this a turn up for the books! I never believed that I’d bump into another hunter.” It wasn’t until I felt his mind trying to penetrate mine that I finally understood. I had met my first true hunter, I also realised that this bastard really was going to eat me. I saw the naked lust in his large black eyes. 
 
   He growled deep in his throat before lunging. His hands caught my wrists, and he pulled me towards him before thrusting my body back and swinging me into the side of the tree. I slammed into the bark, my senses reeling.
 
   “He’s a hunter,” yelled the man. Go back to the hall and wait for me.”
 
   Through my pain-blurred vision, I saw him licking his lips.
 
   “I’m going to take my time with you,” he purred. “Christmas has come early for me.”
 
   “Wait,” I cried. “How can you eat me? I am like you. We’re the same.” I struggled in his grip. “Come on, you know our meat is poison to each other.”
 
   The man laughed. He released one of the wrists, fastened his hard fingers under my chin, and pulled me forward. “Where did you hear that shite? No, don’t bother replying, I’ve just found it.”
 
   The bastard was inside my mind; I recoiled as his stinking probes teased open every locked door to get at my most secret thoughts. What made the situation worse was this fucker had been inside me before I even crossed the barrier. I mentally shuddered, feeling his cold claws peel my memories back, layer by layer, I heard his dark chuckle echoing inside my head; he knew full well that I could stop him.
 
   “Please,” I begged.
 
   The hunter pushed his face hard against mine. “You dare to beg? Just what kind of a hunter are you? Colin, you sad little worm, your education is sadly lacking in the affairs of your own kind. Now, if you had stumbled into my kingdom a few days ago, I might have taken you under my wing and ‘educated’ you.” The hunter took his probes out of me and threw me to the floor. “Alas, providence showed me that it’s not just you whose knowledge of our world is full of gaps.” 
 
   The hunter clicked his fingers. He lifted his leg and pushed his boot hard against the side of my neck, and I could only watch in horror as his human accomplices jumped out of the tree and descended upon my immobile body. The bastards trussed me up with thick cord and wire, yet even this act gave me some respite. It meant that this other hunter wasn’t going to consume me immediately, and it gave me a little time to work out how to get away.
 
   He spun around, laughing. “Get away? You’re going nowhere, little worm.”
 
   “Why are we even bothering, Alan?”
 
   I looked towards the direction of the outspoken human. He’d finished wrapping thick rope around my ankles and was getting back onto his feet. He too looked my age, but unlike the other humans, his skin wasn’t taught over his bones. This joker had access to food. The man pushed his fingers through his long dirty blond hair and took a deep breath. From how the others had ceased their business and were gazing up at him, I guessed that this one must be the spokesman for the other humans.
 
   “I mean no disrespect, but we need to eat as well.” The man couched and ran his fingers along the inside of my thigh. “Why do we have to use this fucker as bait?”
 
   The hunter stared at the others, one by one. I saw the movement, but didn’t take much notice, my mind was still whirling over the human’s outrageous suggestion. This bastard was actually wanting to eat me! Depression soon silenced my fury. Why should I even be surprised by this turn of events? Fuck, I’ve been a sheep in wolf’s clothing ever since last year. I was weak, and I deserved to die.
 
   “Can you see what I have to put up with now?”
 
   His tone of voice made my blood boil, pushing away just a sliver of my own self-pity. Okay, so I was going to die here, that much I’d already realised, and I hadn’t come to terms with the prospect, but then again, who did? Even in this world where life and death was more closely linked that any one pre-event could have anticipated, it was still a terrifying ordeal, even for me.
 
   The last thing I needed before meeting my maker was for this fucking jumped up alpha male talking to me exactly like my sister used to address me when I was a kid. Back when mum had ordered her to look after her annoying ten year old brother when all she wanted to do was to fuck about in the mall with her mates.
 
   ‘Can you see what I have to put up with now?’ Danielle’s favourite saying back then. Had this bastard purposely stolen that from me, just one more taunt before he had me killed? 
 
   Surprisingly, it appeared that his words were just a coincidence. Although the hunter appeared to be giving his second in command a bit of a dress down, complete with the use of a withering look that would have put my sister’s looks to shame, inside, this fucking psycho was absolutely furious.
 
   He had extreme difficulty in controlling his temper, and I discovered that the mental transfer ceased to be a one-way affair. My own mental probe hitchhiked on his
 
   This was one hunter that had had some raging anger issues back when he was a lowly human. I saw a glimpse of a young man aged sixteen smashing up his mum’s best plate collection because she had the nerve to tell his dad that she’d caught him smoking weed. I blinked, realising that I was actually in the hunter’s mind. The mental transfer had ceased to being a one-way affair. My own measly mental probe had found a way to worm inside. It was a short-lived victory, as the huge man standing beside my tied up body knew almost immediately. He took his raging glare off the human and winked at me.
 
   “I never expected that from you, Colin. It looks like you have more spunk than I gave you credit for,” he sighed. “Yeah, I know you have questions, sure you do. I can imagine that returning home and seeing the state of it could well be most unsettling.”
 
   The bastard was inside my head again, reading me like a book. I wanted to weep when he peeled away my private unanswered questions to find the image of Danielle.
 
   “Oh lord! You sure are one dark horse.” You’ve made this hunter very happy; it’s been such a long time since I’ve explored the delights of a female, and one so pretty as well. She’ll keep me going for a long time.”
 
   “If you touch her,” I growled.
 
   “And you’re going to do what? Colin, you’re going to be dead in a minute.” He gave me one more smile. “Still, you do have questions, and you are kin—of a sort.” The hunter thrust his arms into the air. “Nobody can accuse me of being generous. You want to know what happened here? For giving me your sister, it’s the least I can do.”
 
   An almost unperceivable shudder caressed my bones. I jerked my head away from the lustful eyes of the human and saw that the hunter had what looked like a sly smile plastered over his face. “You felt that?” he tilted his head to the side. “You really are more sensitive than I thought.” The hunter sighed deeply. “It’s such a shame, but my clan needs to survive, my friend. I’m sure you’ll understand.”
 
   I cried out when the ground under my body fell away, leaving me hanging in midair. Gravity embraced me, and my cry turned to screams as I plummeted towards a green carpet of foliage. I turned and twisted in the air, sucking in the oxygen, trying to calm myself, knowing that this was just an illusion. It turned out that my will to survive was far greater in the metaphysical realm. I would have laughed at the absurdity of the concept if I wasn’t about to have a multitude of thorns shred my body.
 
   The world tiled, and the green and blue swapped places, leaving me in the position of not falling. My feet anchored down onto a solid brown surface, and when the shakes and fuzziness left me, my senses rejoined me. Dead leaves covered the area, suggesting that I was in woodland, and as I scanned the horizon, gazing at the thin branches holding up their load of rich leaves, I suppressed the urge to break into smile. I knew when I was now. I hadn’t moved a bloody inch, the only difference was that there was no boundary, the green continued on and on.
 
   Fragments of the all too familiar human built structures peaked through the vegetation, giving me an insight as too how my old town must have looked before whatever it was had happened. I probably would have walked straight past where I used to live. I shook my head in confusion; there was nothing here that told me what had happened or when it had taken place. Still, I wasn’t going to allow impatience distract me, considering all that awaited me back in the real world was certain death.
 
   I made my way over the edge of a familiar looking building, the pieces falling into place once I placed the palm of my hand against the moss-coated wall. This was where the human’s had emerged from. I looked up and saw the hole in the wall, as well as a knotted rope partially hidden behind dangling ivy. 
 
   It took me moments to climb up and clamber through, finding myself on a metal platform made from the sides of a transit van. The view from here took my breath away. I could see for miles. It also shocked me to discover that I wasn’t alone. The hunter and the other humans were all there, sitting on the edge, with their legs dangling over the side. None of them turned when I gasped.
 
   He’d pushed me into a past event, a dominant memory residing inside the hunter’s mind. I hoped to God that the psycho wasn’t here with me, meaning the one standing beside my tied up body, not the one directly in front of me.
 
   I guessed that he’d brought me to this time and location to show the reason for the incredible change to the area; at least, that’s what I’d hoped. So did he really feel some kind of bond to what I was? More importantly, could what I was about to witness help me out of this dire situation and to find some way to warn Danielle? It filled me with utter dread to think that he was about to go after my sister.
 
   “What am I supposed to be looking at?
 
   The words startled me. I spun around and saw the thick-set human take his gaze away from the greenery before us and look questionably at the other hunter.
 
   “Do you want a closer look?” snarled the hunter, grabbing the human’s neck and pushing him forward. “There, perhaps you can see clearly now?”
 
   The human swung like a pendulum, wriggling and quietly sobbing. His submissive behaviour was light years from how I saw him react when they held me down.
 
   “I’m sorry, please don’t drop me. My eyes aren’t as good as yours.”
 
   I stepped forward, ignoring the commotion in front of me; it was like watching an old TV show, and you didn’t know what was about to happen, but it didn’t matter because all the principal characters would be in the show next week. The human’s eyes might not be as good as the other hunter, but mine certainly were. I squinted and used my hand to shield the sun and stared in the direction that the other hunter was pointing. 
 
   About four miles from here I saw a tiny circle of grey almost hidden amongst all the shades of greens. Even as I stared, the patch of grey grew. This must be the start of whatever was happening. It told me nothing, though. My eyes weren’t that keen, even I couldn’t see in detail what it was.
 
   “Well, this is a turn up for the books,” murmured the hunter. He’d placed the now shaking human back on the edge of the platform and was currently examining the phenomena through a pair of binoculars. I ventured closer, vaguely wandering what would have happened if the hunter had dropped the human.
 
   The hunter then twisted his head completely around. His jaw opened and continued to drop, the flesh stretching like warm bubble gum. I jumped back and…
 
   … I was moving, leaves and branched crashed into my face. I tried to look down and found I couldn’t move my head. I couldn’t move anything. Daylight burst through the green and I found myself stopping. I wasn’t alone. The thick-set human stopped beside me and looked directly at me before dropping his gaze to the floor.
 
   “I’m sorry for my outburst,” said the human. I meant no disrespect, it’s just—”
 
   “It’s just that you’re a big fucking coward who thinks that I’m going to throw you at our new arrival?”
 
   You have got to be kidding me. I was inside the hunter now. What the hell was this shit?
 
   “Stop pissing your pants, it was a joke.” 
 
   The hunter turned back towards the light, giving me my first look at what was happening. I saw no green or grey, only red, purple, and lot’s a black. I stood at the scene of what looked like an aeroplane had jettisoned a hundred rotting bodies from a distance of ten thousand feet. Lumps of wet flesh littered the ground and swam in foul stinking black fluid. It took a moment for my mind to process the devastation. I was looking at what used to be a horde of perhaps thirty zombies. It had initially looked like more because every one of them was in four or more parts.
 
   “Was it our guest?”
 
   My head moved up and down. “Of course it was, stupid. Unless you think one of the town’s surviving humans magically found a fucking combine harvester.” He bent down and dragged his finger through the stinking slime. “Best not to linger. At least we know where he is going to return.” 
 
   The hunter looked down at the humans. I had never seen so many in one place in all the years that we had been travelling. They were all tooled up, most carrying shotguns, while a couple of others carried hunting rifles.
 
   “You know the score. Take this fucker down. The one who brings back his head earns a place at my side.” Having said his piece, the hunter turned around and strolled back through the dense foliage.
 
   I wanted to cry when I opened my eyes and found myself staring up at the sky. I was back in my own body, the one that I’d somehow managed to allow to be tied up by a bunch of snivelling humans. The feeling of wanting to weep stopped when I saw that thickset human’s eyes were roving up and down my body. I felt like a lump of meat hanging from a butcher’s shop window. How fucking embarrassing; the tables had turned and I hated it. I looked past the human and attempted to get my fury under control. “So, all this was done by some kind of animal?”
 
   “You’re incredibly calm for someone who’s about to get torn to pieces. You saw what it did to the shambling dead, Colin. Does it not make you afraid that you’re about to meet the same fate?”
 
   I laughed at him. “Buddy, I get it, I really do.” I looked around at what was left of his human crew. It didn’t take a genius to work out what had happened. “You’re trying to make amends, aren’t you? So, I’m your bait. That’s cool. I understand why you think that’ll work. Thing is, I’m not the problem.” I looked up at the thickset human. “He’s your problem, buddy. 
 
   The human’s face changed to a colour of bright red. “Shut your fucking pie-hole!” 
 
   “I think not. Your first plan would have worked. It didn’t because this dirty coward bolted, and he left your men to die.” I looked up, watching the clouds lazily drift by. “I suppose that’s what you get for playing with your food instead of eating it.”
 
   The thickset human screamed his objection, but the noise stopped a moment later when the hunter casually swung his clenched fist into the side of the human’s mouth. The force of the impact threw him over my body, his warm blood splattering over my face. The hunter followed his trajectory, diving onto the man’s shrieking body, his screams increasing as the hunter tore away his clothing and dug his fingers deep into the man’s flesh.
 
   The hunter sudden action took me completely by surprise. Had that thickset human really bolted? I only said that to provoke a reaction. Fuck me, I never expected the reaction to be so fatal; I got the impression that this confrontation had been brewing for some time. I wasn’t the only one surprised, the other humans backed off, keeping their distance. None of them ran, however; I guessed the hunter had trained them too well, and they all must have been completely aware of the penalty for running out.
 
   Hot blood and bits of shredded meat showered my face, some of it finding its way into my mouth. Each piece tasted like the best ever nectar, the power revitalizing me, giving my weakened body the strength it desperately needed.
 
   The hunter pulled his bloodied face from out of the dead man’s stomach cavity. He growled at me, then glared at the retreating humans. “Get back here and kill this son of a bitch.”
 
   What little reluctance the humans might have felt quickly withered under the strength of their master’s stare. After all, what did they have to fear from me? I might be a hunter, but compared to their master, I was just some whipped poodle to his pit bull. They gripped their hatchets and edged towards me, their confidence growing with each step. The new strength flowing through me allowed me to filter through their dull minds. Unlike the thickset human, these jokers had no backbone whatsoever. A combination of being under their master’s thrall and being in the shadow of the other human had left them acting as pale shadows.
 
   Their attitude suited me down to the ground. They had reached my still body, confident that it wouldn’t take too many blows to finish me off, knowing that I couldn’t do anything to stop them. After all, I was securely tied up.
 
   Those idiots could have used candyfloss to tie me up for all the good it did. My first task when my strength had returned was to snap those bindings. The other hunter hadn’t even thought to check on them. Why should he? As far as he was concerned, I no longer existed, and besides, right now his own urge to feed had taken control.
 
   I so wanted to laugh at this situation. Now I saw it as it really was. This hunter hadn’t ‘hunted’ anything in over a decade. 
 
   He had no reason to do much of anything apart from huff and bully his way through his sad little existence. 
 
   The turd who’d mistakenly believed that he could end my life now had his weapon held high, ready to strike. I rolled into his attack, my heavy body crashing into human’s shins. He cried out and toppled. His weapon fell from his hands as his instincts to protect his face took over. 
 
   Not smashing his face into the ground was the least of his worries as I had already secured a grip on the human’s fleshy ankle. I resisted the temptation to bite into the meat. 
 
   Instead, my teeth fastened over his Achilles tendon.
 
   His cry of shock and agony when I snapped my jaws together sent my urge to feed into overdrive, there wasn’t a chance of that happening though. Fuelled by more sweet. hot blood spurting into my mouth, I pushed the whimpering human out of the way and scrambled to my feet, intending to take the other two down.
 
   Unlike the other hunter, I could suppress my basic instinct to spasm at the sight of so much torn flesh. If that big fat fucker wasn’t here, then I would have let it rip. A thick layer of shredded meat, bone splinter and lumpy blood would have been the outcome for these insignificant bastards.
 
   I spun around, my leg sweeping the other human off his feet. I followed the move by jumping on the side of his head and grinning in satisfaction at the sound of a distinctive crack. The hunter’s remaining poodle came at me, his arms holding his axe shaft above his head whilst bellowing at the top of his voice.
 
   His clumsy movement was child’s play to sidestep. I slammed the edge of my hand into the back of his neck when the he stumbled past. He was dead before his body hit the ground.
 
   I felt no triumph over their deaths. In fact, I felt no emotion at all. That did worry me a little. Sure, they were going to try and kill me, but did that make them bad men? Hell no, they’d been conditioned over the years. The real monster was right in front of me, still gorging on the carcass. I looked down at the last human, remembering his apparent sudden change in behaviour. In fact, he hadn’t acted out of sync at all. That yelling had been a cry for help, to alert his master that he didn’t want to die.
 
   I cautiously leaned to the side and scooped up the dropped axe shaft, my gaze not leaving the other hunter. He hadn’t moved in inch from his feeding. He knew exactly what I’d done; the arrogant bastard just didn’t care.
 
   “Enjoy it while you can, shithead. That’s going to be your last ever meal.” I shouted, running forward. The slug wouldn’t even know what had hit him, even with the warning. He was so used to everything brought to him, he had forgotten how to fight. I swung the weapon, grunting with satisfaction at the sound of the solid meaty crack of wood slamming into thick bone.
 
   I blinked rabidly, stepping away, totally confused at the sight of the thickset human’s now smashed in skull. “No way, that’s not supposed to happen!”
 
   I lost my grip on the wooden shaft as another hand wrenched it away. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” growled the other hunter. “You honestly think I’d let you fuck me over?” 
 
   He slammed the palm of his hand into my chest, the impact pushing me backwards. I tripped over a body and watched as the sky once again filled my vision. This time I wasn’t as helpless, and he had no extra back up, meaning I wouldn’t be distracted. I rolled to the left, his blow missing my face by inches. I kicked back, the heel of my boot hitting something fleshy.
 
   “You little bastard!” he screamed.
 
   His fingers curled around my left ear, lifting me back to my feet. The hunter turned me around, his hot, rotten breath filling my lungs as he roared into my face. Even I couldn’t stop him as bit into the side of my cheeks.
 
   The pain doubled when his fist came up from below, smashing into my ribs. I did the only thing I could think of and savagely pulled my head back, screaming out when the tissues stretched and tore, opening the side of my mouth to the open air. The agony wouldn’t leave me, not this time. Instead of shutting it away, I fed on it, the hurting feeding my own cold rage. 
 
   I jumped back and allowed him to come to me, hoping his own bulk would be his downfall. The hunter smiled back at me, put his head down, and charged. I dived out of the way, only to find myself back in his vice-like grip. It just wasn’t possible, how the fuck was he moving so fast?
 
   The hunter chuckled, then formed his free hand into a claw and smashed the steel-like talons into my bicep. I shrieked as he raked down my flesh, opening up five deep furrows. 
 
   I was going to die. This time—I did know this for a fact—there was no way that I’d be able to defeat this fucking monster. Even so, I wasn’t going to roll on my back and five up, no fucking way. I’d give as good as I received.
 
   Even with losing most of my feeling in my damaged arm, I was still able to fight through his defences and push one outstretched finger into his eye. The sudden release from his grip wasn’t much of a victory, as I knew that my strength was failing fast. He staggered back two paces, his hand over his now destroyed eye.
 
   “Get the fuck away from me, or I’ll take your other eye as well.” My voice sounded as weak as I felt. My knees were going to go at any moment. The other hunter shook his head from side to side, his thick blood spraying in both directions. Finally, he looked up, fixing me with his remaining eye. I saw him blink, and then felt the back of my head hitting the ground. 
 
   The other hunter’s teeth were already biting into the side of my torso. How he had been able to move so fast was the least of my problems. I felt no pain now; all I heard was his throat greedily gulping down my chewed up muscle. There was nothing left for me to do now apart from wait to die. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Danielle,” I whispered. “I’ve failed you.”
 
   The hunter finally took his head from out of the hole he’d chewed through and grinned. “Oh, don’t you worry about her, I will take good care of…”
 
   The hunter’s head exploded, showering me with wet lumps of cold, grey tissue. My weary mind had no time to celebrate his demise as my damaged body now screamed out in utter anguish. The fucker had been inside my head all of that time, suppressing my feelings, playing his little games, making me believes that I actually had some chance of winning. Even his eye would have grown back after a few days. 
 
   The blue darkened. I opened my eyes, not even able to raise a smile at the sight of my darling sister looking down at me, her eyes full of concern. I shifted my sight to the left and saw she had found a hunting rifle. I started to laugh, unable to stop.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   The Dusty Trail
 
    
 
   Images from my past blurred into one continuous ribbon of vivid snapshots. I saw my sister dragging my broken body into a nearby building and leaving me for what seemed like a lifetime. Accompanying sounds pummelled my ears with high pitched shrieking followed by the wet sound of someone or something feeding. The noise died away, replacing it with the return of my sister feeding me a weak meaty broth. Then she left me again; this time she never did come back.
 
   I opened my eyes, finding my body lying on a bed of straw. I was lying on my back, with somebody sitting next to me, gently stroking my arm. The faint scent of crushed flowers reached my nostrils, reminding me of a perfume my sister used to wear back before everything went to shit.
 
   “Oh, please, say it’s you, Danielle. Tell me that you’ve come back.” 
 
   “I’m so sorry, hunter.” murmured a familiar female voice.
 
   I refused to allow the despair at hearing Linda’s soft voice get to me. I wasn’t dead, I still had a chance to find my sister.
 
   “I’m not dead!” I shouted, sitting up. 
 
   “No, you’re not dead, my friend,” Linda helped me to my feet, “although, you were close to finding yourself in that condition.” Her eyes darted to the side. “Come, we should get you out of here. His patience is already wearing thin, and I don’t know how long the Keeper will be able to keep him calm.”
 
   I looked past her terrified face and saw the curved stonework above me. I was still in the tunnel. Her words and feelings brought back my last memory before I had slipped back into the past. “What the fuck is in here?” I hissed.
 
   She moaned quietly and attempted to pull me towards the light. I didn’t resist; after experiencing yet again my second close brush with true death, I wasn’t going to argue with the one person who obviously knew far more about this situation than I did. I sensed something very large halfway up the tunnel wall shift its weight. From the woman’s sudden shift from a quick walking pace to a run, I guessed that I wasn’t the only one. My previous fear returned with vengeance, filling my aching body with enough energy to take myself and Linda up to the edge of the tunnel in seconds. 
 
   Warm afternoon sunlight warmed the back of my head as I squinted my eyes, trying to see our pursuer. I saw nothing in that inky blackness, yet the absence of anything definite didn’t stop my senses from almost overloading my already battered mind.
 
   “Come on, turn around, Colin. We still need to continue.”
 
   I did as she requested and immediately saw the rest of her family sitting on an overturned shopping trolley, both eating from a woven jute bag. I wasn’t sure whether to be happy or annoyed to see them. I looked at Linda in bewilderment. “Wait, so they were able to cross through, and yet I was attacked?” I paused. “So did you.”
 
   “We’re all immune from his touch, hunter. His essence flows through our veins. It’s what keeps our people safe from the threat of the dead.” She smiled. “I wouldn’t have allowed them to cross if I knew there would be any danger. We’re family and family is supposed to look after each other. Just like your sister looked after you. If she hadn’t shot that other hunter, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
 
   “Wait, how do you know about that, Linda?”
 
   Isn’t it obvious? The Keeper allowed me to share. I saw what you saw.” 
 
   She gently propelled my weak body over to the others. “We had better keep moving. He’s getting jumpy.” 
 
   I felt like a small child being taken to on a journey, holding hands with mummy. To say that I was way out my depths here was a massive understatement. I was weak, disorientated, and so confused. My head was still in freefall after living through that intense experience yet again. Until now, I hadn’t given much thought about the circumstances leading up to my sister’s disappearance; weird, I know, but I never saw any connection. I stopped and shrugged off the woman’s smothering hands. I did now though.
 
   “You were there, you say, inside my head, seeing and feeling what I saw?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes.” Tears flowed down her cheeks. “I wish I had really been there, Colin. Just to put your mind at rest and to warn you of what was to happen.”
 
   I wish I hadn’t spoken, I had no idea what she was talking about.
 
   “A silly thought, I know. None of us can physically go back and change our destiny.” She looked over at her husband. “Besides, even if I had been there, nothing would have changed apart from your sister killing me.” Linda took my hand. “Do you know why you came here?”
 
   I shook my head in astonishment. “You know why, for crying out loud. Why are you even asking me that?”
 
   “This is a big land, Colin. And there’s no cars, buses, or trains left. Yet you somehow managed to find your way here. You travelled as straight as an arrow, can’t you see that? Come on, think about it, what are the chances of you ending up in the one small human settlement left in this desolate land?”
 
   I shrugged. “Why all the questions? You’re going to tell me anyway.”
 
   “You were all like moths to a flame, Colin. The Keeper’s guest called for you, he called for all of you, including your sister. Just like he called out when he was born.” 
 
   “Wait, so you’re saying that the thing that almost ate me in that tunnel came from my town?” I could still feel his touch upon my flesh. Whatever it was, that ‘creature’ scared the shit out of me. “And it was the reason why the place had been stripped?”
 
   “He was hungry. Newborns need to feed. He called out for his mother, Colin; that’s why your sister dragged you back home. She must have been the only female hunter in the vicinity.” Linda sat down nest to me. “Colin, he’s been calling out again, this time for something else, something that only a female can give him.”
 
   The ramifications of what all this meant hit me like a fucking sledgehammer. I couldn’t believe that I’d been so stupid. “Shit, you mean he wants my sister?”
 
   “That’s what the Keeper thinks, anyway. The only problem was that his calling brought every hunter from miles around into the settlement.” She paused. “That includes you, Colin, and just like you, none of them had a clue as to how they got here. As you can very well imagine, though, they thought they’d all stumbled into a hunter’s idea of heaven.”
 
   I felt pretty much the same, I suppose. The two main differences were that the search for Danielle blinded me from seeing just how unusual this place was. “Wait, what about the fact that your meat is poison to us?”
 
   “Instead of ending up as cattle for slaughter, they turned us into slaves, or bait for their sports. This settlement is still going to go extinct, only this way, the process will take longer. At least, that’s what we all thought,” Linda took my hands, “until you showed up.”
 
   “No way,” I growled. “You can’t expect me to pimp my own fucking sister out to some weird monster?” I still had no idea what this thing looked like. My mind ploughed through a dozen images stolen from the sci-fi movies that I watched as a kid. Somehow, I believed that the reality would be much worse than anything that those Hollywood directors conjured up more than a decade ago. The irony of all of this was, in the eyes of the human species, it was us, my sister and I, that were the monsters.
 
   “Colin, you’re right, of course the Keeper doesn’t expect that from you.” She looked at her family. “He expects you to escort all of us to your sister, making sure that we all get there in one piece. It is Danielle’s decision whether she wants to meet with the Keeper’s guest. It isn’t yours.” 
 
   She pointed at the high stone wall behind the dense covering of greenery, and I could just about make out two thin, brown parallel lines. There was a set of ladders bolted to the stones.
 
   “Are you ready to re-join the rest of the settlement?” She looked back at the mouth of the tunnel. “Or do you wish to stay here and get more acquainted with the Keeper’s guest?” 
 
   That tickertape of Hollywood monster images refused to stop spinning around my mind as I sighed and wandered over to the ladders. What other choice did I have? I suppose I should have counted my blessings, at least I wasn’t dead. My fingers curled around the pitted metal, and I began to climb, although I suspect that condition of me still living was likely to change very soon. 
 
   Halfway up, I stopped, turned my head, and saw that the other three had only just began to climb. While I had been pondering over recent events and wondering how long it would be before one of those other hunters killed me, those three had obviously been having a bit of a family get-together; so much for Linda’s hint that I was supposed to be part of them now.
 
   “Care to share?” My anger at been excluded almost made me forget my original reason for stopping. I decided to let them have their secret for the moment; after all, I doubted it was all that important. I could always take it out of the mind of Linda’s husband if I was so inclined. I continued climbing, eager to get to the top. I’d wait until we were all off the ladder before asking my question.
 
   The woman gasped, and I felt her grabbing my ankle.
 
   “Stay still and hush!” she hissed.
 
   I pressed my body tight against the cold metal ladder, my cheek grazing across the moss covered stone wall. Over the edge, I knew heard voices. Three males, deep in murmured argument. I bit my lip, wanting to curse my own stupid senses for not warning me sooner. Hell, if it hadn’t been for the woman, I would have blundered straight into them.
 
   They were hunters, that much I’d already figured out. No human left alive carried that air of arrogance so evident in all three of their voices. I closed my eyes and listened closely, trying to pick out their words, knowing that anything they said could be of value. I felt it odd that I felt no need to suppress any panic of being discovered, instinctively knowing that the three humans under me would all be wafting out their mental fog, effectively masking me from the hunters’ natural radars. Since when did I start to accept their contributions to my continued wellbeing?
 
   So much for being the lone wolf.
 
   I should be fine as long as I didn’t try to scan them. Then again, considering the woeful lack of warning my own talents gave me, I’d be surprised if it even fucking worked. Still, I wasn’t about to risk it, just in case. 
 
   It appeared that they were arguing over a TV show, some crime drama. Of all the banal subjects to get all work up on. It made me wonder about my own life before all this. I know for a fact that I spent a stupid about of time in heated discussion over pointless subjects like a stupid TV show, or a console game, or well, anything really. I opened my eyes and looked down at the three below me, wondering what the chance were of either Linda or her quiet husband thinking along the same lines as me. With my extra talents shut off, I had no way of knowing. 
 
   Back then, though, I suppose that we all had a huge amount of time to waste. Oh sure, jobs and relationships ate away the hours, and what was left we filled with going to the gym, or playing games, or any other number of pointless activities. 
 
   The pitted metal under my fingers felt so thin. It was a wonder that it was holding my weight without breaking. I decided that my thoughts wouldn’t have even cross Linda’s mind at all. Oh, no, she’d be thinking about this thin metal, about the likely possibility of discovery, about staying alive.
 
   Armageddon pushed their mindsets back a few hundred thousand years, back to when their ancestors were still running away from sabre-toothed cats. The surviving humans wouldn’t have time anymore to look back at their brief moment, sitting at the top of the food chain and surveying their kingdoms. 
 
   Unlike us Hunters, compared to the humans we were still living the life of luxury. That obviously meant looking back in the past, getting nostalgic over things that we’ll never have again. 
 
   I listened in to their fading voices, still trying to figure out which TV show was causing the three of them so much distress. When the voices vanished completely, I climbed up until I reached the lip. A nudge from below gave me the encouragement to peak over the edge.
 
   The scene that met my eyes almost made me lose my grip on the ladders. My assumption that we had been unlucky enough to almost bump into three Hunters just passing through was blown out of the water by the sight of over a dozen tents laid out on a patch of hard-packed black mud. I saw three shadows dipping into the nearest tent and guessed that they were the Hunters who’s just passed us.
 
   What the hell was this? I could make out several dead fires as well as three large trucks parked beside each other. My nose detected the faint aroma of cooked meat in the air. It didn’t take a genius to work out that the meat hadn’t come from a cow.
 
   Apart from those three disappearing inside that tent, I saw nobody else. Considering this looked like a military camp, there was no evidence of guards; then again, why would they bother? 
 
   I climbed over the edge, feeling a great sense of relief to find myself back on solid ground. Once the others had followed me up, I ran towards a patch of brambles large enough to screen us from any prying eyes.
 
   “Linda,” I hissed. “What’s going on?” From her furtive looks, I could tell straight away that she had been expecting something like this. Of course, she had. Christ, her senses weren’t that strong; the woman must have known what we were going to find up here. “Tell me now.” I looked past the three of them, still scanning for any sign of movement. Now that my eyes had gotten used to this unexpected find, I could now pick out a few more familiar looking items. Beside every tent opening there were stacks of weapons, mainly shotguns and rifles; then again, for all I knew they could have been bb guns and air rifles. Whatever their calibre, it seemed to be such an odd thing to see. In all these two decades, I had never seen a single hunter using anything more deadly than a katana. 
 
   We have always preferred the ‘hands on’ method. The sheer pleasure of ripping through a human body with your bare hands is like nothing any human could understand. The killing is just as important as the feeding. I looked at that collection of weapons, and I shook. The trembling I felt was down to one simple reason. I knew that those other Hunters must be terrified.
 
   Those three that passed the edge of the cliff didn’t show any signs of fear, but then they wouldn’t. The vein of macho bullshit ruins deep in all of us. If I had been able to scan them, I knew I would have received a different tale.
 
   “I’m still waiting, Linda,” I warned.
 
   The woman quietly sighed. “I know I shouldn’t pity you, Colin, but I can’t help it. Because of what you are, these puzzle pieces just aren’t clicking together. The Hunters are going to war. Only problem is, they have no idea as to whom they are supposed to be fighting. Look around you. These guys have been camped here for weeks.”
 
   I shook my head in confusion. “You mean they’re planning to attack the Keeper’s pet?” My eyes were drawn to the lip of the cliff that we climbed up. “Are you having a laugh? He’s just down there. With the amount of firepower they’ve collected, these jokers could drop both the Keeper and the thing that jumped on me in minutes.”
 
   “I’ve already told you that it’s no coincidence that you’re here, and it’s the same for the others. The only difference is that you now know the reason. Think back to the world before. Did you ever see what happened when a neighbours’ dog was in heat? Dozens of males appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. Most of those poor mutts wouldn’t have a clue as to why they suddenly decided to stop from burying a bone when that hormonal chemical filled their senses.”
 
   “On, that’s great,” I muttered.” So now you’re comparing us to dogs.” I forced myself to stop staring at that oh so forgiving face and slowly stood up, looking over our screen of bushes. Despite her very clumsy analogy, I understood her meaning. What I couldn’t wrap my head around was how the hell she knew about this anomaly that was able to strip a single town of all its nutrients and then conveniently end up here as some fucking pet.
 
   “Get down!” she said, pawing at my ankles. It was too late though, I felt two enquiring minds brush past me. I moaned quietly when the silhouettes of two hunters stepped out from the side of an overturned bus. The bastards had posted guards after all.
 
   No matter what previous misconceptions Linda had about these hunters being terrified of the unknown, the bastards were showing none of that trepidation right now. Then again, why should they? They could see me and knew exactly what to do with me and my human companions. I couldn’t move my legs, their old terror had become my terror. What strength and energy that I’d gained from eating that enforcer had long since dissipated. 
 
   The two hunters stopped walking a few paces from the bank of foliage. “Are you alone?” asked the largest man.
 
   I felt my head bob up and down, keeping my gaze focussed on the hunter’s gauntlets. Unreal, they still had no idea that the three humans were with me. A soft hand encircled mine. It took great effort not to look down. 
 
   Bluff it, Colin. We still have a chance.
 
   “Have you come to join the party, traitor?”
 
   There was no mistaking the malice in the hunter’s gravelly voice. This one so wanted to fuck me up. Despite the dark undertones, I took solace from Linda’s directed mental request. The reassurance came from the simple fact that I had completely underestimated their abilities. What else did this devious woman have hidden up her sleeves?  
 
   “I‘m a little hurt at that remark.” I frowned. “Hell, I don’t even know who you are. Look, I’m not sure what you think I’ve done here, but I’m no traitor.” I took my eyes off the two hunters, praying that they wouldn’t get any closer. Another couple of paces, and I just knew they’d spot the humans. Instead, I gazed at their collection of weapons. “Yes, I’m alone. This party you mention? I’ll admit that I’m intrigued.” The pair of them now shifted their eyes to the guns as well. “You see, although you are both swaggering about like dimbulb nightclub bouncers, I know that you two and the rest of your baby buddies are shitting your pants.”
 
   The pair of them growled deep in their throats, but they didn’t move forward. I didn’t have to be able to read Linda’s thoughts to know that the hunters weren’t the only ones who needed to go to the toilet. 
 
   The woman must be crapping herself. I wish I could reassure her that I knew what I was doing. If I showed any signs of weakness the bastards would have been all over me like a rash. It’s in our genetic makeup to posture and boast. 
 
   “That does it, your gob’s just gotten you dead, fuckwit. I ain’t taking that shite from some lowlife cockwomble.”
 
   I laughed. “Oh, listen to his hot air. You’re talking out of your arse, and you know it. There were three of your lot the last time we danced, and I only let two of them live cos I was feeling generous.”
 
   You’re going to get all of us killed!
 
   I jumped so much, I almost left my skin behind. Linda’s mental blast tore through me like a hurricane. I sighed loudly, partly to cover up my fucked nerves. “Look, believe or not, I’m not here to battle, at least not with you lot.” I risked a look behind the hunters, making sure that no more of them had climbed out of the tents. I sighed again, this time, quietly. 
 
   Is this two way?
 
   Of course it is. What are you playing at?
 
   Stop fretting, Linda. Just find us a route through this wasps nest.
 
   “We don’t need any help, especially from the likes of you, traitor.”
 
   “Yes, you do; otherwise, why have all that hardware?” I took a step to the side and reluctantly raised my arms. “Aren’t the pair of you the least bit curious as to where I’ve come from?”
 
   You have about two seconds left, Linda!
 
   That got their attention. I edged closer to the edge of the cliff, walking away from the three humans as my two hunter pals moved in. “You see, I know why we’re all here. I know who’s called us.” I placed a finger against my lips, lowered myself to the ground, and patted the flattened grass. “Wanna see?”
 
   Colin, I know where to go.
 
   I grinned, watching my eager young hunters scuttle towards me. Their minds open wider than a pair of whore’s legs at the sight of a bulging wallet. Damien Florence, his wide open, blue eyes bulged at the promise of discovering what had dragged him away from his previous life.
 
   He hadn’t left quietly. The hunter quietly killed the young woman who’d been keeping him company for the past three years and feasted on her body, knowing that it could be the last meal for quite some time. Damien had no idea where he was going, only that he had no choice but to go. 
 
   The hunter’s previous life reeled out, showing me his transformation from a lowly supermarket worker into the murdering animal that he’d become after one of his already turned co-workers attacked him and bit out a chunk of flesh from Damien’s torso. I brushed away the huge torrent of images spewing from his mind, only knowing that if there was a contest to find out which Hunter needed dropping, this joker would get first prize.
 
   His companion, a Hunter called Brian Harris, his hair already grey a decade before the dead rose, was harder to read. All I received from him was a single mental clip of him holding a small dead girl and weeping into her chest. The girl was dead, but she hadn’t truly died. As he held her tight, the girl bit out chunk after chunk of meat from the man’s thick arm.
 
   I shook my head, clearing away the rest of the images, I thought I might have found something in there to justify my next actions. All I got back was a headache and a mild spell of guilt. 
 
   “Show us now, traitor, or I swear that I’ll…”
 
   I slammed my fist hard into Damien’s bollocks. His complete surprise gave me my only open move to end this. The Hunter was three times my size, and although it was true that I demolished the other hunter earlier, that was after my first real feast for months.
 
   To his credit, the hunter recovered lightning fast, but not fast enough. I leapt up, grabbed the front of his shirt, and fell back. 
 
    
 
   I gritted my teeth to avoid crying out when my spine bounced off the ground. The pain shot through my system like a herd of stampeding horses, their galloping hooves stamping and kicking every nerve in my back. The only recompense was that I knew my suffering would be nothing compared to what Damien was about to experience. The distraction of the pain didn’t stop me from managing to bring both my legs up. Gravity took over when Damien’s thighs landed on the soles of my feet.
 
   The hunter went head first over the edge of the cliff. I rolled over and crawled up to the lip, grinning when I potted his splayed body lying at the bottom. The fall hadn’t killed him, I hadn’t thought it would. It takes a lot to put a hunter out of action. His legs and arms jerked, but he wasn’t about to get up anytime son.
 
   “You bastard!” hissed the other hunter. “You utter bastard.”
 
   It wasn’t his accusatory retort that caused me to spin around; the terrified gasp coming from Linda’s only son did that. “Put him down right now,” I snarled, silently wincing at the sight of the hunter’s huge fingers wrapped around the young human’s throat. “Brian, you can still walk away from this, you know.”
 
   The hunter started at the sound of his name, but he didn’t relinquish his hold. It was so fucking difficult to contain my boiling mixed up emotions over this situation. A part of me wanted to forget everything I’d gone through since meeting up with this family and dive on the other hunter in order to rip the food out of his fingers. He wouldn’t be able to stop me. Oh sure, the old bastard would put up a fight, course he would. The bastard wouldn’t stand much of a chance though. 
 
   I growled low in my throat and found my body already reacting to the prospect of consuming more fresh meat. The only thing stopping me from drowning in my own drool was Linda’s rapid breathing and her soft whimpers. I looked away from the hunter and stared at the woman.
 
   “Brian, don’t do this. I know you lost everything when …”
 
   “Don’t even try to empathize, you human loving traitor!”
 
   Several more hunters’ minds woke at the sound of his shout. This was getting out of control! 
 
   “There’s almost twenty sleeping hunters around you, Brian. We both know what will happen if they see you with him.” I felt as calm as a still lake. I’ve no idea how I’d achieved that, considering the other hunter’s emotions were now off the fucking scale. This old bastard knew full well that if the others saw him with the human, both he and the human, plus me and the others, would all end up as ripped up bits of meat. 
 
   “I’m going to kill this one.” The hunter dragged the struggling human closer to me. “There’s nothing you can do about that.” He glared at Linda and her husband for a moment before turning those hateful eyes on me. “You’re right about the others, though. So, let’s make a deal. Go right now, and I’ll promise not to give you away.” He shrugged. “It sounds more than fair to me.”
 
   Don’t judge me here, but a large part of me actually found his offer appealing. After all, Brian did have a point. Even so, I found myself shaking my head and advancing towards the hunter as I couldn’t shift the thought of Linda’s oh so gentle eyes filling up with tears.
 
   At least that’s the reason I settled upon as the distance between the pair of us decreased.
 
   “Are you living in the future or something? Do you honestly want me to gut this wriggling bitch?” The hunter lowered his free hand and rested it on the human’s crotch. “How about I castrate him first?”
 
   I opened my mouth and promptly shut it again when I heard a wailing noise erupting from Linda. The sound of her obvious distress acted like a catalyst, thrusting my base hunter instincts above my human rationality. The other hunter had to die, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if he harmed her. The bag of meat in his hands was now of no concern to me. 
 
   The woman cried again, and I once more found my priorities shifting. Her son needed saving, it was the only thing that mattered. The conflict inside my mind showed no signs of dissipating. I couldn’t see a way out. The alien feelings threatened to pull me apart. It wasn’t until I managed to focus my vision on outside my limited sphere of sight when I saw something that utterly baffled me. The other hunter was in the same position as me, on his knees, and obviously struggling with a similar experience. He’d thrust both his hands flat against the side of his head. Even with his obvious discomfort, he hadn’t released his captive. 
 
   None of this made any sense to me. Was the woman’s power strong enough to disable the pair of us? The confusion just increased when I felt a hand rest upon my shoulder. I raised my head and saw her eyes gazing into mine. I saw no pain or suffering in those beautiful orbs, only love and contentment. She walked past me, easily pulled her son away from the other hunter, and coaxed the boy back towards his father.
 
   “You’ll want to see this,” she said, taking my hand and leading me to the edge. “It’s time for the veil to drop, Colin. Time to understand the importance for your role.”
 
   I blinked, feeling some of the confusion leave me. It helped knowing that Linda wasn’t the cause of the upset after all. I reluctantly leaned over the edge, not sure whether I really wanted to see this. At the sight of the creature, my guts twirled and twisted, knotting up my soft insides. I wanted to close my eyes, to pull my body away, and vomit. None of that happened. It felt like watching a slow motion collision of two cars, only instead of metal and plastic folding and crunching, flesh tore, tissue and bones ripped  and splintered as the creature down there pulled the hunter apart, piece by piece.
 
   He’s called Leonardo. It’s his gift, his influence, that has allowed me to speak in this way. Leonardo wants you to see him in his splendour.
 
   My eyes felt as though they belonged to somebody else. How else could I explain the fact that I only saw a very attractive, thickly muscled young man down there? Yet my terror had increased a hundredfold. 
 
   He wasn’t fully human, that much I’d already seen. Stood up, I guessed he would have topped eight foot easily. What set him apart from everything else were his extra appendages. The creature had four arms which he used with expertise in pulling apart the now dead hunter.
 
   Linda joined me at the edge. Her fingers wormed around my hand. “Isn’t he beautiful? You can now see why The Keeper fell in love with him.” She looked over her shoulder. “We need to go.”
 
   Whatever malaise the thing down there had inflicted on us had obviously gone judging from the speed Brian was running towards us. Not that I gave a shit. This clown was about to meet the same fate as his pal. Fuck him and the horse he rode in on. I pushed Linda away and jumped up, taking three steps towards Brian. “Come on then, fuckpot, give it your best shot.” My twisted grin fell right off my face when the bastard swerved to the right and made a beeline towards the other two humans. Linda’s husband saw him coming and managed to move out of the way, only for Brian to grab hold of the son one more time. This time the hunter wasn’t going to be gentle. He curled his fist and slammed it into his side. Even from where I stood the sound of the boy’s ribs sounded thunderous.
 
   The minds of the other hunters all snapped awake at the same time. They didn’t hear the boy cry out, but they did feel his agony. Dozens of hungry mouths began to drool. Brian couldn’t care less about the others, he didn’t even care about me approaching him. His blood was up. The thought of feeding filled every part of his being. His opened his mouth wide.
 
   I had no chance of reaching them before those lethal jaws ended the human’s life. “Brian, don’t do it!” I dropped to the floor, scooped up a hand-sized stone, and threw the missile at the hunter. The resulting heavy meaty thud as the stone bounced off the hunter’s forehead was like music to my ears. 
 
   “Oh no! Colin, we’re trapped.”
 
   I had already seen the other hunters, their black eyes drilling holes of hate into my head. Linda’s heart stopping in terror slimed its way along my spine, wanting me to join in with the panic coursing through the three human’s systems. I shook off her oppressive blanket of terror and stood up, idly brushing off the dust. 
 
   “Are we cut off, Linda?” I asked, keeping my voice level, a difficult task considering all of the hunter’s minds were only focused on ripping me apart. They hadn’t even spared a thought for the humans; as far as they were concerned, they didn’t matter.
 
   “Linda, answer me! I need to know where we’re supposed to go.”
 
   The woman clung onto her family, shaking like a tree in a storm. She just about managed to nod towards a ramshackle barn behind the last of the tents. I now saw why the woman believed we were doomed. There were over ten hunters between us and apparent salvation. 
 
   Are you still blocking my signature, Linda?
 
   Of course I’m not. What’s the fucking point now? We’ve failed.
 
   Block them, block them right now.
 
   I strolled over to Brian and waited, standing my ground, watching the others cautiously approach. Had I gotten through to the woman? I had no way of knowing. I daren’t look back. Any movement like that would be like lighting to blue touch paper. I’d soon find out. “So many bodies!” I shouted. “I just don’t know where to start.” I forced out a harsh laugh. “Tell you what, if you bugger off right now I promise not to kill all of you.”
 
   The resulting blast of chuckles and amusement coming from them all stopped the hunters in their tracks. They stayed a respectful distance from me and the dazed hunter. It gave me enough time to lift Brian to his feet. I sensed the confusion coming from the hunter. I could well understand his confusion. I’d be confused too if my assailant suddenly decided to play the Good Samaritan. 
 
   Not that I was. “You ready, Linda?” I still dare not take my gaze from the horde of ravenous hunters, knowing full well that my time was running out.
 
   “What for?”
 
   I fastened both hands onto Brian’s wrist. “For this.” The hunter had no time to prepare himself as I jumped back and pulled him with me. I dragged him to the lip and stopped dead, then swung him around. Brian cried out as he found the ground below his feet disappear. 
 
   All the hunters surged forward, screaming as one mass. I had expected that to happen, just as I expected the next event. Judging from the cascade of violence that crashed through my mind, our friend below was already expecting Brian to land near him. Even though I knew it would happen, the shock of the connection still knocked me to the floor. Unlike the other hunters, though, I was able to get back to my feet. I ran over to Linda and grabbed her hand. “We only have a few seconds!” I shouted.
 
   She nodded and pushed the other humans forward, skirting past all the hunters lying on the floor, screaming and shaking. 
 
   “Now you know,” I hissed, running past them. “Now you fucking well know.” I raced over to the barn and pushed a pile of old wooden pallets that was blocking the first door I could see. I leaned back while the three humans ran inside.
 
   “This better not be a dead end, Linda! Believe me, now that the hunters have seen their enemy, you can bet your life that the fuckers will be after us first.”
 
   She shook her head. “Look through the doorway, Colin. For fucks sake, just take a look!”
 
   I slowly turned around, “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I gasped. Just a few metres from where we were, this building just ceased to be. At some time in the recent past, an explosion must have levelled this part of the town. Only this thick stone front remained. 
 
   Linda pulled me towards her. “You saved his life, Colin.” The other two humans moved closer and embraced me. “The Keeper was right about you,” she said. “You do care.”
 
   “Yeah, great,” I muttered, pushing their paws off my skin. “Let’s save the congratulations until after we’re away from those fucking hunters, okay?”
 
   Linda grinned. “You're right, Colin.” She walked over to another pallet. She and the other humans each grabbed a side and dragged it back. “There you go.”
 
   I peered over and found myself looking at a black pit. “Where does it go?”
 
   “Straight to the heart of the town,” she said. “Straight to your sister.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Learning to adapt
 
    
 
   After my last experience in the railway tunnel I was understandably reluctant to enter that hole, but I knew the consequences of staying here. The others had already descended after Linda had reassured me that our pursuers had no idea that this tunnel even existed. 
 
   I slid the pallet back over the hole and followed the humans down, climbing deeper and deeper. I only stopped when I heard the other hunter’s thoughts passing over our escape hatch. How the hell none of them had even thought of moving the pallet was beyond me, but I decided not to question fate. I needed all the luck I could get.
 
   This not so forgotten hole gave me the first indication as to how old this place actually was. I mean, just who used stone wells back before the Rising, apart from to throw coins in? By the looks of it, its purpose had changed to suit the new inhabitants of this town. Steel pitons and thick shards of hard wood had been wedged into the large stone cracks, making it relatively easy to climb up and down the interior.
 
   I stopped climbing down and turned my head until the others came into view. The other three were almost at the bottom. It concerned me that none of them seemed all that bothered about travelling in the pitch black. Hell, anything could have been waiting for them down there. There wasn't anything there, but that wasn't the point. How could they be so trusting? This place made even me uneasy, and I could see. My vision wasn't great, but I could at least see movement. I sighed, and continued my journey down, trying to work out why my mind was throwing up such idiotic thoughts. Like it really mattered. For all I knew, the humans could have installed a bunch of traps or alarms to warn them that their secret refuge had been discovered.
 
   “Are you okay up there, Colin?”
 
   I grunted back, hearing the familiar unease but not bothering to reply to her concerned inquiry. It bothered me at how these three humans had managed to worm themselves into my life. It bothered me more that I think I was beginning to have feelings for Linda, feeling that shouldn't exist between us. For fucks sake, the bitch was supposed to be food. God, how I hated these complications.
 
   How long would it be before that husband got it into his head that I was going to be a competitor? Hell, for all I knew he could have even reached that stage a long time ago. The woman hasn't exactly been subtle in her affections. More complications. I predicted that this wasn’t going to go away either, and not just because of the human’s behaviour. 
 
   “Colin?”
 
   That trickle of unease flowing from the woman now turned into a torrent. For crying out loud, Linda already had a man; couldn't she be satisfied with that one?
 
   “Colin, get down here!”
 
   I made the mistake of turning away from her upturned face and staring at where we came in. A disk of dazzling white light seared into my brain. All rational thoughts left me, and all that mattered was stopping that blinding light. I let go of whatever I held so I could slap my hands over my face.
 
   I plummeted, screaming, hearing the laughter from two hunters bouncing around the inside of my skull. The last thing I heard before oblivion claimed me was Linda yelling my name.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   I blinked away the hot dust and covered my eyes, watching the last of today's light vanish behind the high walls that surrounded this shitty city. One by one, the searchlights blinked on, their beams sweeping past the empty streets and shops. The fuckers were looking for either me or the other hunter trapped in here.
 
   The other one had already gone to ground, and knowing my fucked up luck, probably somewhere on the other side of the city. Far enough for me not to sense the bastard, but close enough to watch those lights pick me out! Two of them were already making their way up the high street, and like a plum, my feet were still firmly planted on the pavement while the twin beams sped towards me.
 
   I dived through the open doorway, rolled across the fungus covered carpet, and lay still beside a wire postcard stand. The beams moved past the shop and vanished. I wasn't sure what pissed me off the most, the fact that after two days I still hadn't evaded the other hunter, or that I'd been stupid enough to let those filthy humans trap me in here.
 
   My clothes stunk of rot now. I got to my feet, shrugged off my jacket, and sighed heavily, watching one of the beams make its way back along the pavement. I couldn't care less about the humans picking me out. Even if they did possess the rifles, which I doubted, those blind fucks wouldn't be able to shoot me at this distance anyway. What concerned me more was that other hunter finding out my position.
 
   “You've got yourself into a bit of a pickle here, my lad.”
 
   A ghost of a smile spread across my face at the thought of my dad saying those words to me back when I was a kid. 
 
   It was actually rather pleasant to have nostalgic thoughts from before the Big Event. Those thoughts were getting few and far between nowadays. Since being alone, I only really thought in red. I kicked away some of the rotten carpet, sat cross-legged on the bare floorboards, and attempted to calm down my feelings. Thinking about my dad when he was still alive did help somewhat.
 
   Being alone was not good for my health, and it certainly wasn’t good for my state of mind. Since hitting the road in search of my sister, I will admit that it’s been a chore not to follow my dark urges. Even the rare thoughts from my past didn’t help that much anymore.
 
   That other hunter, the one that I foolishly pursued into this dangerous place, was supposed to be my salvation. Apparently this joker knew exactly where Danielle had gone. Right now though, I couldn’t shake the horrible feeling that the other one hadn’t even entered this town. I mean, I would have been able to sense him by now surely? Okay, I’ll admit that my senses weren’t as keen as they used to be, but even so, the presence of one of my kind should be a piece of cake to spot. I could sense the low murmurings of the human minds, so by rights, the hunter’s mind should stick out like one of their frigging spotlights.
 
   Speak of the devil, there they went once more, sweeping across the dark road. Christ, this felt like the set from a prison break movie. Perhaps I needed to approach this from another angle? After all, I’d already been here for two days. Did I really want to be here in another two days? No, bollocks to that; what if the hunter’s information was wrong? What if my sister was in danger? Two day could be too late.
 
   I stood up, watching those searchlights repeat the same pattern. Well, it’s obvious that the humans on that wall knew where I was. “Yes, I need to approach this from a new angle.” 
 
   If I want to move forward, then it’s obvious that those two humans had to die. It meant that I’d have to break my oath. What else could I do, though? I needed to find my sister. Christ knows how the poor girl was coping without him. “We must have done something bad in our life.”
 
   My senses went from sleep mode straight to full alert, but it was way too late to react.
 
   “You really are one fucked up young man,” slimed a deep voice into my left ear. A powerful set of arms had already encircled my body, pinning my own arms against my sides. There was no way that I’d be able to move. I wanted to weep, to cry out, whilst cursing my stupidity. I already knew that my lack of feeding had decreased my enhanced senses, so why the fuck hadn’t I checked out this place before letting down my defences? “Let me go. I’m no threat to you,” I mumbled.
 
   “And you associate the two why exactly, Colin? I have no intention of releasing you, even though I already know you’re about as harmful as a fucking teddy bear.” My unknown assailant sighed. “You really are a disgrace to our species. I’d be more wary of a sick kitten than I would be of you.” He sighed again. “You may call me Julius.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Now you beg? Even kittens possess some small amount of self-respect.” The other hunter released me. He clamped his hands on my shoulder and spun me around. “Not so long ago we wouldn’t have conversing, such as it is. Oh, no, my friend. As you may know, the days of comradeship went the way of the ark. These are strange times though, and one must adapt to the new circumstances.”
 
   This had to be the lowest point of my life. I’d just been terrorised by a middle-aged, slightly stooped man with a paunch and just a few wisps of light brown hair sticking to his otherwise bald head. The man looked about as dangerous as, well, a kitten. It wasn’t until he stopped sizing me up and looked into my eyes when I truly found how looks could be so deceiving.
 
    
 
   Oh fuck! His vortex eyes pulled me inside. I fell to my knees. My jaw muscles worked overtime, struggling to open my mouth so I could shriek out and plead for him to let me go. 
 
   “Oh, my word, now I never expected to find that in there.”
 
   His mental probe slid inside, pushing past every one of my hastily erected barriers with ease. I was in the company of a giant, and he had me at his mercy, and yet for the first time, I felt just an inkling of comradeship with the other hunter, something that I never experienced before. The hunter blinked, severing the connection. 
 
   My blurred vision, slowly coalesced, and I found myself still on my knees, only now, the other hunter had joined me on the floor. He sat opposite me, cross-legged. His eyes had lost their initial power, and for that I was so glad. I never wanted to experience anything like that again. Even so, I could still sense that brooding power in there.
 
   “She really has bound you tight. I’m not sure whether to pity you or be jealous.” Julius smiled thinly. “I think I’ll go for pity. It feels like the safer option.” He paused and licked his lips. “The chances are that what I’m about to tell you won’t stay up there.” He tapped the side of his head. “Your sister has made damn sure of that. I’ve never met anyone with a Teflon brain before, and there’s me thinking that nothing interesting was going to happen to me today.”
 
   I straightened my back and dared to glare at him when he mentioned my sister. “Wait, rewind to that bit about my sister.” The two searchlights passed the front of the shop, and just for that moment I almost wished that those two humans really would leave the safety of their wall and come down here. I’d soon show this other hunter just how much of a kitten I was.
 
   “Hold your horses, Colin. I know this is pointless, but I’d urge you to hold your horses and not get too excited. It won’t stick in there. Still, what the hell, it’s not like I have anything better to do, at least not for the moment.” He leaned forward. Colin, your sister, is just like you, like us, I mean. She’s a hunter, and a damned powerful one.”
 
   I sat there, my muscles locked as the middle-aged man stopped to scratch his nose. 
 
    
 
   “It’s like this, my new friend. Your very dangerous sister left you alone in that room for one good reason.” His lips stretched wide. “Great fleas have little fleas upon their back to bite ‘em. And little fleas have lesser fleas, and so ad infinitum.”  
 
   He placed both his hands on my shoulders. “Colin, the humans are the lesser fleas and we are little fleas. I believe you saw the destruction caused in your home town?”
 
   I found enough strength to nod.
 
   “That’s your great flea, Colin. They will consume anything and everything, and that includes us, and if you continue to look for her, the only remnant of you left will be dust. This is the reason, Colin. Do you understand?” 
 
   I shook my head. As far as I could tell, this guy was talking in gibberish.
 
   The other hunter then scared the hell out of me by giggling; it was such an effeminate sound. He leaned forward, and I found myself falling into those twin volcanoes one more time. I couldn’t stop myself from crying out in fear.
 
   “Hush, you big baby, and open your bloody eyes. Come on, hurry up, you don’t want to miss this.”
 
   Reluctantly, I did as he bid. 
 
   “There you go, that wasn’t too difficult was it?”
 
   The musty confines of the derelict shop had gone. I found myself high in the night sky looking down at dozens of white light trails criss-crossing the land. The lights rarely intersected, but when they did, they joined, resulting in a brief flash of red light. More often than not, just one white light departed that short-lived spark. “Pretty. I don’t know what I’m looking at though.”
 
   “You’re watching us, Colin. The lights are the essence of all hunters as they roam across the land, looking in vain for fresh meat.”
 
   “There are so many! I had no idea.”
 
   “You are looking at our birth, Colin. This is twenty years ago.”
 
   The image blinked out, then returned. Only this time, all I saw were two spots of white light. The spot directly below me had several lines of white meandering away; it looked a little bit like a glowing spider. I then noticed one more spot close to it, this one glowed a dark red.
 
   “This is what it looked like right now. That red spot is me and you. Don’t worry. Both lights will continue to glow when we go our separate ways. Your sister is but a day’s walk from here, Colin. She and around forty other hunters have found their way to one of only two settlements left in this part of the world.”
 
   “I had no idea I was so close.” It took effort not to feel relieved. I wanted to smile, I’d done it, and I had found her. “So, all the hunters are now in the two settlements?”
 
   “You still don’t see it do you? The white spots are the greater fleas.”
 
   As I watched, the lines shrunk, leaving just two white spots and a single red spot lying close by.
 
   “This is how it looks now. Apart from the two of us, there are no more hunters left to roam the landscape.
 
   “You mean, we’re all that remains of our species? Are you telling me that all the others are dead, including my sister?”
 
   “Of course not, you stupid man, but that could well be the outcome. The two great fleas, now mature and well fed, reached the stage that every species reaches at some point in their life—the need to procreate. Thankfully, nature isn’t that suicidal. The only way that these monsters can mate is with a lesser creature. That’s us hunter, in case you hadn’t figured that out.”
 
   The shop materialised around me. I shook my head to clear away the last wisps of dizziness and slowly got to my feet, using the wall to lean on. The other hunter stood just outside the shop, watching the one searchlight sweep across the road. He turned his head. 
 
   “Welcome back to reality, sleepyhead. I didn’t think you were going to move.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’ve been in that position for almost two hours. Not that I’m complaining, mind”, he said, licking his lips. “It gave me time to remove one of those annoying lesser fleas. I’ll be dining on him as soon as we part ways.” 
 
   Thick wet blood coated his hands and the cuffs of his shirt. I then noticed several bloody hand prints left on the walls “Jesus, what have you done to him?”
 
   “The him was a her, and that’s none of your concern, Colin. Now, I won’t lie here, I did enjoy our little chat. It was good to be able to share my talent with somebody else, and it does displease me that you’ll probably be dead in a few hours.”
 
   Julius pointed to the counter. “Present for you.”
 
   I stared at the dripping lump of unidentifiable meat staining the glass top, and despite myself, I started to drool. “Where are you going?”
 
   “I initially took you as an intelligent man, Colin. Well, apart from your sister doing the number on your head, I mean. It isn’t a coincidence that you have found yourself so close to your sister. Those two monsters laid down enough chemical breadcrumbs to enthral every one of us hunters. Unlike you and the rest of our species, I can tell the difference between male and female hormones.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Fourteen dazzling spotlights took out of my recent just discovered past, and back into the present. “He said I had a Teflon mind.” I blinked rapidly, desperately trying to bring back every one of my dilapidated senses. I ached all over and felt as though I’d just fallen under a bus.
 
   “For God’s sake, he’s coming around!”
 
   That voice sounded familiar. Right now, though, the identity stubbornly refused to surface. Not that it surprised me; how could I concentrate with those fucking lights in my face? 
 
   “Quickly, hurry up, before he speaks again!”
 
   Damp flesh landed over my mouth. The shock of the touch helped to push back some of that insensitivity. That feeling of wearing a dozen wool jumpers receded, and I could now make out the outline of what looked like several arc lights embedded in a pale white ceiling a few feet from where I lay. A pair of blue eyes found mine.
 
   “Please, hunter. You need to stay still, and try not to move.” The eyes moved a little closer. “I know this is hard, but please trust me.”
 
   How could I trust somebody who I didn’t even know? I wanted to close my eyes; if anything, it would stop those lights from drilling through my eyes and spearing my brain. I couldn’t even contemplate attempting such a motion. My body would send my tired mind to sleep, I was sure of it. Instead, I strained against the flesh and tilted my head to the side, finding two more figures swim into view, a man and a woman, both around the same age.
 
   I did know them, and their faces caused an avalanche of connected imagery to cascade and fill the void. The flesh clamped down and muffled my scream. I couldn’t help it, the pictures, sounds, and smells were just too much for me to hold. They threatened to burst me. I felt like I was drowning in sand, every grain rushing through every orifice, grinding together, flowing into every niche.
 
   “Will you keep him fucking quiet, Nathaniel?”
 
   A dozen heads flashed past a wire reinforced glass window set into a grey door. The images continued to fall, but now I at least was able to control the flow. I slowly sat up, inadvertently sending the boy crashing into the side of the wall. A head paused at the window, then turned. I saw a pair of jet black eyes while hearing three low moans currently sharing this very bright room.
 
   I turned and slid my legs off the bed, a little disturbed to discover that this was an operating theatre. The two humans clutched each other tight before rushing past me. Conflicting feelings of fury and elation coursed through my body as I stood up in what felt like a ‘newborn’ body. Julius had been spot on about Danielle fucking with my head. She’d almost succeeded in turning me into a human, or at least thinking like one. The anger didn’t last too long, though. How could it? I mean, she was my older sister, and as far as she was concerned I needed looking after no matter what the cost.
 
   The door opened and a blonde haired man stepped inside, followed by two more men. They all were identical sneers and similar black uniforms. The situation took me straight back to that filthy little room. On this occasion though, the brakes had been well and truly taken off.
 
   I jumped forward and grabbed the noses of the closest two hunters, twisting my fingers viciously to the side. Before either of them had chance to scream out, I drove my fingers through their eye sockets, lifted the pair of them off the floor and spun around. Their corpses landed beside the side of the bed.
 
   The remaining one tried to bolt, but I was way faster. I caught the back of his neck in a vice-like grip and slowly squeezed, watching in fascination as my fingers and thumb stretched his skin tight, until the overwhelming pressure ripped open the skin in half a dozen places. 
 
   I let the dead hunter fall to the floor before turning around to smile at the three terrified humans. “I take it you ‘saw’ my last vision?”
 
   Linda was the only one to nod.
 
   “I don’t think that will be happening again, my very tasty looking friends.” Their mice-like minds went into overdrive when I grinned at them. I felt their soft probes and brushed them away. It was now as easy as smiling. There were several more minds beyond that door, each one had ‘felt’ the death of their comrades and were doubling back right now. I quickly pulled the corpse into the room and shut the door.
 
   “Make with the white noise!”
 
   “It won’t work,” squealed Linda. They’re too close.”
 
   “Did I ask you to fucking answer back? Just do as you’re told.”
 
   The sound of running bootsteps almost drowned out the mental rage coming from the hunter’s minds. Danielle’s shackles had left, leaving me feeling quite unlike anything I’d felt in my life. She must have had me bound up right at the start of my change. If  I could gaze into the eyes of Julius right now, my reflection would stare back at me. I was a powerful hunter, certainly more than a match for these pathetic specimens that had found their way to this isolated township. 
 
   Eight hunters might be a little too much, even for me. The tainted humans had all shut their eyes and were so trying to project their unique talent. I too closed my eyes and focussed, tapping into all three of their minds. Their bodies and minds all cried out as I applied one of my own newly awaked talents and expanded the white noise until this room and the three bodies of the hunters winked out of existence. Although my eyes were shut, I still ‘saw’ the other hunters race past this door. 
 
   “Those clowns don’t deserve their name.” I gave it another couple of seconds before I pulled out of my companion’s heads. I sighed, it was so warm in there, but I knew I couldn’t stay in there for too long, not without causing serious damage. 
 
   What do I mean? Well, imagine that your brain is a dry sponge, then envision that I fill that sponge with ice-cold water, using a water cannon. Yeah, a bit like that, but with a few fish hooks.
 
   I left the shivering trio in the unpleasant company of the dead hunters and set off to get my sister back. As far as I was concerned, their usefulness was well and truly over. They’d only get under my feet; besides, I expect they’d want to go back home now to whatever sad lives they left behind.
 
   This magnificent buzz charging through my body and mind just kept getting louder and louder. It’s like, oh, it’s like feeding, but knowing that you’ll never come down from the after-feed high. I saw myself like a music box, only when the lid was opened, you didn’t see some crappy ballerina rotating to the sound of some plinky plonk nursery rhyme. Fuck no, you got a nuclear detonation in your face.
 
   I paused and turned around. Those remaining hunters were still running. That didn’t seem right, unless they really were trying to run us down. I suppose that made some kind of sense; after all, I had just slaughtered three of their mates—mainly for fun.
 
   “Whatever, it’s not like you won’t be that hard to find.” I chuckled to myself. “Keep your appointment schedule clear for around five pm, guys. The siblings will be seeing you then.” Yeah, that sounded sweet to me. I’m sure my sister will so enjoy ripping those bastards into tiny bits of meat.
 
   When I was inside my little human friends, piggybacking and expanding the white noise, I inadvertently ‘saw’ why the humans and the hunters had come here. The whole reason why everything still worked in here was because that’s what it had been designed to do.
 
   This was a bomb shelter. Hell, that’s probably its most unassuming title. This place had been designed to hold the cream of the cream: the government officials, the high society, the scientists, all those guys with more money than we’d ever see in our lives. 
 
   Oh, sure, the bombs never did go off, but you can’t deny that the two decade old Armageddon didn’t have more than a few comparisons. I can well imagine the smug look  the faces of the ones that had managed to get here before the shit really hit the fan, well pleased in the knowledge that they would be safe down here. 
 
   If what happened to my dad was anything to go by, the smugness would have soon turned into utter terror. I ran my splayed fingers along the solid concrete wall, and I could almost pick up those long gone screams and shrieking from the desperate humans who were being hunted down by their turned comrades. “There would have been nowhere for them to go, trapped like rats in a maze.”
 
   Linda and her family used to work here back before the greater flea turned up unannounced, doing their very best to help to rebuild the human species as well as keeping the zombie hordes at bay. I suppose having access to the huge amount of stockpiled weapons would have been of some help. 
 
   There was so much intense history within these walls, not to mention the fun and games they must have had just after the arrival of that ‘whatever the fuck it was.’ So many questions too. For a start, I still had no idea exactly how the freaky hunter with the camp voice fit into the scheme of thing here. 
 
   I wasn’t going to allow any of this to bother me though. Why should I? None of the drama was any of my concern. I’d collect my sister, probably stay to butcher the hunters, and that was that. Goodbye to all of it. 
 
   When we hit the road again, things were going to be a little different between me and my dear sister. I was no longer the one who needed looking after, fuck no. This time, I’d be the one taking charge. It would be me hunting down the humans. God, I couldn’t wait for that!
 
   I stopped directly in front of a dark grey metal door and rested the palm of my hand against the cool surface. Danielle should be just beyond this door, held in a small cell. At least, that’s the image I took from two of the hunters before I killed them. She wouldn’t be guarded, none of them dare go near her. I had to grin at that. Those other hunters were terrified of the woman, and so they should be. I can well imagine how she must feel being locked up, alone in some dingy cell.
 
   Well, not for much longer. Little brother was here to save the day. Everything would all be sorted soon enough. No fucker is going to stand in the way of me getting my sister out of this shithole, nobody at all.
 
   “Time to get this party started,” I muttered as I gently pushed open the door, not shocked in the least that the docile hunters hadn’t bothered locking it before rushing off. Candle glow greeted me when I pushed the door wide open, orange and yellow light danced with the shadows across the brick wall. “What the fuck is this shit?” I said, moving further and further inside.
 
   I saw no sign of any sterilised looking thick grey doors leading to the three small rooms that served as cells. No strip lighting, no concrete floor, no sign of anything remotely modern, and worst of all, no sign of my sister.
 
   For the first time since the dam broke, I felt that bastard sense of uncertainty creeping up my spine. This place didn’t belong in here. I turned away, gazing in disbelief at the rough shod brick walls, the filthy hay under my boots, and the three wooden stalls a couple of feet from where I stood. This was a stable, a goddamm stable! 
 
   “Just who the fuck is messing with me?” I yelled. The image beyond the confines of this room hadn’t changed, the expanse of grey corridor wall and tiled floor still stretched past the door where I left the trio. The uncertainty had now taken a firm grip on my psyche and took control of my body, propelling me towards that door. I screamed out in fury as is swung shut just before I reached it.
 
   “Oh, no you don’t!” I grabbed the handle and pulled, only for the metal to come off in my hand. Panic now eclipsed my uncertainty, only made worse when I found that unlike the rest of this room, the door was very solid. I slammed my fist against the surface over and over, not giving a fuck that my hand was losing the battle. “Get me out of here!”
 
    
 
   “I don’t think there are enough words in the dictionary to explain my disappointment in your action, Colin. You’ve really upset my feelings.”
 
   The shock of hearing another human voice in here almost stopped my heart, especially one so familiar. I spun around, trying to locate the origin; this didn’t make any sense. I knew I was alone in here, my enhanced senses had already confirmed that. “Dominic, is that you?”
 
   “Colin, have you any idea of the trouble you could potentially cause? After all the time and effort I invested in humanising you.”
 
   I took a deep breath and tried to get my galloping emotions back under my control. This was just too much. There must be a hidden speaker somewhere in here, it was the only explanation. “Where’s my sister—and come to think of it, where are you?” I walked over to the two stall, and looked inside. Hay covered the floor in one of them, while the other one contained a single bucket. My nose told me exactly what that was used for. It didn’t take me that long to figure out that this is where those bastards had imprisoned Danielle.
 
   “Can you even hear me, or is this pleasant discourse all going to be one way?”
 
   “All I can do really, is apologise. It’s my fault. I should have listened. Thing is, I’m just too soft. Just because I changed, I obviously believed that I could help you discover your human side. Still, it’s not all bad news. Thanks to your timely distraction, we did manage to get Danielle out of her confines.”
 
   I crouched down and swept my hand through the hay, grinding my teeth in annoyance as some of the stuff stuck to the sticky red mess on the back of my hand. My efforts showed me that Danielle had been busy during her imprisonment. Judging from the dried blood and the deep score marks in the concrete, she’d literally tried to dig herself out of here using only her nails. I so wanted to burst into tears at the sight of those marks, imagining her anger, frustration, and terror of being trapped in here, yet for all the obvious distress that those score lines portrayed, all that emerged was fury. Those fuckers had used me, and that included my sister. “This is it then? You’re going to leave me in here to rot?”
 
   “Of course not, Colin. As soon as our guest and your sister have finished doing the dirty deed together, he’s going to come in there and eat you. It’ll be quick and painless. Please don’t hate us for this. I’m really sorry, but I just can’t trust you. Thing is, I really had no idea that she’d tied up most of your abilities. That’s one thing she didn’t confess to me. When I first saw you, I really did believe that the tin’s description matched the contents. Look, if it’s any consolation, before the shackles came off, you did good out there. Really you did, and I’m proud of you, Colin. Thanks to your efforts, we can now move ahead and get back to normal.”
 
   So that was it? I really had come to the end of my existence. Somehow I thought that I’d feel more than a little pissed off at ending up as a potential meal for my sister’s new boyfriend. After what I’d been through since coming here, though, I think that I’d already used up my quota of extreme emotions. 
 
   “You are wrong about me, Dominic!” I shouted. “I have changed. Even after Danielle’s chains fell off and all that shit turbocharged through my head, I still saved the three tainted humans.” I licked my lips, and looked up at the corners of the wall, in search of that speaker, just waiting for it to crackle into life again. 
 
   There was a small part of that old me still clinging on, and it was this smidgen of Colin who kept reassuring me that the Keeper just wouldn’t do anything as crude as feeding me to some mutated zombie. I mean, it was just too ridiculous for words, not after the trouble he went to in keeping me alive.
 
   As the seconds stretched into minutes with no sign of reply, even that comforting voice gave up the ghost and abandoned me. 
 
   Now that my fate was well and truly sealed, I found to my surprise that all of those suppressed energies brought about from the unshackling had already left me. My old self quickly filled that vacuum. Bringing back a calmness that I thought had gone the same way as that comforting voice.
 
   I turned and sat down, resting my back against the door, and gave my temporary accommodation a tired gaze. There were scratch marks all across the top of the wall. My sister had never given up trying to get out of here. How she had even managed to reach that high was beyond me; I saw no way to get up there, aside from climbing.
 
   She had been that determined to get out of here, and whether a greater purpose called her or her hormones were driving her insane would be the one question that I’d never get to answer. It did make me question exactly how she had been able to get out of here in the first place. After all, it’s clear that she hadn’t achieved it alone.
 
   Danielle never gave up. I shut my eyes and allowed that calmness to seep deeper inside me, whilst visualising the corridor directly behind this very thick door. Those three tainted humans had expanded their sphere of influence way past their physical bodies, and more importantly, through walls, windows, and doors. Although it had only created a cloud of confusion for anyone psychically attuned, it still proved that you didn’t need to have a clear view to affect anyone. Not that I needed any more evidence, the monster had already proven that. 
 
   My hope was to connect to Linda. If anyone could help me out here, it had to be her. After all, the bitch wouldn’t be breathing if it hadn’t been for me saving her neck. She owed me.
 
   The image of the corridor materialised. It shocked me just how easy it had been to ‘see’ what was behind this locked door. What surprised me even more was that it wasn’t empty. A figure stood directly in front of the door on the other side just a couple of inches from where I sat.
 
   The third shock hit me when I established the identity. It wasn’t one of the tainted humans. It was another hunter, the first hunter that I’d first encountered back in that filthy room. 
 
   Hello there, Jacob, fancy meeting you here.
 
   The hunter silently screamed. I guessed that his terror of me, specifically of what I’d done to his companion, hadn’t left him. 
 
   Open this door.
 
   The Hunter didn’t even hesitate. Like an obedient dog, he pushed down on the fist-sized latch to the left of the door and keyed a four-digit code into the keypad under the latch. I didn’t even bother questioning how he knew the code or if this had been how my sister had got out, it didn’t really matter. I stood up, brushed myself down, and hid the grin as the light from the corridor burst into the dark room.
 
   The hunter stood there, looking as though he’d just filled his trousers. Thing is, I don’t think it was because of finding me in here. Something else had already had the pleasure of scaring this creature stupid. It didn’t take a genius to work out what.
 
   “We don’t have much time,” he gasped. “I think…” The hunter paled and stretched out his hand. “Past history and all that?”
 
   I looked at his token of friendship whilst sensing the lurking presence of another very powerful mind just beyond the boundary of my range. That thing, the true monster, my supposed executioner, was on its way. “Fine by me,” I said, taking his hand. “I hope to fuck you know how to get out of here.”
 
   The Hunter nodded. “You mean a route out that doesn’t end up with the pair of us becoming food? Yeah, I know a way.” He pulled me out of there and shook my hand. “There’s only me and you left. It’s got the rest of them.” 
 
   He turned and raced down the corridor until he reached the door to the room where I had awakened. 
 
   “You’ve got to be joking,” I muttered, watching him look both ways before disappearing inside the room. I ran after him, skidding to a halt at the open door. The corpse were gone, but apart from that, the place looked the same, including the fact that the family were still inside. 
 
   The hunter held the adult’s wrists while the remaining son looked on. “I don’t believe this!” He nodded at a small vial resting on the bed. “Do you know what that is?”
 
   I nodded. I knew exactly what it was. The man had pushed a syringe of the stuff into the side of the enforcer’s neck right before I fed on him. Jacob had already worked out the significance of its properties and wanted to do the same to these three before leaving vile town.
 
   “We only have to eat one of them; Hell, we could just break open one of their skulls and share the brain meat between us. What do you say? It’ll only take us a couple of minutes at best.” Jacob looked past the open door. “I believe we do have time.”
 
   I walked past the blubbing teenager and picked up the vial. “Why don’t we take this with us instead? Surely it’ll be safer to take a human on the outskirts instead. That way we’ll have enough time to dine at our leisure.”
 
   “What? You mean you’re willing to let these worms off the hook after everything they’ve put you through?”
 
   I stared into his black eyes, then looked at the remaining fluid in this tiny glass vial. “If I was to be totally honest here, Jacob, I think that’s the whole point. I’d rather not take any more human lives.”
 
   I placed the vial back where I found it and walked up to Jacob until we were almost nose-to-nose. “Let them go,” I said quietly. When it became obvious that he was going to do no such thing, I raised my arm, intending to throttle the life out of the Hunter, his role in rescuing me forgotten as my rage increased.
 
   My arm stopped in my flight, its movement halted by the presence of another hand.
 
   “It’s okay, Colin, you don’t need to finish it. You’ve already shown us your true self.”
 
   I turned around and found myself face to face with Danielle.
 
   “Oh God!” I gasped, unable to stop myself from throwing my arms around her. “I thought I was never going to see you again.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it was a close run thing. Jacob was so close to leaving his allocated spot.” 
 
   The other hunter grinned at me. “I had no doubts; you wouldn’t have been able to get this far without picking up a few tricks.”
 
   She kissed the tip of my nose and turned to towards the door. Another figure was now inside the room. He looked up and flashed me a warm smile.
 
   “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see that you came through.” The Keeper shook my hand. “I won’t deny it, though, I did have my doubts that you would pass the test.” He gently pulled Danielle out of my embrace. “You had better go to him. I can’t keep him away for much longer.”
 
   Her pained expression almost broke my heart. 
 
   “Don’t worry, Colin,” she whispered, kissing me again. “I assure you, this is for the best.” Danielle turned and ran out of the room.
 
   “Fuck me, so I really was a pawn in some stupid chess game?”
 
   “More like a bishop, I think,” replied Dominic. “The analogy isn’t that far from the truth though.” He took hold of both my hands. “Only this is no chess game, this is the future of all of our species, the humans, tainted, and the hunters.” He paused. “I’m not going to predict Mother Nature’s future intentions regarding what could eventually appear in your sister’s womb. For that, we’ll see what happens. Right now though, what we need to do is to take back our world.” He looked at the others in the room, his gaze staying on Linda. “Two decades ago the dead rose up and our parents failed to stop them from almost making us extinct. We’re going to accomplish what they couldn’t. We’re going to destroy every single fucking zombie on this planet.”
 
    
 
   The end of book one.
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   Prologue
 
    
 
   He slid the tip of his forefinger down the monitor, cutting his younger brother’s frozen face in half. Ishmael-el-Siddique had never been given the opportunity to say goodbye, as all communication from the planet had ceased ten days ago. He gazed through the thick glass window down at the surface hundreds of miles below. The citystates were dying, their lights extinguishing one by one. His citystate burned, as did its neighbors. How long would it be before all of the planet’s lights went out? Ishmael-el-Siddique flicked the play switch and listened to his brother thanking him for the photograph, and how excited and privileged he must feel about being the first man from the North Arabia Citystate to reach space. He turned off the recording before his foolish brother recited his stupid verse about how the citystates from space were like a million fireflies, frozen in time.
 
   Why was he even wasting such time on this sentimental nonsense? An officer in the North Arabian Rocket battalion should not allow the trivialities of family bonds to impede his duty to protect his citystate from her enemies.
 
   Yet how could he fight an enemy that he did not understand? His weapons platform passed over another continent. His view showed him more citystates, each one in the same situation. Only one rectangular block of white light showed no signs of conflict. Could this be his enemy?
 
   Ishmael-el-Siddique’s fingers glided over the control switches that gave him access to the fifteen nuclear-tipped Dragonfire missiles already prepped and ready to fire. The codes had been released when the North Arabian Citystate’s primary communications went offline. He could fire at any target at will.
 
   The urge to lock every one of those missiles on that strange area of light gripped him hard. Just to do something, no matter how pointless. Deep down he knew that this catastrophe wouldn’t be their problem; unlike the other citystates, their forces must be better equipped to deal with this unknown terror. That must be the only reason for their continued survival.
 
   The weapons platform passed over the surviving citystate and zeroed in on what was left of his home region. He despaired at the sight as he saw that the Persian Empire had ceased to exist. All the zones within their vast fortified boundary now burned.
 
   He ejected the plastic recording block containing his brother’s last message and pushed in the last block that he’d recorded before the shouts for help turned into inhuman screams. Ishmael-el-Siddique listened once more to his immediate commander spouting out his lies about the dead not staying dead, about the corpses attacking and eating the flesh of the living.
 
   The North Arabian officer slammed his fist down on the device, cutting off the recording in mid-sentence. He refused to listen to such foolishness. Ishmael-el-Siddique watched as the lights from citystates continued to snuff out, until only one light was left blazing upon the dark surface. 
 
   One single firefly refused to die.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
    
 
   His pursuer took great care not to snag his uniform jacket as he squeezed through the gap between the two columns of packing crates. Kenny Nelson dropped to the floor, hoping that he hadn’t been spotted. He crawled over to the remains of a mattress. The cramp spreading down his left leg let him know he wouldn’t be outrunning an armed constable. Cramp … who would have thought the dead would be burdened with such pain?
 
   He pushed his face against the tattered fabric, focusing on the stinking wet stench filling his nostrils rather than the sour reek of his body odor, the dull pain in his leg, or the rising sound of those heavy bootsteps.
 
   Even after four long, miserable years, Kenny’s mind and body wouldn’t allow him to forget his impossible resurrection. Of all the millions of souls the plague of death had taken, Kenny believed that only he had risen with his humanity hanging by a thread.
 
   Right now, his thread had frayed to the point of snapping. If he didn’t get his injection, Kenny’s joints would stiffen and the cold would grip his body, and this time the sickness would not release him. He’d be dead for sure this time. After that, there would be no stopping that urge to bite into sweet human meat.
 
   The scraping of metal against stone jolted Kenny back into the present. His fevered mind took a moment to orientate. Although the sensation of zoning out lingered, he retained enough sense not to laugh at the approaching figure despite his comical appearance.
 
   The city’s founders had made these people. The position of civilian constable drew nasty fuckers like this clown like flies to a shitty blanket. They only had one purpose, to track down and ‘deal’ with any worker suspected of denying their body the drug that kept them from turning.
 
   To any sane person, the prospect of actually wanting to change into some walking bag of rotting meat bent on the single purpose of consuming human flesh should fill their minds with horror. 
 
   Kenny took his eyes off the straggly youth and looked at his decrepit surroundings, Most of the outerzones looked just like this alleyway; greys and browns dominated the built-up landscape. The smell of unwashed bodies, combined with the stench of discarded garbage, stung his nostrils. Their world reeked of regret, debris, and despair. There weren’t many sane people in Kenny’s life. The ones he saw kept their heads down whilst eking out a living the best they could.
 
   Some of them did allow the process to accelerate. Their lives had no meaning. For them, the change couldn’t come quick enough. If only the constables sought out these lost human souls instead of going after people like him.
 
   That would never happen; those bastards received a cash bonus for every suspected worker they stopped. Why go after the ones that matter when any harmless vagrant would do just as well? It’s not like they could prove that their victims weren’t infected, considering everyone had that vile muck running through their veins.
 
   Not only did this fucker have a rusted blade in his hand, the bastard also carried a portable scanner. Kenny found his fingers reaching up to the branded lines on his forehead and forced his hand back down.
 
   No way could he allow the constable to swipe that hateful machine over his mark of shame. Even if he did give this one the slip, there’d be yet another one of them on his tail. Those bastards enjoyed hunting down the marked ones. It made their life so much easier when the bounties could be tracked down. He’d be dead in an hour.
 
   He rolled onto his other side and looked down the length of the darkened alley. Would he be able to reach those metal drums without the constable spotting his fleeing form and opening fire?
 
   Why did he allow such dangerous notions to tempt his exhausted body? Of course he wouldn’t get to the end of the alley without that bastard blowing a hole in his back. If Kenny did reach the other side, somebody in the square would spot him. Even from this distance, he saw the lurid images displayed on one of the city’s streetscreens. There would be somebody hanging around, watching it. There always were one or two glassy-eyed losers staring up at the building-sized screen, broadcasting an endless supply of twisted game shows.
 
   If that fucker didn’t have the scanner, Kenny, by rights, shouldn’t have been too concerned over the sudden appearance of a lone constable. Like everyone else in the walled capital city, Kenny was supposed to keep his tired body supplied with the essential drug that kept him from changing. Thanks to his current misfortune though, the only way of getting his regular supply was to visit a medi-center, to allow one of the ‘so-called’ nurses to inject him. Kenny rubbed his forehead again. It had been two weeks since he’d last visited one of those hellish places. Kenny got his drug from other means now.
 
   Kenny ran his tongue along his cracked lips, watching his pursuer stop to scratch his nose. The constable didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry to root him out. Maybe he just wanted to … lunging forward, he wrapped his hand around what, at first, looked like a pile of discarded clothing.
 
   The constable had stumbled upon a sleeping vagrant. Was he a stray medi-center deserter, like Kenny? The constable shook the vagrant, like a dog shaking a rabbit, before dropping him on the ground. Kenny squeezed his eyes shut, his tiny groan lost under the gunshot. Unable to stop himself, Kenny groaned again. The bastard didn’t even scan the poor man’s forehead.
 
   The spluttering noise issuing from Kenny wasn’t just due to him witnessing that execution; his last supply of drugs keeping death at bay were wearing off. The cold was already creeping into his body. If he survived detection for the next few minutes, Kenny wouldn’t give a fuck about hiding from some teenage government constable. He wouldn’t care that his sister was supposed to be rushing back with a fresh supply of Beldazine. All Kenny would care about was closing his jaws around that bastard’s neck and ripping off pieces of his soft flesh.
 
   Kenny’s foot rebelled against the cramp in a spasm, knocking his leg against a rusting tin can. The constable jerked his head away from the bloodied rags by his feet, staring at where Kenny cowered behind the mattress.
 
   The dim yellow glow coming from the old streetlight above them allowed Kenny to see a nasty smile spread slowly across the uniformed bastard’s face.
 
   The constable teased, “Come on out. You don’t have to be scared of me. I ain’t gonna hurt you. Look, I know you’re in there.”
 
   Kenny tried to resist the ice crystallizing in his blood. There was still a chance that his sister would come back. He couldn’t give up.
 
   “Look, I haven’t got all night, you know. I know what you want. I have loads of the stuff.” He gripped his belt. “It’s medicinally pure as well. I bet it's been a long time since you’ve shot-up with anything this good. Come on, friend. Out you get. You know I only want to take care of you.”
 
   Kenny formed a tight fist, feeling his ragged nails dig into his palm; the pain helped his mind resist those hypnotic words.
 
   Oh God. It would be effortless to let go, to give in to the disease, Even now, Kenny felt the cold dead minds of the others out there so eager for him to join their ranks. There weren’t that many of the true walking dead left within their walled city, not any more. But there were enough of them out there to have the strength to scratch at his thoughts, eager for him to join their number.
 
   That constable wouldn't stand a chance if Kenny did turn. He wasn’t fooled by the youth’s posturing; he was no more than a kid. Too young to have gone up against any of the risen in the initial outbreak, and he probably wouldn’t have been around during the purge that followed a few years later. 
 
   The city’s founders wouldn’t waste any of their security forces to search around the filthy back alleys, poking through refuse for runaways. Kenny was betting the little bastard had never gone up against a single living corpse in all of his miserable life.
 
   Kenny didn’t want to bite anyone, not even a constable. He just wanted his old life back. Was that too much to ask? A single tear ran down his cheek as he watched the kid pull the other body out from its hiding place. Kenny saw a lot of blood, but somehow the constable hadn’t killed the other stray. He noticed movement in its legs. The constable then slammed the butt of his rifle down on the body. Kenny winced at the sound of cracking bones.
 
   “I’m rapidly losing patience here. It’s simple. If you don’t show your scabby diseased face in the next ten seconds, I’ll just shoot off a few rounds into those crates. You know that I can take you back either dead or alive ... I’m giving you a chance here.”
 
   Only the sight of food, the smell of fresh human flesh occupied what was left of Kenny's mind. He stood up, distantly wondering where the ache had gone. Even that thought vanished when he heard the strong thumping heart pumping all that hot, sweet blood through that body.
 
   Lurching forward, Kenny saw the constable's expression transform from menace to terror. He was faintly aware of noises—footsteps behind him. But nothing mattered now, apart from getting to his food—to feast on the flesh, to fill ...
 
   He yelped as something sharp jabbed the back of his neck. Kenny fell to his knees, and the constable dropped to the ground as if joining him in prayer.
 
   Kenny heard distorted noises, like people shouting underwater. He gritted his teeth. It was like a fire coursing through his body. All that stopped him from falling forward was the constable kneeling in front of him, his eyes staring at something behind Kenny. His mind was a maze of flashing lights and buzzing static which were evicted by the reality of an exploding boom.
 
   The top of the man’s head disappeared in a cloud of red mush, and the constable fell forward with grey and red lumps spilling from his skull.
 
   “Are you with me, Kenny? Come on, say something!” Was the voice real?
 
   Kenny lifted his arm and groaned at the dull ache that accompanied the movement. He grabbed at the back of his neck and tugged, pulling out a small syringe. Kenny started to cry; he felt arms circle his chest. 
 
   “I’m so sorry that it took so long, Kenny.” The voice was real! It was Diane, his sister. “You have no idea how hard it was to get you a ration in time.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kenny said softly.
 
   “Come on, you. We need to get away from here. We need to …” Diane's voice ended with a strangled squeak.
 
   Kenny spun around and found the cold barrel of a shotgun pressed hard against his forehead, and heard a dark voice saying, “So, you’re the big brother. I expected something a little more impressive. You don't strike me as being enough for this sweet little girl to be offering me everything she's got to keep you alive.”
 
   A well-built blonde man stared down at Kenny. “Hello there, my little grave-monkey.” The man smiled, displaying a mouthful of pure white teeth. With his hard brown eyes, the stranger looked like a shark. Kenny then noticed the uniform, the sergeant stripes on the constable’s uniform. No way could this muscle-bound gorilla be part of the constabulary. This fucker reeked of power. Alarm bells rang in Kenny’s head. The face looked very familiar.
 
   “Oh, you don’t have to worry about my uniform, you grave-monkey. I just use this to get around this part of the city without any of my adoring fans from noticing me.” The man crouched down. “Now, I know that shot you just got is making you feel like you want to go flying through the clouds, but I need you to focus. This next bit is important.”
 
   Kenny was nodding. He didn’t feel all that bad now.
 
   “This is a booster shot,” said the big guy, shaking his long blond hair and waving another syringe back and forth. “If you don’t get this one, your high will only last a few more minutes. Do you want it, my little grave-monkey?”
 
   “Oh God, yes please.” Kenny's eyes couldn't stop following the amber fluid as it gleamed in the murky light.
 
   “Are you sure you want this? There’ll be no backing out.” He waved the syringe in front of Kenny’s eyes. “I’ll own you and you’ll do whatever my black heart desires.”
 
   Kenny first shot was already going flat. “I got it! Give me that booster, man! I won’t interfere; whatever you say goes.”
 
   The man chuckled before pushing the needle into Kenny’s neck. He then grabbed Diane, squeezing her breast through her thin shirt.
 
   The drug ricocheted in Kenny’s mind like a hexagonal bullet, giving every edge in his vision a bright green outline. The big guy's image trailed a cascade of tiny stars as he bent forward to kiss Diane.
 
   Kenny had to shut his eyes; despite the warm chemical fuzz, he couldn't bear to watch this gorilla molesting his sister—especially in glorious Technicolor. But blocking the vision only intensified the rage. He couldn't let that fucker take advantage of his young sister ... “Get your paws off her, you asshole! She’s only seventeen!” His eyes opened again to see the big guy's face lit with an enormous grin.
 
   “Oh my, we are going to have so much fun together. You’re a regular clown, Kenny.” The man released Diane and stepped over to where Kenny lay. “Oh, how rude of me, I haven’t introduced myself. I'm Rossini. But you call me Mister Rossini ... and I’ll call you grave-monkey.” On his approach Rossini had pulled down his zip, and now tugged out his dick and started pissing.
 
   Kenny had just enough of his senses functioning to roll away from the oncoming urine stream, but he wasn't quite fast enough to avoid the splash dampening his boots and slacks. 
 
   Rossini laughed softly, then grabbed the uniformed corpse by its ankles and dragged it along the wet cobbles. The movement caused the other body to roll onto its side. The vagrant groaned, but the noise issued did not belong to one of the risen. The poor man was still alive. Still dragging the constable's body with one hand, with the other Rossini slid his shotgun off his shoulder, aimed the gun at the moving pile of rags and squeezed the trigger.
 
   Rags, flesh and blood splattered against a pile of plastic bags. Kenny looked up into Rossini's smiling face, wondering if this piece of human garbage had ever possessed a soul. “What the fuck did you do that for?”
 
   Rossini shrugged his large shoulders. “For fun, I guess ... although I enjoy spreading happiness and joy, I have come to realize that I can never fully apply myself if I’m not happy myself, and I really do enjoy killing people. Slaughter the dead before they slaughter you, folks!” He blew across the top of gun-barrel, then flashed Kenny a dazzling white smile. “You see, I’ve made millions from that catchphrase. Of course, being the vacant-eyed piece of shit that you are, you won’t have a fucking clue what I’m talking about.”
 
   Kenny stared hard at Rossini’s perfectly angled features, green eyes and shoulder-length blonde hair. There was something else too he hadn’t noticed until now. A flash of green at the cuffs of his grubby uniform suggested hints of metal beneath the fabric, like armor?
 
   He groaned out loud when all the pieces fitted together. He lifted his eyes and gazed at the huge streetscreen at the far end of the building, facing the alleyway. It now displayed the garish images of three athletic men, dressed in bright blue one-piece garish outfits, attempting to kill a dead thing chained to a filthy wall. Oh fuck, the show’s host stood directly in front of him.
 
   “There we are, I just love it when one of the herd actually recognizes me.” Rossini walked over to the constable, then bent down and started to go through his pockets. He paused to chuckle when he pulled out a black leather wallet. “Hey Kenny, can you believe this?”
 
   He threw the wallet towards him. Kenny picked it up when it landed beside his knee. His fingers traced the silver-stitched logo of Rossini’s highest rated show, Celebrity Slaughter, on the back of the dead man’s wallet. 
 
   “Well, at least the little bastard died by the hands of the host from his favorite show. Not many kids would be so lucky.”
 
   Kenny opened it and took out the kid’s hunting license, sighing when he saw that the kid’s license had been revoked.
 
   “Yes, like I said, my mission is to spread happiness and joy, but while doing that I scout for potential guests for my show. You should be glad that your delicious sister found me and not some poison peddler. If that had happened, you would have missed out on all this glorious fun!” Rossini walked back to Diane and wrapped his fingers around hers. “Now, since you’ve already said yes, I suppose it would be bad manners not to tell you what you’ve agreed to ...”
 
   “You don’t have to, you fucker. It’s obvious that you want me on your show.”
 
   “Well done, and I think that my terms are very generous. In fact, I think you have the stamina to last more than a couple of bouts.” Rossini chuckled. “Hell, I might even let you watch me fuck her tonight. Won’t that be something to look forward to?”
 
   Diane was trembling, on the edge of breaking into tears, but she gulped deep breaths to control herself.
 
   Kenny eyed the gun that had flown out of the constable’s hands when this monster had shot off the top of his head. There was no way that he’d allow Rossini to brutalize the only family he had left. Better to die than let that happen. They had to get away from this freak as soon as possible. He was bound to have some back-up waiting for him down a side street somewhere.
 
   God, he was so weak, he needed to play this carefully and keep this fucker appeased until his strength returned. Taking a deep breath, Kenny twisted his body and gazed up at Rossini. “Thank you. Thank you for saving my life. If you hadn’t shown up, I would be dead now.”
 
   Rossini nodded. “That's right, you would be dead, you’d stay dead too. Now, it’s time that we made tracks. I need something to eat.” 
 
   He walked over to Kenny and wrapped his thick fingers around his wrist. “I’m surprised that you’ve lasted so long. There’s hardly any meat left on your bones.” The man then pulled out a pair of handcuffs and snapped one bracelet around Kenny’s wrist and the other around the wrist of the dead constable. “I’ll be ten minutes,” he said, pushing Diane over to Kenny, then ran down the alley.
 
   “Has he hurt you?”
 
   Diane shook her head. She sat down beside him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’m so sorry, Kenny. I didn’t know where else to go. Our normal suppliers have gone to ground. He was the only one willing to trade.” She sighed. “How the fuck didn't I recognize the clown, his face is everywhere. Kenny, I’m so sorry.”
 
   “It's not your fault, you did what you promised, you got me another supply. We both know what would have happened to my body if you hadn’t found me more drugs.”
 
   “Do you feel okay?”
 
   He shrugged, not knowing the answer to that one. "I wish I had a saw. I'd even settle for a penknife." He tugged on the chain, feeling the weight of the dead man pull his arm back to the ground. “It’s ironic really; zombie Kenny would have liked to have been handcuffed to his lunch. Oh baby sis, I'm buzzing on the shit the Green Knight has jacked into me." Kenny was feeling a lot better. Though his strength had yet to return, his determinative was bolstering. "Look, we're both alive, that's the main thing. I promise that I won't let him touch a hair on your head."
 
   “How the fuck are you going to stop him?" Diane asked, wrapping her arms around his neck. "Oh God, he could come back any second!” Leaning over Kenny she dragged the constable's rifle off the body. "I'm not going to let him touch me, no fucking way." 
 
   He clamped his hand over her mouth and looked up at the sight of the man rushing over to them. Kenny dropped the gun and pushed her head into his chest. Rossini’s expression didn’t falter as he raised his own gun and pointed it at Kenny’s face. There was no sign of shock or betrayal; if anything, the smug bastard looked amused.
 
   "You've really hurt my feelings now," Rossini said, chuckling. "No, really. I thought that at least one of you would honor our agreement. It looks like you'll both have to work very hard to get back on my good side."
 
   "Don't you ever shut up, you conceited asshole?" Diane got to her feet and grabbed the gun, keeping it pointed at his face. "Give me the keys for the handcuffs ... right now, or I swear that I'll blow off your head.”
 
   Kenny saw no submission in Rossini's eyes. He just kept his steel gaze fixed on Diane and defiantly smirked.
 
   "Honey, you really are a feisty little piece. I'm so going to enjoy breaking you." Switching his focus to Kenny. "Do you seriously believe that I'd leave the gun here if I didn't know that it was empty?"
 
   Diane tensed, like a large cat about to pounce. Rossini was still laughing. She pulled her finger and nothing happened.
 
   “I did say.”
 
   Screaming with rage, Diane kept squeezing the trigger. Each time a dry click sounded it was accompanied by Rossini’s chuckles.
 
   "Okay, you've had your fun." Rossini reached down for his own gun. "Time to get back to ..."
 
   Kenny was surprised when his sister rushed over to Rossini and slammed the gun butt into the side of his head. The man dropped like a brick. Kenny stared, not sure if he could believe his own eyes as Diane stood over the felled TV presenter, staring at the gun in her hands with a look of distaste and shock on her face.
 
   She looked at Kenny. "Have I killed him?"
 
   "Who gives a shit? Find the keys and get me off this body!"
 
   Diane started to search through Rossini's pockets.
 
   The euphoria that came with the resurrection drugs was starting to flatten already. Kenny was concerned that the shot he'd been given was fast-burn.
 
   Diane was struggling with the lock on the cuffs and cursing. Kenny turned his head just enough to see that their self-proclaimed savior wasn’t quite as dead as he’d have liked. Rossini was on his hands and knees and shaking his head from side to side. Kenny tried to shout a warning, but his reaction was too slow. Rossini's arm lashed out and snatched a handful of Diane's hair.
 
   "Enough fucking about," Rossini snarled. "Toss me my gun, or I'll kill the fucking pair of you."
 
   Diane cried out and stopped struggling when Rossini's grip tightened. Kenny felt his muscles start to lock up. If he didn't score pretty soon he'd be back to square one ... Even so, he had no intention of giving that dickhead his gun back.
 
   "Fuck you," snarled Kenny, lunging forward; grabbing Rossini’s leg, he sank his teeth into it. Rossini howled. “Let go of my sister, or I'll chew your leg off,” Kenny threatened.
 
   Rossini was quick to comply. Diane kept the gun pointed at the Green Knight while Kenny got his feet, licking blood off his teeth and said, "Time for you to go now ... It's been a fucking blast."
 
   First standing straight and then crouching to feel the wound just above his ankle, Rossini said, "You've fucking infected me, you crazy bastard."
 
   "That’s right, asshole. Maybe you can write that into your show?" Then as Rossini shuffled away toward the end of the alley Kenny yelled after him, “At least you got the drugs to keep you alive ... you lucky dog!” knowing there was no silver lining to being bitten by a dead man.
 
   Diane grabbed his hand. "Come on," she said. "I know where to get you some more stuff."
 
   "You said he was the only one who had any."
 
   She smiled at him. "That was before we had a gun!"
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   That annoying mouse, scampering around the wall of his mind, seriously wound him up. Tony Johnston wished that he could push his arm through his ear, wrap his hand around its body and squeeze until its jellied insides pushed out from between his fingers.
 
   “Will you stop that?” snarled Tony. “This is my game. My downtime, stop it with all that fucking scratching!” His anger boiled over, almost throwing him out and back into dull reality. If anything, the furious scrambling increased.
 
   “I told you to cut it out!” Tony’s violent scream disturbed a flock of birds roosting on the beams of the skeletal building behind where he stood.
 
   Tony’s mental whirlwind blew away his unwelcome visitor, leaving him feeling, for the first time since arriving, clear-headed and able to focus on the task at hand.
 
   He counted to five to ensure that his head really did contain only one mind before he opened his eyes. Tony gazed up at the starless sky, trying to follow the group of black dots as the birds swooped inside the ruined gothic church on the other side of the street.
 
   Mice can’t speak.
 
   The birds, buildings, none of this ruined cityscape existed except in the core of a very elaborate electronic device attached to the top of his head. He lifted his arms and chuckled when his hands slid across his smooth head; there was no grey helmet here. 
 
   It’s not your head, it’s my fucking head.
 
   Oh, this had to stop, like right now. How could he focus with that bleating noise at the back of his mind giving him the guilt-trip every time he opened his mouth? It was worse than listening to the wife. Tony relaxed his mind just enough to let the mouse poke its head out of the hole, then dropped a lifetime of irrelevant childhood memories on it.
 
   Get out of that one, you little fucker!
 
   With that irritant out of the way, he believed he’d be able to enjoy this game without the annoyance of that other voice. He hadn’t a clue where it had come from, unless, somewhere in the city, somebody else was plugged into to one of these things.
 
   “Yeah, that sounds about right, just had a crossed line or something.” Tony chuckled to himself, his voice sounded so weird, lower, much deeper. “Hell yeah!” he said, admiring the thick muscles on his right arm. “Look at me, I’m a fucking barbarian!” 
 
   With this rippling body, he’d be able to cause so much havoc on one of those stupid game shows. Tony ran his fingers down his front, feeling the hard ridges of muscle under his finger. Hell, with this body, he’d even be able to take on the Green Knight himself. Now that would be a laugh-a-minute thrill ride. He’d have to have a sword, or maybe even a double-headed axe, something sharp enough to slice Rossini’s head clean off his fat body.
 
   “Come on now, Tony, throw yourself into this game.”
 
   He grinned and allowed his mind to let go, just like Joseph had shown him. He closed his eyes, trying not to think about the fact that he’d just closed his virtual eyes. This is mad enough to melt my head.
 
   The fabricated scenario memories slammed into him. “This is intense!” he managed to gasp, before alien thoughts weaved through his familiar memories, rapidly expanding, until nothing remained but the name he was born with.
 
   ***
 
   Tony Johnston slammed his back against the brick wall and scooped in a huge mouthful of fetid air into his burning lungs. He jerked his head back to where he’d just raced from, making sure that it hadn’t followed him again. He had to find somewhere to hole up, even if it was just for a couple of hours. His body couldn’t take much more of this punishment.
 
   He casually brushed his hand down the sweat-stained, heavily muscled arm, wondering when he’d become so unfit. Not that long ago, Tony could have completed a food run without even breaking into a sweat.
 
   Get out of my body!
 
   Tony blinked, not too sure if he’d just heard something. He turned and peered over the blackened bricks, seeking out any building that looked remotely secure. Even a building with a door attached would have sufficed. The chance of him finding any wood in this blighted city was about as remote as finding an open burger van in the next street. Where the hell was he anyway? 
 
   “Does it really matter?” Tony found himself shaking his head to answer his own question. All the forgotten cities all looked the same anyway: streets of charred stone, with the occasional rusted vehicle to break up the monotony of grey. Oh, and shambling dead. He couldn’t forget those fuckers. The ruined buildings stretched on forever, “Why did I venture further into the city?”
 
   He’d had no other choice but to attempt to lose his pursuers in here. 
 
   Ever since first light, the bastards had not drifted away from his scent. The fact that he’d actually woken up without finding a dozen bites on his body was a major miracle. What the fuck possessed him to lie down in the middle of that field? Just because the high grass made him invisible obviously didn’t mean that those dead things wouldn’t be able to smell him.
 
   The shock of standing up this morning and finding hundreds of the bastards surrounding the field had almost stopped his heart. After somehow managing to evade the grasp of all those emaciated arms, losing them in the city seemed like the only logical choice.
 
   “Yeah, because none of them would ever think to follow you in here Tony, you dumb bastard.” At least out in the country he could see them coming. In here, there could be one, three, or twenty of the bastards just waiting to pull him down behind the next ruined building.
 
   Sure, he’d made a mistake, another one. Even so, Tony still didn’t know how the dead were managing to keep one step ahead of him. He’d put over a mile of distance between him and them before reaching the outskirts of the city. How were they able to get in here so quickly?
 
   You had better keep my body alive, you off-world shit-raper.
 
   He was alone now, though. For the first time in ages, he saw no undead fuckers anywhere in the vicinity. The welcome relief of their apparent absence slowly filtered through Tony’s system. Their unusual behavior in here was really scaring the shit out of him. He couldn’t shake the feeling that those things were hunting him, like a pack of wild dogs stalking a small deer. “That’s stupid,” he muttered. Who had ever heard of any of them showing signs of coordinated activities? They operated by instinct alone, everybody knew that. 
 
   Why could he not shake the notion that no matter where he fled, that uneasy feeling of being watched would never leave him?
 
   Tony clamped back on his musing when a pile of small stones tumbled down from the remains of a broken statue of a soldier riding a horse. His stomach lurched at the sight of three dead things appearing from around the corner of a grey, concrete tower block.
 
   “That’s not fair!” he yelled. Tony couldn’t care less about them homing in on his voice. Just by watching them clamber over the rubble strewn across the road, they already knew where he was hiding. “Why can’t you give a guy a single break?”
 
   His fingers curled around the barrel of the shotgun. Although he’d not found any shells for it in over a week, the weapon was far from useless. The solid wooden stock made a very effective club. “I’m not going to run from you this time,” Tony snarled, leaping over the wall and walking towards the three shambling corpses.
 
   He stopped next to the rusted remains of a car. Gripped the barrel of the gun in both hands and waited for the dead things to shuffle closer to him. Tony focused his attention on the blond, long-haired zombie that had gained some distance over his two companions. It looked more alert than the other two. Tony lifted the gun above his head, watching in amazement as the blond-haired zombie lifted its head. “Fuck me, that’s a cool trick. I wonder what else you can do?”
 
   Tony’s smirk fell away when recognition dawned. This was the same one who had almost caught him while he trying to get out of the field this morning. How had Tony not noticed that until now? 
 
   It’s one of the first ones! Run, you fucking retard. Turn around and get out of here. I don’t want to die when you go back to your other body.
 
   It took another step, then halted. Tony gazed in disgust at the rotting green fabric hanging off the zombie’s thin frame. Beneath what remained of the shirt, he noticed a tight collection of circular holes just above the creature’s heart. This one had taken several gunshots already.
 
   “Fuck you, bitch,” snarled Tony. “Your luck has just run out.” 
 
   The dead thing gazed at the other two who were now level with it before looking back at Tony. The jaw creaked open. “Honey,” it said. “Do you want two eggs with your bacon or just one?”
 
   Tony sighed heavily and clapped his hands to deactivate the VR simulator. The constructed scenario dissolved into a mess of multi-colored pixels, leaving him standing in the middle of his recreation room. The blond male zombie morphed into his young wife, currently looking at him with a mixture of amusement and impatience etched on her face.
 
   “You’ve been on that for over two hours,” she said, shaking her head. “Surely it can’t be that good.”
 
   A huge blast of nausea crashed into his head when he turned. Tony squeezed his eyes shut and slowly counted to five, just like he’d been shown. When he opened them again, he found that the sickness was already leaving him.
 
   “What the hell was that about?”
 
   “Motion sickness,” he replied. “It’s nothing to be concerned about. Joseph did warn me that I’d feel a little queasy if I was suddenly pulled out of the sim.” He shrugged. “Don’t look at me like that, honey.” He looked into his wife’s intense blue eyes. “You did say that you’ll join me in the experience later tonight, Ellen. I’m holding you to that promise, you know. As for your initial question?” Tony laughed. “Good? It’s just incredible. Even the software’s implanted memories felt real.”
 
   She leaned forward and brushed her lips across his. “I asked you about your breakfast, honey.”
 
   Tony chuckled. “Sorry, I got a little carried away. Yes, Ellen, just how I like it.”
 
   She paused. “So, it felt as though you were really there?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.” 
 
   “If there are any pretty girls inside this thing of yours, I will not be happy with you, Tony.”
 
   He grabbed her shoulders. “Trust you to say that. Come on, let me show you, it’ll only take a few moments.”
 
   “Later, Tony. You can show me your new toy tonight after work. Right now though, I want you to stop drooling and eat. You’ll be late.”
 
   Tony stretched his legs, feeling the pleasant ache running through his lower muscles. Both his arms felt the same. He had trouble believing that this was still only the first part of the orientation program. He’d yet to even check out the combat sections. Tony really had been tempted to forgo all the training stuff and jump straight into the fun bit, but Joseph had warned him against that course of action, saying that he’d be dead within a few minutes. After what he’d gone through, Tony now saw his point.
 
   He followed his wife out of the recreation room. “This new piece of software is going to save us both a fortune on credits and favors.” He chuckled. “Trust me on this.”
 
   “I’m not sure how, honey. I know that you said we could use it to strengthen our skills, but I’m sorry if I seem a little sceptical.” She pointed to the framed picture of her latest certificate on the wall above their television. “Now, don’t get me wrong, honey. You of all people know how much I need to improve my talent. Coming in third in our district’s stand-off kill-zone competition just won’t cut it with the company.”
 
   He shrugged. “Ellen, you’re the one who won’t put on the headset.”
 
   “Yeah, I know that I’m casting doubt without even trying it out. Can you blame me though? I mean, think about it. Before the outbreak, the combined global community of computer geeks failed to get anything remotely looking like real life with their VR experiments. Yet, all of a sudden, your friend Joseph just happens to pull one out of his ass? The defense sessions are the only way for me to improve and you know it.”
 
   “How’s your leg?”
 
   Ellen followed his gaze down to her left ankle. “I’ll live,” she murmured, lifting her leg on the hallway step. She rolled up her dark blue leggings and pointed to a large bruise spread over her ankle. “It was your friend, Henry, who did that to me.”
 
   “All the more reason why you should at least try out the device.” He rolled his eyes. “Wait a minute. If I remember correctly, Henry was trying to get you to the next safe zone. You’re the one who tripped up. He grabbed you before those three clamped contestants fell on you.” Tony sensed, judging by the way her glare was now drilling two holes into his forehead, that perhaps he should not have run off at the mouth.
 
   “Now why did I know that you would leap to the defense of our district commander? There are moments like this when I seriously wonder if you’re married to me or him.”
 
   “Come on, don’t be like that. Okay, so he’s my boss, but I wouldn’t leap to his defense. To be honest, I think he’s a bit of a dick.” He saw a slight smile creep onto her face. “Admit it, Ellen. We both have idiots for bosses.”
 
   She giggled. “A good point. Saying that though, Rossini is a way bigger dick than your boss.”
 
   Tony caught up with Ellen and wrapped his arms around her slender waist. “Believe me, honey. I’m only married to you. Okay, I’ll be the first to admit that my boss does have a cute ass, but yours is the only one that I want to caress.” He spun her around. "Honest."
 
   His wife chuckled and wriggled out of his grip. "Just you wait until I explain to your boss that you have the hots for him."
 
   He smiled back at Ellen, just thankful that his timely intervention had put a break on her imminent temper explosion. His muscles still ached. The last thing he needed this morning was his wife to start throwing household objects at him again.
 
   She rolled her leggings back down to her ankle. “I just hope that the bruise will have faded in time for the party next week. I’m not going to wear slacks for anyone.” Ellen scowled at him. “Rossini’s wife has had her dress flown in, you know. Now that is just showing off.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter where she got the dress from. She looks like a fat corpse and no dress can disguise that fact.”
 
   He listened to her giggle whilst hurrying through the living room and disappearing into the kitchen. Tony got rid of his own smile and collapsed into his armchair. As soon as he shut his eyes, Tony found his thoughts drifting back to the simulation. When he was running through the deserted streets of that ruined city, there wasn’t much time to stop and gaze at the landscape, not when half a dozen zombies were trying their hardest to catch and eat him.
 
   “Well I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” he muttered as the image of the wall that he’d taken shelter behind appeared at the front of his mind. As he stood up, Tony remembered the remains of what looked like an aircraft hangar just to the left of him. “It’s the old bus station!” This city was where he’d grown up. Tony vividly remembered waiting in that terminus many a night after finishing university.
 
   It felt a little spooky to find himself running for his life in the ruins of the citystate where he’d spent his childhood. It was even stranger for him not to have noticed until after the fact. Tony sighed and shook his head. Why was it strange? After all, how can you stop to drink in the sights when you’re on the run from a horde of blood-crazed zombies?
 
   Tony’s eyes snapped open. He took a deep shuddering breath and looked over to the kitchen. That was one thing that he hadn’t mentioned to his wife. It had felt real, that he couldn’t deny. What had impressed him more than anything was that there had been no sense of detachment involved. He wasn’t some outsider looking in. Tony had actually believed that the shit happening to him was real.
 
   There was something else too; looking back, it felt as though he wasn’t the only one occupying that character’s body. Like he had a hitchhiker? Or was it that he was the one who’d invaded that body? Tony quietly chuckled. Listen to him, actually thinking that digital scenario actually existed.
 
   Still, the chances of the machine constructing a sequence involving another citystate, more to the point, one where he’d grown up, were astronomical. There must be thousands of areas programmed into the device, each one supposedly randomly selected.
 
   He’d just have to ask Joseph when he arrived at work this morning.
 
   Tony turned on the television. Early morning was the only time when he'd willingly watch anything. After midday, all those crappy programs that his wife was involved in started up. He'd rather scoop out his eyeballs with a spoon than subject himself to any of that crap. Even when it had been his district's turn to be highlighted for this year's contestants in Hunt the Stray, Tony still refused to tune in, despite the fact that it had been his darling wife who'd claimed the kill.
 
   It took Tony a moment to pull his attention away from the pretty newsreader’s deep blue eyes and focus on the live pictures superimposed in the top corner of the dark blue background. 
 
   He felt a rare flush of excitement at the sight of one of the security force’s helicopters flying across the deadzone towards the huge wall of another citystate.
 
   The feed switched to show Tony the cockpit. He grinned at the sight of another citystate’s huge boundary wall filling the helicopter’s view. The founders had kept their promise to expand past the walls after all. The helicopter flew over the wall and the camera panned down to show hundreds of reanimated corpses milling around several metal platforms that the forces must have dropped earlier. “You’re an idiot, Tony,” he whispered, chuckling. He found himself getting caught up with the action, forgetting most of this would be staged for the audience. The off-screen gasps and sighs from the camera crew just had to be staged. They made it look as though this was the first flight into unchartered territory, the first brave souls venturing into an unexplored region.
 
   The forces had probably been in this city for weeks before allowing the cameras inside.
 
   A cold shiver travelled up his spine when the camera panned across the ruined city. This looked nothing like the citystate in the sim. Here, the vegetation had run riot. After four years, the color running through the place was predominantly green. Weeds, shrubs, bushes, and small trees had taken root everywhere.
 
   Three huge men protected by black armor abseiled down from the other helicopter and landed on the roof of the only visible building in there that looked more or less intact. 
 
   “Oh hell, you have got to be kidding me. Where have all the trees and grass gone?” Tony had run past that building not that long ago. He leaned closer to the TV screen, taking in all the details that the cameras had to offer. None of this made any sense, no way could this be just another coincidence. He felt fingers of ice caress his spine as the camera panned across the landscape, tracing his route from where he’d entered the city to where he’d awakened. “Am I fucking dreaming this?”
 
   Tony forced his eyes away from the TV and looked over to the kitchen door. “Honey, come here a minute, there’s something that I want to show you!” He dug his fingers into the edges of the armchair, fully aware he was panicking.
 
   “Jesus, hon,” cried his wife, rushing into the room. “What’s wrong?”
 
   He pointed at the television screen, then watched in confusion as the camera swept across the broken skyline. “What the hell?” Tony looked at his wife. “It showed a different city a moment ago. I swear, the picture has just been switched.”
 
   “Is this some sort of joke? If it is, you should put in some more work as I really don’t understand any of it.” She hurried back into the kitchen. “Sit back down, Tony,” she shouted. “Your breakfast is just about ready.”
 
   He did as he asked, not exactly sure what had just happened there. “Maybe that’s another question to ask my boss,” he growled. He’d never mentioned anything about experiencing any possible side effects.
 
   Tony looked up and gave Ellen a warm smile when she reappeared from the kitchen, carrying his tray. She gently placed it on his knees. “Thank you, honey,” he said, trying not to allow his eyes to drift back to the television. “This looks great.” The smell of the hot bacon was already making his mouth water. Even now, after six months, Tony still found it hard to wrap his head around the fact that he could actually enjoy this type of luxury almost every other day. Thanks to his wife’s recent pay upgrade, bacon was no longer one of the foods only enjoyed by the rich and privileged.
 
   She nodded back. “You have no idea how much those eggs cost me, Tony.” She chuckled. “Who’d have thought that hen’s eggs are now rarer than hen’s teeth. Still, duck eggs are a decent enough substitute.” Ellen sat down beside him. “God, what a mess. It doesn’t look much like the arenas that we use in the defense sessions.”
 
   He forked a piece of bacon into his mouth and watched the three soldiers look up at the camera operator. It looked as though they wanted him down there on the roof with them. Wherever they had landed, Tony was now sure that this place was not where he was born. Those ice fingers were still there though, moving up and down his spine. What the hell was wrong with him?
 
   “Do you think there could still be survivors in there?”
 
   That was one question that he used to ask himself on a daily basis, up until a couple of years ago. Back then, the news of groups of survivors somehow escaping from the deadzones were few and far between. Now though, he didn’t think anybody could still be alive so far north. Tony had already accepted the fact that his family had been wiped out when the outbreak had almost ended the world five years ago.
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I mean, just look at all those zombies, all crowded around the machines. Without them, keeping their simple minds distracted, the soldiers wouldn’t last five minutes in that city, and they are heavily armed. What chance would a few starving, traumatized survivors have of getting out of there?” He forked in some more food, listening to the newsreader give the usual statistics about the challenges that the purge squads would face if they did choose this citystate to clear. He sighed to himself. As the head medical officer for the district, he already knew the facts and figures. It annoyed him how she seemed to insinuate that the purge squads had an easy task and that the government was delaying the island’s cleansing. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Tony nodded. “Yeah, sorry.” He switched the channel over, pulling a face when he saw the news had ended and this morning’s round of In the Dead House was about to begin. “People like that newsreader just make me crazy. They don’t understand that it would have probably only taken us a couple of weeks to put down nearly every single walking corpse. The problem is how to dispose of the flesh.” Tony cut into his egg. “Every single one of those things is a chemical disaster. As long as the zombies still shuffle about, their bodies stay together. It’s only when the things are truly dead when the fun and games begin. Their flesh is nothing more than a foul concoction of highly toxic and corrosive chemicals.” He looked at his wife. “How on earth do you dispose of countless millions of corpses that refuse to rot?”
 
   Ellen silently took his empty plate and hurried back into the kitchen. Tony knew that he was going over old territory here, and his wife was too polite to tell him to be quiet. If he was truthful with himself, he did enjoy talking about the subject, especially this morning. The cold, hard facts kept his mind focused, and it stopped those thoughts wandering towards the unexplained shit that had already crashed into him.
 
   “They just don’t understand,” he continued. “None of the uninformed have thought this through. The only way to get the things to decompose as they should is to ensure that they turn back into humans.” Tony flipped through the channels, trying to find a program that didn’t show a bunch of cityblock morons running through badly painted studios. He stopped when he found a male newsreader showing old footage of huge piles of bodies just before soldiers dowsed the pile in gasoline. “Yeah, I notice you don’t mention the tiny fact that those bodies are all full of your precious drug. Not that anyone would ever admit to that.” Soldiers carrying flamethrowers fired into the piles, then staggered back as the huge plumes of black smoke rose into the blue sky. Tony stood up and angrily switched off the television.
 
   “Have you finished with your morning moan, honey?” asked his wife, giving him a sweet smile. 
 
   He didn’t bother to answer her. He loved his wife to death, but even she couldn’t grasp the simple problem that every one of them was living on borrowed time. They hadn’t stopped Armageddon, they had just postponed it. As each month passed, he saw reports that their miracle drug was becoming less effective in preventing the already infected from finally undergoing the ultimate change from living human to dead monster with an insatiable craving for fresh meat.
 
   Not that he really blamed them for being unable to grasp what was painfully obvious to him. The species had only just begun to believe that they weren’t going to become extinct after all. He suspected that if they knew the truth, the suicides would go through the roof again. No, it was better for them to allow the government to keep the masses distracted with the new television shows; it gave them all a reason to live. 
 
   Tony lifted the tray off his knees and stood up, trying to put a lid on his bad mood. It seemed ironic that he believed that the lesser orders wouldn’t be able to cope with the realities of life without a routine when he was just as guilty as the rest of them.
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, honey,” he said, kissing the back of her neck. “Now, why don’t you tell me what you have planned for today while I’m over there in that big important building, trying to save the world?”
 
   Ellen rolled her eyes. “Just listen to yourself, Tony. You make it sound as though without you and your friends, we’d all be shambling about, looking for a tasty human to munch on.” She held up her hand. “Don’t bother to reply, honey. You know I’m only joking.” His wife smiled. “Well, if you must know, I’m entertaining this afternoon. A group of us ladies are getting together just past the ruins of the old government house. Our First Lady is going to be guest of honor as well.” She chuckled. “So, it’s not just you who has friends in high places, mister. It’s not every day when you meet the wife of the country’s First Chancellor.” She winked and walked past him, smacking his bottom as he carried the tray into the kitchen. “Don’t you worry, babes, I’ll make sure that your name pops up in conversation. If you’re lucky, I might even mention just how much you enjoy kissing the district commander.”
 
   Tony allowed a smile to play on his face. “I’m sure that will make the lovely woman blush a deep red.” He leaned around the doorway and watched her walk through the room and start up the stairs. Tony had to admit, the chance of spending some quiet time with the wife of the most important man in the county would be something that he would cherish.
 
   Gloria Hainsworth was indeed a fine-looking woman; he didn’t know many men who didn’t have a thing for her. It was amazing what power combined with a beautiful face and large breasts did to the men that he worked with. Himself included. Tony wouldn’t have minded spending a night or four with her as well.
 
   “Stop it, you perverted monster,” he muttered, smiling to himself. “You’re supposed to be an academic, a man who can put aside his base primitive feelings.” 
 
   The real reason why he’d like some time alone with that delectable creature would have been to try to use her influence to get that pig-headed husband of hers to remove all the red tape currently stopping his own pet project from seeing the light of day.
 
   He turned around when the muffled sound of raised voices reached his ears. Tony wandered over to the kitchen window and pressed his face against the cold glass, grinning at the sight of four constables struggling with a fully laden cart. By the looks of it, the axle on the cart was buckled, probably due to all the weight. The lads were having problems dragging the thing closer to the huge steel gates of the recycling complex.
 
   None of the idiots had thought about unloading the bodies of the captured strays and carrying them over to the entrance. He couldn’t see exactly how many bodies were under the improvised tent fabric, but it couldn’t be more than six. It would only take them a couple of trips.
 
   Tony sighed deeply. Listen to him, actually believing that those poor kids had any degree of reasoned thoughts left in their damaged minds. Most of them had still been in school when the outbreak almost destroyed the world. The fact that they were able to almost function as humans was a bloody miracle. He heard more shouts coming from further down the street, and groaned at the sight of three border guards making their way to the gates as well. They too were bringing in a cartful of bodies. By the looks of it, the border guards had been busy. 
 
   Both groups served a valuable purpose. The constables stopped the infected masses that refused treatment from the medi-centers, and the guards killed anything moving that ventured anywhere near the capital’s walled boundaries.
 
   For the first time in weeks, Tony saw that the gates were not manned. This confrontation could get ugly. There was no love lost between the two groups; despite them both performing similar roles, they both believed that their group had more prestige than the other. It was a strange belief, considering most people in Tony’s circle of friends didn’t even notice any of them.
 
   “Honey, are you ready? I don’t want you to be late.”
 
   “I’m coming!” he yelled back. Tony picked up his lunchbox, padded out of the kitchen and hurried over to Ellen. “Ready.” He interlocked his fingers with hers and opened the front door. 
 
   As he ushered her out, Tony heard the sound of a single gunshot echo from outside the kitchen window, and distantly wondered who had shot whom. His money was on the gate keepers rushing back from wherever they had been hiding in order to control the situation.
 
   “Do you know when you’ll be home, Tony?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not today, honey. Joseph says he has something of utmost importance to discuss with me. He refused to part with more information; he’s probably decided to move the entire department into the new building on the other side of the capital.” It felt a little odd to be thinking of such a banal subject, considering there was a high percentage that a human being had just been shot down directly outside his apartment. It felt weirder to even be thinking about the event. After what had happened to their species, a simple death was just a drop in the ocean to what they had all lived through.
 
   “Are you sure you’re alright? You look a little pale.”
 
   He turned his head, distracted. “Sure, I’m okay. I’m just a little tired, that’s all. I guess I overdid it in the new VR simulator.” As they approached the hallway attendant, waiting to let them out into the main building, Tony asked himself the same question.
 
   “A pleasant morning to the pair of you!”
 
   He smiled back at the uniformed gentleman who stood by the mesh partition separating the North habitat block from the rest of the building. Patrick Dawson took his job very seriously. His only role in life was to ensure that nobody passing through his gate showed dangerous levels of infection in their blood. It sounded like a very important vocation until you considered there were thousands of old men performing the same role in every large building in the city. Their job was largely superfluous, as every building was equipped with electronic scanners built into the main entrances.
 
   “I’m really sorry to ask you to do this,” Patrick said, dropping his voice. The man picked up his scanner and waved it up and down Ellen’s body. When the device emitted a gentle beep, Patrick opened the gate. His demeanor totally changed when the device sounded a shrill alarm when the man waved it down Tony’s body.
 
   For the first time since the old man had started working in the building, Tony felt a tingle of unease towards the attendant. The feeling increased when the man unholstered his pistol.
 
   “Honey, you really are a silly sausage,” chuckled his wife. “You’re forgotten to take your medication.” She opened her purse and pulled out a small foil strip. “Here you go, you can have my spares. I’ll pick some more up later today,” she said, pushing the strip through the gap in the mesh. “You’d better get these swallowed before our attendant blows off your sexy little head.”
 
   He snatched them up and dry swallowed them, trying not to shake. When the man waved the wand over him this time, the device didn’t report any ambiguities. Patrick smiled and passed him through. “Looks like everything is fine now, sir,” he said, smiling. “I hope you enjoy your day.”
 
   Tony managed to nod before his wife grabbed his hand.
 
   “You should be a little more careful, you know.”
 
   His shakes were getting worse. He hadn’t forgotten to take his pills, he would never do that. He of all people knew the consequences of not keeping up with the treatment. Tony’s stomach lurched to one side, hoping that this incident was a one-off episode, affecting him and nobody else.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Mortimer Crompton lifted his forefinger, then raised the rest of his digits in quick succession. Each finger revealed a crescent-shaped puncture, already filling with thick, dark blood.
 
   “That is just awesome,” he murmured, watching hypnotized as his blood dripped down the palm of his hand. His body even registered the pain when he clenched his hand back into a fist and opened it again.
 
   He padded over to the break in the floorboards and leaned over, watching the nine dead things shuffle about in the remains of a dining room. They had still not worked out that the huge table in the middle of the floor was the reason why none of them could reach the stairway. He grinned. They reminded him of human-shaped balls in a pinball machine, bouncing off each other.
 
   The amusement factor was the only thing delaying Mortimer from finishing off his mission. He crouched down and picked up a dented tin can. Considering there was nothing else up here, apart from the skeletal remains of a metal bed and a lamp stand leaning against the corner, this would have to suffice. Mortimer squeezed his hand a few more times, wincing as the pain increased. He then grinned even wider, still not getting over the fact that he could actually feel the discomfort.
 
   Mortimer held the wounds over the lip of the can, watching his life fluid drip into the bottom. He knew that he wasn’t going to get much, but the volume should be enough for what he had planned. 
 
   He wandered over to the large window and leaned out. The footsteps were still there, embedded in the soft dirt. Just two prints that stopped suddenly. They had not continued because the man leaving those prints had simply vanished. While Mortimer was watching, trying to understand how this would work into his plans, the guy, who was being chased by a group of the dead, just ceased to be.
 
   That didn’t make any sense; how could anyone just vanish into thin air? Mortimer didn’t doubt his eyes. The fact that the mysterious man’s pursuers were under his feet was proof of that.
 
   The dead things hadn’t sensed him, at least not yet. He didn’t have to turn around to know that his crossbow was looking at Mortimer with eyes of desire, his baby just begging him to allow its smooth bolts to push through their dead flesh. If only he could allow his weapon to get her way. Mortimer took his eyes off the paradoxical footprints and gazed out towards the dead city. There were none of them in visual range, but that meant nothing. They were there, thousands of them, all waiting for the tell-tale sounds of prey entering their domain. The dead waited, staying more motionless than any spider, until another unwary human wandered into the city.
 
   The things below him were not going to leave. As soon as their slow minds realized that their food had slipped through their rotten hands, all the things would just slump where they stood. He’d be trapped up here.
 
   Mortimer sloshed his blood around the tin, knowing that he didn’t have that long before it started to congeal. He needed to use the stuff way before that happened. He spat in the tin a few times before snatching up his crossbow. It was time to go.
 
   The things below him had already begun to slow down; it was now or never. Mortimer walked back over to the gap in the floorboards and held the tin over the edge. He had to get this dead on. Three of the things passed directly below him. He quickly tipped the container, watching his blood fall onto the top of one of their heads. The reaction from the others was immediate and shocking. They all lunged forward, each one trying to get to the dead thing that had Mortimer’s blood dripping down the side of its face.
 
   It took him just seconds to take them all out. None of them made a single sound; even the bloodied zombie fell over without any noise. He nodded to himself and hurried down the stairs, eager to get out of this hellhole. Mortimer pushed the door open and collected his bolts before leaving the house. 
 
   That had been a very close call. If any of them had known he was there, the moans would have attracted the rest of them. Within a few minutes, the building would have been surrounded with every escape path cut off. He wiped the gunk off his bolts and placed them back in his quiver. Mortimer passed the footprints without a second glance. There was enough to worry about without allowing unexplainable events to distract him. Right now, he needed to get back to base. His people were waiting for him. He’d been gone long enough already. 
 
   Mortimer stopped by the rusted hulk of an SUV and scanned the landscape. The edge of the city was only a few yards from here; once past the border, he doubted any of the things in here would follow him out. The only setback to that plan was that there was nothing alive ‘out there’—no cows, rabbits, deer, or even pigs. The area truly was a dead zone.
 
   Desperation had brought Mortimer in here, the promise of a few tins of meat, vegetables, and fruit. He didn’t need a lot, just enough to keep them going for the next couple of days. He flattened his back against the side of the van when he spotted movement to the left of him. He notched one of his bolts and crouched down. A small mongrel dog ventured out from behind a fallen roof beam and crossed the street, heading for the building that Mortimer had just left.
 
   This was unprecedented. He hadn’t seen a dog for over two years. How the hell had it managed to stay alive? The zombies hadn’t just gone for humans; anything that moved had also been on their menu. It seemed that the dead weren’t that fussy where their flesh came from. What shocked him more than the surprise of seeing the dog was that it looked reasonably well fed.
 
   It must belong to somebody, that was the only explanation. The notion of a human living within the vicinity of thousands of corpses, all so hungry, didn’t seem all that likely. Then again, neither did stumbling across a plump dog. Mortimer told his mind to cease and desist with question time. The reason didn’t matter. Dog or not, that was meat. He took aim, watching the animal stop to lift his leg and piss on the head of one of the zombies that Mortimer had taken out.
 
   A cry of fury erupted from a building on the other side of the street. Mortimer fired, then cursed as his bolt missed the dog’s head by inches and thudded into the wooden door frame. He jumped to his feet and growled in annoyance at the sight of another dead thing stumbling towards him. 
 
   Christ, it was moving at a quick pace. Before he could even notch another bolt, the zombie was almost on him. Mortimer dropped the crossbow and reached for his knife, intending to bury the hilt into its foul forehead. The thing kept on coming, its dead eyes fixed on him, growling and snarling like a rabid animal.
 
   “Come on then, you fucker,” he growled back, crouching down and holding his long blade in his left hand. “Let’s make you truly dead.” 
 
   The zombie skidded to a halt and swung its head to the left, towards the dog. It looked to Mortimer like it had decided to go for a meal that wasn’t armed. He straightened his back, watching in astonishment as the dead thing turned and walked over to the animal, completely ignoring the fact that he was just a few meters from it.
 
   Mortimer had never seen anything like it before. In all the years he’d been killing the things, he’d never seen one of them break off a pursuit to go after something else. The dog wasn’t moving, even its tail had stopped wagging. None of this made any sense to him. His unreal day then hit a high point when the dog padded up to the zombie, sat down and held out its paw. Astonishingly, the dead thing slowly bent over and patted its head.
 
   “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Mortimer whispered. The zombie turned around and shambled back towards the building with the small dog close behind him. Mortimer’s brain casually informed him that the dead thing was the same one that had initially confronted the other human; its long, straggly white hair was unmistakable. 
 
   He could no longer afford to gape at the pair, nor could he stay here any longer; the sun was now on its downward slide. He had an hour at best before it got too dark to see. Mortimer picked up his crossbow and paused. The white-haired zombie had yet to disappear; it stood on the opposite side of the street waving at him. 
 
   It took him a couple of seconds to focus on the image, as his sight had suddenly gone blurry. His eyelids grew heavy and Mortimer couldn’t stop them from shutting. As soon as the landscape went black, he became aware of a low monotonic noise, which sounded like someone humming.
 
   Harsh white light filled his vision when he was finally able to open his eyes. He squinted and slapped his hand over his eyes and waited for the shock to recede. When he moved his hand back, he gasped at the sight of a soft-looking, slightly pudgy hand. What the fuck was going on? This wasn’t his hand! Where were the scars and the hard calluses? More than that, though, his skin looked freshly scrubbed.
 
   “Oh, there you are, Mortimer,” said a strange voice. “I thought you were never going to come out of that silly contraption. You do know that Martin ate your share of our dinner, just thirty minutes ago.”
 
   His new view was beginning to gain clarity just as his fabricated world and persona faded. “Oh, my heavens,” he whispered. “That was such an intense ride.” He looked up at the wall clock and saw that he’d been under for over two hours. Mortimer then noticed that his brother was still sitting on his hard wooden chair next to the man’s favorite table. He knew from long experience that it was doubtful that Daniel would have moved away from his precious model making during the time that Mortimer had been exploring with his wonderful new toy.
 
   Mortimer rose from his armchair, removed his visor, and placed it down on the black leather seat. Back before The Turning, Mortimer had considered himself to be a pretty decent gamer. Unlike the rest of his online buddies, he’d always believed that a good storyline combined with responsive controls would always trump superior graphics, at least in his opinion.
 
   Thinking back to his progress through the landscape in that incredible simulation, he realized that nothing in his experience could hold a candle to the VR world. What blew his mind more than anything was that he’d actually believed he was there, living in that world. 
 
   “Fuck a dead duck,” he said. “Dude, you really need to try this out.” He watched his youngest brother continue to ignore him whilst hunting through the huge multi-colored pile of Lego pieces scattered across the table.
 
   He looked down at his large legs, silently wishing that the physique that he’d imagined himself with in the simulation had come with him when he’d come out of it.
 
   “Why the fuck did I come back to this?”
 
   “It wasn’t your choice.” Daniel selected a grey brick, smiled, and clicked it in place. “Martin unplugged you. He said you looked like a big stupid whale. He also said that you were drooling and that he was going to harpoon you.”
 
   Mortimer fought down the urge to go kick that brown-haired, lanky, weasel-face fuckwit in the balls. Not that it took much persuading. At twenty-seven, Martin was two years senior to the twins. He also had a nasty knack of getting his own back for any trick that either he or Daniel had ever played on him.
 
   Of course, the simple fact that his older brother would kick the living shit out of Mortimer if he did try a frontal assault also played a small part in stopping him from going after Martin. Yet again, he wished that he had been able to keep the muscular frame of his game persona.
 
   “If you go ask him nicely, he might give you back the power supply.” Daniel chuckled to himself. “Although he’ll probably ask you to wear a bib before he’ll part with your precious black plastic box of delight.” 
 
   Daniel could fuck off. Mortimer had no interest in anything that he said to him. Why should Mortimer let an almost grown man who still played with Legos bother him?
 
   “Martin told me yesterday that he was going to set your Legos on fire.” He picked up his crossbow and calmly walked towards the huge ornate door that led out of the communal playroom and into the brothers’ bedroom.
 
   He heard his brother’s chair scraping back and slowed down. Mortimer didn’t turn around, despite hearing Daniel catch his breath. He could well imagine what must be going through his brother’s mind. Mortimer made sure that there was no mistaking his intentions by notching a bolt into his weapon. It was odd how this was one weapon that was just the same in the game. Of course, it wasn’t the same one. Now that would be a bit of a mind fuck.
 
   “Do I want to know what you’re going to do with that?”
 
   Mortimer shrugged. “I’m hungry,” he replied. “I’m going to go shoot a dog.” He giggled at his little joke, knowing full well that Daniel wouldn’t have a clue as to the reference. He grabbed the handle and pulled open the door, aware that Daniel was now right beside him.
 
   Even without turning around, Mortimer could tell that Daniel had left his high and mighty attitude back with his silly building blocks. It was about time too. The other Mortimer wouldn’t have tolerated that kind of intolerable behavior from anyone, especially from both his brothers. Why should he?
 
   He turned his head and gazed into Daniel’s huge, cow-like brown eyes. He looked absolutely terrified. He had good reason to. Martin had always directed the majority of his aggression towards Mortimer’s twin. 
 
   Mortimer placed his finger to his lips, then made his way along the vast corridor, remembering how he’d moved in the sim. It didn’t take long for his cat-like movements to resurface. Even with the extra weight, Mortimer found, to his joy, that he could still move quickly without making any noise.
 
   The same couldn’t be said for Daniel, but thankfully, he stayed well behind him. Mortimer passed his own sleeping quarters and crossed to the other side of the corridor. He wanted to ensure that he wasn’t going to be seen. Martin’s private little domain started about a meter from where Mortimer was crouching. Considering what he had planned, Mortimer should have been as terrified as Daniel. If this went down as planned, it wouldn’t be a severe beating. Oh no, his older brother would have murder on his mind. Strange then how it took him a stupid amount of self-control to stop himself from breaking out in a fit of giggles.
 
   He managed to get his emotions back into some sort of order by imagining how the other Mortimer would behave in this situation. That guy would not be acting like some naughty kid about to throw some fireworks into the boy’s bathroom. He took a deep breath and raised himself up, looking towards Martin’s open door.
 
   Judging from the moans and groans coming from inside that room, Mortimer figured that it wouldn’t have mattered how much noise either of them made. Their absent brother wouldn’t have heard them, not in the condition he was in right now.
 
   "Christ on a bike!" gasped Daniel. "Is that sound what I think it is?"
 
   Mortimer nodded grimly and raised the crossbow, listening to his younger brother trying not to throw up. For the first time today, he actually pitied his twin. Unlike Mortimer, Daniel wasn’t trained for this type of scenario. He approached the doorway and kept his finger resting on the trigger, daring not to take any chances. The sounds intensified as Mortimer leaned around the doorframe. 
 
   There were two of them, crowded around Martin’s slumped body, both young and female. Their actions disgusted him. Without thinking of the consequences, Mortimer squeezed the trigger. The bolt slammed into the side of the first one, causing her body to crash into a wooden chair next to the slumped man. The remaining woman opened her eyes and pulled her mouth away from Martin's erect cock and screamed out in utter terror.
 
   “How do you like it, Martin?” he shouted, trying not to stare at the girl’s wobbly breasts. Mortimer moved his eyes further down her body and nodded to himself in satisfaction when he saw she was now lying in a puddle of her own piss. His brother had already shuffled his body away from the now weeping female, no doubt not wanting not get any of her bodily fluids on his clothes. “I don’t know what’s worse, you stealing my power supply or calling me names.” He turned his head and saw that his other brother was grinning from ear to ear. In truth, Mortimer did feel like joining him. The sight of Martin trying to get up with his trousers around his ankles was pretty funny.
 
   The half-naked man lunged forward, snatched the crossbow out of Mortimer’s hands, then threw it onto the floor. “What the hell did you have to go and do that for? It’s almost as if you WANT me to punch your big fat head off your shoulders.”
 
   The threat of violence did not send his heart into palpitations like it used to. His other brother had already backed off. He obviously didn’t want to be associated with Mortimer any more, just in case Martin decided that he wanted a beating too. Not that there would be any beating, at least not from Martin’s fists. Perhaps Mortimer really had soaked some of the other him into his real body. He certainly had no fear of Martin, not any more.
 
   “You’re the one who called me a big fat whale. I am big, but I can assure you that it isn’t all fat.” Mortimer picked up his crossbow, not too surprised to find there was no resistance. “Give me back my power supply.”
 
   Martin spun around. "Why are you still here?" he yelled. "You've had your fun. Get out of my sight." He stepped over the dead girl and disappeared further into his bedroom. Mortimer wasn’t all that surprised to watch his brother take his frustration out on the other girl. Now he understood why Daniel had retreated; he would have received both barrels if he’d have stuck around.
 
   The girl took one look at her dead companion before fleeing from the room. It didn't stop her from giving Mortimer a sour glare before she did leave the three of them alone. He thought that her attitude was just rude. The girl ought to be grateful that it wasn't her who was bleeding out all over the tiled floor.
 
   Was it Mortimer’s fault that his older brother couldn’t keep his dick in his pants for more than a couple of hours? 
 
   Martin ran after the girl and pleaded with her to stay. By the looks of it, even using his vast reservoir of charm wasn’t going to stop the girl from squeezing her body into the ventilation shaft. Mortimer lowered the crossbow and turned to gaze into the corner of the ceiling. Daniel was convinced that their keepers had placed a camera up there, but he wasn’t convinced; it didn’t stop him from pulling a face, however, just in case they were watching.
 
   “For crying out loud, Mortimer!” Martin yelled, throwing him the stolen power supply. “What’s got into you? Hell, it was just a joke, there was no need to kill her.” He fastened his trousers. “More to the point, what would have happened if you had slipped? That bolt could have smashed into me.”
 
   Mortimer turned the power supply over in his hands, making sure that his brother hadn’t done anything annoying like snipping one of the wires. He wouldn’t put that past the bastard. “Look, you got what you deserved,” he snapped back. It felt pretty good to be treating his older brother like an equal. It was pretty obvious that Martin had no idea how to react to this new situation. Mortimer turned around and left him to his own devices. He wanted to get back to the playroom, eager to immerse himself back into his more desirable world. He hurried back down the corridor.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You had better watch yourself now, Mortimer.” Daniel picked up a Lego figure and stuck the feet to the top of one of his buildings. He carefully pinched the arm between his finger and thumb, then made the figure wave. “I know you want to go back inside your machine. I just think you might want to wait until he’s gone to sleep.” Daniel looked up. “We both know that the treatment hasn’t worked all that well on him. He’s not much different to when we were first picked up.”
 
   “Believe me, Daniel, the treatment has altered him, just like it has with us.” Mortimer looked over to the door. “Come on, do you think he would have let me talk to him like that before those scientists picked us up? It’s all mouth with him now, it’s just bravado.” Mortimer wasn’t sure if any of this was actually sinking in. Daniel had missed most of the conversation; he hadn’t witnessed how their older brother had backed down. “Listen to me, Daniel. He isn’t going to do anything, to me or to you, not ever again.”
 
   Daniel didn’t reply, he just dropped his eyes and started to hunt through his Lego pile. It would take a long time for his brother to stop seeing Martin as some sort of evil monster, considering how badly Martin had treated him when they were younger. Even before The Turning fucked up the world, five years ago, Martin had liked nothing better than to kick the shit out of poor Daniel.
 
   Was it any wonder that his twin had regressed into his second childhood, considering that he never had one the first time around? 
 
   “Look, I know that I’ve said this before, and I’ll probably keep saying it until we all eventually get out of here. He’s never touched you in all the years since The Turning, has he? Don’t you think that’s a bit odd, considering we’ve all been living together? At least before, Martin could go out drinking with his mates. He can’t do that now; all his mates are dead, and they don’t let us out.”
 
   "Mortimer, will you promise me that you'll let him calm down before plugging yourself back into your machine?" Daniel’s hands shook as he tried to place the next brick onto the other one. "Maybe you should have let them finish him before killing that girl?" He paused and ran his tongue over his lips. "Mortimer, we both know that he's been defying specific orders about not interfering with girls for a long time. Well, have you ever felt your own body getting excited as well?"
 
   He gazed at Daniel, then ran his own tongue over his lips. What had prompted the sudden change in subject? Mortimer shook his head. "No, of course not," he replied, lying. "We both know that the treatments have suppressed those emotions."
 
   “It hasn’t with him.”
 
   Mortimer sighed. “Oh, I think it has, he’s just trying to prove to us that he’s still a real man. You know what he’s like, he gets off on showing off.”
 
   “Oh, give me a break. I can’t believe that you can stand there and spout out all that bullshit,” added a third voice.
 
   Mortimer gritted his teeth against the sense of shock that had just coursed through his body. He turned and glared at their older brother framed in the doorway, his face proudly wearing a big stupid grin. Mortimer was more annoyed at the fact that he hadn’t even heard Martin approach. Some zombie-hunting warrior he was turning out to be. The thought of ordering his brother to wear a cow bell around his neck did make him feel a little better.
 
   “I’m not a complete idiot, you know. Standing there and preaching like some big fat ugly eunuch. You’re both guilty of spying on me while I’ve been busy entertaining my girls.”
 
   Oh great, that was just marvellous. Now Martin thought that both he and Daniel were perverts. He glanced over at his twin, not all that surprised to see his face glowing like a red light bulb.
 
   “Look, you don’t have to be so coy, guys. We are men, after all, and despite your transparent denials I know that you both have the urges, although I know your urges aren’t as strong as mine.”
 
   “Haven’t you got a body to remove?” snapped Mortimer.
 
   “Just listen to me for a moment. They said that we could have anything we wanted. Anything at all.” Martin shrugged. “It sounded like a good deal at the time, considering that if it hadn’t been for us three, the remainder of the human species would now all be shambling about, stinking up the place and looking for fresh meat.” He walked over to Mortimer and sat down opposite him. "Thing is, although the guys in white coats wanted to keep us sweet, they didn't want us to get all emotional over girls, ‘cause that would have really spoiled the plans that they have for us." He took a small handful of pills from his pocket and dropped them on the table in front of Mortimer. "There's a few days’ worth of treatments there. I stopped taking them two weeks ago."
 
   "That really isn't allowed!" gasped Daniel. "They said that the treatments keep us protected, and it also keeps the antidote in our blood from degrading. You'll get into trouble if they catch you."
 
   “Yeah, I remember them saying stuff like that. Not long after they found out what was in our blood,” said Martin. He walked over to his younger brother and picked up a Lego figure. “I’m telling the truth here, you know. We saved mankind and this is how they reward us? They give you an unlimited supply of fucking Legos.” He turned to Mortimer. “What about you? Come on, guy. Do you really want to spend the rest of your life plugged into that stupid game?”
 
   Mortimer stood up and snatched the figure out of his fingers. “You’re doing it again, Martin. Doing what you’re best at, you’re stirring up trouble. We’re happy here, a lot happier than anyone else could ever be in this fucked up country. Why can’t you just accept that?”
 
   Martin sighed. “You just murdered some girl in cold blood and it hasn’t even registered with you. The treatments that they make you take are designed to keep you subdued and happy, to never question anything that they tell you. It appears that they have also eroded your morality as well. You're both my brothers. You two are the only family that I have. Don't you two look at me like I've gone crazy. We need to stick together. Those bastards have been lying to us from day one." 
 
   “So your plan is to do what, exactly?” Mortimer should have known the bastard would try to do something like this. It was just typical for their older brother to try to mind fuck the pair of them. He didn’t really care about his two brothers at all. This was just Martin’s childish way of seeking revenge. In fact, the more Mortimer looked at those tablets, the more they looked like ordinary painkillers.
 
   “It’s simple. First of all, we need to get you two out of here and see what it’s really like outside. Then we should get both of you laid, then perhaps find a bar and have a couple of drinks together.”
 
   “We can’t do that,” murmured Daniel. “We’re not allowed alcohol either.”
 
   “Oh Jesus,” exploded Martin. “Will you listen to yourself? This isn’t paradise, it’s a fucking prison. In fact it’s worse than that, at least if you were inside there was a chance that they’d let you out.” He ran over to the huge mirror embedded into the wall of the playroom and started to bang on it.
 
   “Martin!” hissed Daniel. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “You can’t treat us like this!” Martin shouted. He continued to slam his fists against the glass. “We saved your fucking lives!”
 
   Mortimer glanced over at Daniel when the outer door silently slid open. Martin was too busy sobbing to even notice that three white-coated men had just entered their playroom. Two of them walked over to Martin. Mortimer watched one of them inject their brother with something, then they dragged the now limp body out of the room.
 
   “Gentlemen, I’m a little upset with the pair of you. I thought we trusted each other. Why didn’t you tell me that Martin had not been acting like his usual self?”
 
   The man looked about thirty-five. Mortimer wasn’t too sure of his exact age; he’d never bothered to ask him. Supposedly their caretaker’s name was Joseph, but even that was probably not his real name. 
 
   Standing at just under six feet, the man was still smaller than all the brothers, although his mass of light brown, curly hair exploding out of his head did give him an extra inch. Martin was at least right about the boys being saviors of the human race. If it hadn’t been for the man standing in front of them, it would be likely that right now, the three brothers would be all that was left of their species.
 
   Joseph had been the one who had found them. It had been this man and this man alone who had kept them safe during the first few nightmarish weeks of chaos. Of course, the fact that he’d found the brothers hiding in their cellar, with a dozen dead zombies lying in close proximity must have given the scientist some clue to the brothers’ value.
 
   Mortimer had tried to block that part of his life away. Now though, thanks to the sudden appearance of Joseph, coupled with their brother’s outlandish behavior, those last few nightmarish days played out, in full sound and color in front of his eyes.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It had only been a week after the twins’ thirteenth birthday party when the whole world had gone to complete shit. At first, both Mortimer and Daniel had thought that witnessing the dead coming back to life and eating folks was probably the most awesome thing ever to happen in their lives. Seeing all those zombies killing people on the nightly news was far better than anything that their video games could have come up with. 
 
   Their excitement took a serious blow when the news hit the Internet that a select few were turning without getting bitten. The fear became more profound when these select few began growing daily. When the outbreak reached their hometown, their terror increased exponentially. 
 
   The TV stations ceased to broadcast the next day and the Internet followed the day after. Their last message from the outside world arrived via an old radio, a single transmission asking for forgiveness.
 
   Their family suddenly found themselves barricaded in their house, with the company of five neighbors and a terrified mailman named Geoff. 
 
   Their dad, two of the male neighbors and Geoff had made the house secure, using what tools and wood that they could find around the house. Just as well, considering there had been over a dozen attempted break-ins from hordes of the dead in the space of a couple of days.
 
   It had finally ceased to be a game. Both Mortimer and Daniel had tried to give out helpful hints and advice, only to be shouted down by the others, mainly their older brother. In fact, looking back, it had been Martin who had done nearly all the shouting. 
 
   His dad had told the kids that they’d be able to survive inside the house for at least a month before things got a bit tight with the food, even with the extra mouths to feed. It appeared that their dad had made provisions for something like this years ago, and had prepared himself.
 
   It seemed ironic that he was the first one to turn. Their dad, the one who had tried to prepare for every eventuality, could not do a thing about stopping himself from changing into one of those dead things. It had only taken him the better part of one nightmarish hour to infect the rest of the family. For the first time in his very selfish life, Martin had thought about others instead of himself, and had dragged his two brothers into the cellar before bolting the door behind them.
 
   The adults had not stopped trying to scratch their way inside. The noise had been constant; for every minute of the day and night, they had worked on the wood. Looking back, Mortimer believed that if Daniel hadn’t cracked first, then he would have done it.
 
   His twin brother had suddenly just leaped up and screamed out that he couldn’t take it anymore, and ran up the stairs, shouting that he needed to see daylight, that he needed to see the sun. Martin had raced after him, yet despite the size difference between the two boys, the older brother still hadn’t been able to stop the frantic boy from unbolting the cellar door.
 
   The dead fell in. Mortimer had screamed out at the sight of both his mother and father biting into Martin’s arms. The mailman and Mrs. Barraclough had seen Mortimer crouching in the corner next to a box of baked beans, and, ignoring the other two, started to shuffle their way over to him. He’d felt his bladder let go. Mortimer had started to throw tins at the things, sobbing and yelling at them, ordering the zombies to get away from him. They’d only increased their speed until they reached his shivering form. Both had started to growl, and he saw the hunger in their eyes. Before the pair of them dived down and bit into his flesh, Mortimer saw his two brothers standing up, and the zombies that had attacked them were now on the floor, not moving. Mortimer had screamed out when he felt their teeth pierce his flesh, but there was no pain. The next thing he saw was the mailman and his neighbor falling down, both convulsing.
 
   Mortimer couldn’t remember much of what had happened after that. The days had passed in a blur. He knew that all three of them had somehow managed to stay alive until a group of government officials had found them in that cellar, sharing it with the rotting bodies. Apparently it had been the foul smell of decomposing flesh that had alerted them to their presence. No zombies anywhere on the planet were rotting, and after the living dead had finished eating the humans they had caught, there wasn’t much flesh left on the bones to decompose.
 
   The government officials had stumbled across the only three humans on the planet that were immune to the zombie plague. The news turned into a celebration of relief and hope when the scientists soon discovered that all of the kids also had the makings of an antidote in their blood. Humanity now had a chance of surviving this nightmare.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Mortimer watched the door slide shut, leaving him and his brother alone with the scientist. Until Martin started banging on that mirror, he’d been prepared to believe that his brother was just being a dick. He caught his face in the mirror’s reflection and tried to wipe the concern from his features. It was obvious now that the mirror was also a window. Heck, how could he have been so blind?
 
   “Why are you yelling at us?” shouted Daniel. “You know what he’s like. We just thought he was doing what he always does, bullying people and making their lives a fucking misery.” He stood up and picked up some Lego pieces that had fallen on the floor. “Joseph, can you please go away? I have to finish this building. Oh, and tell the cooks that I want a large pizza. Make sure that they don’t leave out the garlic this time.”
 
   “Well, I must say, this is not how I expected you to behave,” said Joseph. “Are you not concerned about Martin?”
 
   “I’m more concerned about the fact that you’re still here. Martin is Martin. He’s always been a fucking dick.” Daniel glanced up from his building. “Now will you please leave us alone!”
 
   Mortimer watched their keeper take two steps back before spinning around and hurrying out of the room. From the expression on his face, Mortimer thought he’d been about to deliver one of his little speeches, probably something along the lines of just how invaluable the brothers were to the cause of saving the human species. Joseph generally did resort to that one when tempers were a little frayed. Mortimer shrugged, thankful he didn’t have to listen to Joseph go on and on.
 
   “Shit, some of my Legos are on the floor.” Daniel got on his hands and knees and started to pick up some of the pieces. “Come on, Mortimer. Don’t just stand there watching me, help me pick them up.”
 
   As Mortimer bent down, Daniel took out the little notepad that he kept in his pocket. He scribbled something onto the top sheet, then pushed the paper into Mortimer’s hand, ensuring that Mortimer folded his fingers over the sheet of paper.
 
   “Pick them up yourself,” Mortimer announced. “I need to take a piss.” He hurried out of the playroom, leaving Daniel to continue crawling about under his table. When he reached his own bedroom, he leaned against the wall, making sure that he was away from any mirrors before he opened the paper. He silently sighed when he read the hastily scribbled words. It looked as though Mortimer wasn’t the only one who believed what their older brother had said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Sharp stone cut through the back of his frayed shirt like a knife slicing into soft cheese. Kenny’s discomfort rapidly turned to hot pain as he thrust his body against the wall, pressing until he felt the stones cut through his flesh as well.
 
   As streams of blood ran down his back, Kenny sighed in relief as all that dense fog swirling through his sleep-deprived mind left him. It didn’t stand a chance of competing against the self-inflicted agony.
 
   Kenny tensed himself then proceeded to rub his spine up and down the wall. He couldn’t afford to let that fucking slowness back inside his head, no way. He’d already almost ended up dead again due to whatever weird shit had been used to cut the drug. The stuff had seriously messed with his head. He stood up and thrust his arms into the air, then counted from ten to one, not daring to move away until he was sure that the mist wouldn’t creep back inside his head.
 
   “I hope you die slowly, Rossini, you fucking shit,” he growled. There would be fat chance of that. Somebody with his status would have access to all the best drugs available. Kenny stooped and picked up his leather jacket and wrapped it around his torso before picking up his gun. The feel of the cold steel barrel reminded him just how close he’d been to finding himself on the menu of a dead thing. “Oh Christ. I can’t believe that happened.”
 
   The corpse must have been lurking in this abandoned dockyard for months. Biding its time, and waiting for some unwary idiot to decide to bed down in here for the night. What upset Kenny more than anything was that he had thoroughly searched the immediate area before relaxing. The months of sleeping rough in the outer zones had shown him the hard way what could happen to people if they let their guard down for just a few moments. Those rich bastards as well as the drones thought they were safe in their housing blocks and large houses, all cooped up in the citystate’s inner zone. They didn’t have a clue.
 
   His eyes drifted down to the blackened mess of foul wet lumps sliding through the cracks of the wooden jetty. The tattered remains of its clothing stuck to the leathery flesh, reminded Kenny of wet toilet paper. He sighed to himself, now understanding why he hadn’t found it on his search last night. The sneaky bastard must have been under the water.
 
   “You fucker,” he hissed, savagely booting it in the side. He grunted and cursed himself for wasting his energy. It felt as though he’d just kicked a piece of rolled up carpet. 
 
   It had lunged for Kenny from out of an open doorway as he’d passed the building. He should have died there and then, considering, at the moment it struck, dust bunnies had been operating his mind. Kenny’s thoughts had been spinning around the next planet. His body had taken over. If his finger hadn’t been inside the trigger guard at that exact moment, the dead bastard would have ripped him to bits.
 
   The gunshot had temporarily brought him back down to earth. Kenny had seen the mashed head with the foul smelling black gunk leaking out, and his first coherent thought was wondering who had shot it.
 
   He walked away from the revolting thing, feeling his blood congealing on the inside of his jacket. What the hell was in the stuff polluting his poor body? More importantly, how long was it going to last? Before Diane had left him last night, she had outlined her plan; at the time it sounded viable. Right now though, he wasn’t sure, even if they did get him another hit, how it would react to the stuff already in his body. Kenny had heard quite a few horror stories about what happened to people who mixed and matched.
 
   “Come on, enough with the pessimism,” he muttered. “By rights, you should be dead by now.”
 
   The forced happy thought failed to make an entrance, no matter how hard he pushed. He sighed to himself before stopping to gaze at the black water a few meters from his feet. He wondered if there could be any more of them lurking in there. He guessed that he must be the only piece of food that had sneaked into the docks for months. The whole reason why he chose this place last night was because he knew that no constable would dare to come in here. Come to think of it, neither would any other stray like himself; the rumors were rife about others sleeping in here, then disappearing.
 
   Everyone knew that the docks were the only place in the city where a wild dead thing could get in. It seemed ironic that with this being the case, it would be the safest area in the outer zones to hide from the constables. Those cowardly bastards daren’t show their faces in here. A real dead thing would chew up a constable before they had time to scream for their mother. 
 
   Kenny walked up to the edge and looked towards the horizon. The odds were definitely stacked up against them though. The next piece of land was over two hundred miles away. Still, he’d just found out from experience that it was still possible. His fevered imagination cooked up a pair of cold, grey hands reaching up out of that murky water and grabbing his ankles. Kenny hurriedly stepped back.
 
   There was nothing in there now, he was sure of it, apart from the floating detritus bashing against the jetty. “Horrible filthy creatures,” he muttered, walking back to the buildings. 
 
   Kenny’s eyes dropped to his feet. He saw a trail of wet footprints leading from the four paint tins standing on the first step of a metal fire escape. “Oh, because I don’t appreciate irony?” He had put those paint tins on the step last night. Kenny’d thought he had been such a clever boy. After filling the tins with water from the docks, he’d stepped over them and continued up the steps to sleep in the building overlooking the water. The fact that he had kneeled on the wooden dock and leaned into the water in order to fill the tins left him feeling cold. If that thing had been just under the water, he wouldn’t have stood a chance.
 
   His genius idea had worked alright though; his perimeter alarm had not been tripped. Even so, Kenny hadn’t had a wink of sleep last night. It wasn’t for lack of trying, nor was it because he didn’t feel safe. Diane had left him the gun last night before returning to civilization. His lack of rest was something else that he blamed on the drugs.
 
   He pulled open the door and hurried inside the decrepit shack, eager to get away from the cold air. Kenny hated this weather. The coldness settled in his chest, causing him to cough. He slammed the door shut and leaned back, checking on the time. With luck, his sister should be here in another five minutes.
 
   The city’s residential gates had opened ten minutes ago. It would take her that long just to squeeze through the thousands of commuters, all heading towards their crappy jobs in the commercial and industrial zones. “Five minutes isn’t even enough time to eat a bacon sandwich.”
 
   Kenny walked over to the single window and gazed out, looking to the left of his position, trying to catch sight of his sister. The metal fence surrounding the docks shouldn’t prove to be much of a deterrent to Diane; she was a better climber than he was. Close to where he’d climbed over, Kenny noticed the remains of a café. Judging from the dozens of floorboards nailed over the windows and door, he didn’t think it would be opening any time soon.
 
   “Shooter’s café,” he said. He remembered going in there, years ago, way before any of this shit went down. Kenny recalled that the place had been packed with dockworkers and men who lived on the boats permanently anchored to the jetties. Back then, Kenny had been trying to make ends meet, taking any and every job.
 
   Leaving his own citystate had, at the time, seemed like the only option left to him. Kenny had believed that the capital was the only place to flee to; for the first time in a decade, his home city had formed an alliance with the capital after the larger citystate between them had declared war on the capital. Kenny couldn’t give a shit about the politics of the situation, only that the alliance meant that he would be able to live in the capital without the security services shooting him as an illegal alien. It also meant that his wife of twelve years would never be able to find him. Not that Kenny believed she would, considering she had just divorced him and moved in with her mother.
 
   The bitch had left him with a house he could no longer afford, unpaid bills that would have put Kenny in prison for the rest of his life and, to put icing on the cake of shit, the company that he worked for had just gone into liquidation. 
 
   What could go wrong in moving to the city where all your dreams were supposed to come true, as long as you were prepared to work hard? Kenny had the dedication; trouble was, so did the thousands of other migrants streaming into the capital city, every day of the week.
 
   The café had been one of the many establishments that he’d visited, looking for any work. The only reason why that one stood out was because it reminded him of the diners that he used to visit back home, back before his life turned to complete dogshit.
 
   Kenny tried not to laugh. To think that when he was looking for a place to bed down after first arriving in the city, he’d believed that his life could not get any worse. Looking back though, he was just one of thousands whose life had fallen apart around them. He’d been nothing special. The one thing that had set him apart from all the other poor shmucks was that he hadn’t ended up dead or eaten when The Turning swept through the city.
 
   “Thank you for that, Diane,” he murmured. Kenny knew that if it hadn’t been for his sister helping him through these past few years, he’d have died long ago.
 
   Even to this day, Kenny still couldn’t understand how he was able to operate as a normal human being. A sudden shiver coursed through his body; he winced as a dozen pain receptors in his back decided to use this moment to punish him. So, maybe not quite as normal as he once was before The Turning, but at least his desire to kill and eat people didn’t rule his existence.
 
   From the corner of his eye, Kenny saw a small shadow rush out from behind a wall and leap onto the fence. He sighed with relief. Diane had made it past the checkpoints. Not that he had any doubt. His sister had proved time and time again that she was the strong spirit in their family. Nobody but Kenny knew that Diane wasn’t even a native; so much for the security force’s stringent tests. 
 
   Had Diane brought something to eat? He reached the door and felt a smile touch the corner of his lips. Where did that thought come from? 
 
   The thought of hot bacon spitting away in a big, black frying pan refused to leave his thoughts. Perhaps he shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the weird shit floating through his veins. Okay, so it had nearly gotten him killed, sent him into orbit and caused him to make his back look like he’d been in a motorbike accident, but at least it brought his ‘normal’ appetite back.
 
   Diane ran across the docks, heading towards the stairway. She stopped and bent over the body of his previous visitor. Kenny frowned when he noticed a flash of bright purple under her filthy overalls.
 
   She obviously didn’t want to get her smart uniform grimed up and ripped open. Kenny would have to ask her where she’d gotten the overall from. There wouldn’t have been much chance of sneaking it through gate security. Those uniformed bastards took real pride in ensuring nothing extra went through those gates.
 
   It wasn’t until he was halfway down the stairs that Kenny realized there was something not quite right about Diane’s outfit. The last time he’d seen her ready for work, her uniform had been green.
 
   His sister must have been promoted and he’d had no idea. Kenny stepped over the paint tins. It was probably unfair to start accusing her of withholding information. Diane had no secrets and she would have shared her good news. It wasn’t her fault that at the time, Kenny would have probably been floating around a room, doped up to the eyeballs. Would it have been any wonder that the information hadn’t sunk in?
 
   It explained how she’d managed to get the overall through the gates. A higher pay grade brought about better privileges. Those fuckers manning the gate might have even saluted her.
 
   Diane’s company had secured the contract to clean up the citystates closest to the capital, to make them habitable for their growing population to move into. He wished them all the best of luck with that one. His sister had shown him the real live feeds of what they looked like now. The citystates were totally fucked. Millions of dead things roamed the deadzones, as well as occupying the other citystates; their fortified boundaries had not stopped the zombies from getting inside. It had frightened the crap out of him when she first showed Kenny how it really looked beyond the high walls of their city. Like the rest of the people in the capital, Kenny had no idea that the images they showed on TV were all just graphics.
 
   Her job role had the important title of Unit Management Officer. It sounded important, but in reality, it just meant that Diane was tasked with disposing of the bodies after the military had stopped them from moving about.
 
   Diane’s company must have thought that giving their workers fancy names helped their employees step away from their grisly task. It dehumanized the job.
 
   “Who’s your friend?”
 
   Kenny hurried over and wrapped his arms around her waist. “I’m so glad to see you, Diane, and I’m glad that you got here without any problems.” He looked down at the body. “Oh him, He just appeared out of nowhere this morning. By the state of what’s left of his clothing, I think he must have been under the water for the past few months. My arrival must have woken him up. We danced earlier on but I’m afraid that my gun got a bit jealous.”
 
   “You’re hilarious,” she replied, sighing. “Wait, where is your gun?”
 
   “I left it up there.”
 
   “Well, you had better go get it then.” Diane zipped up her overalls and shivered. “We don’t have a lot of time left. If we don’t get there before the first appointments, it’ll be tomorrow before we can try this again.”
 
   “I don’t understand, Diane. I thought that’s why we needed the gun. You know, to force them at the medi-center to give me the drugs.”
 
   “There’s no point me asking if you were listening to me last night, because you obviously weren’t.” She kissed him on the nose. “You’re my brother and I love you, but there are times when I wonder if there’s any point in explaining anything to you. We take the gun just as a precaution. We’re not going to force anyone to do anything. If this goes right, nobody will even know we’ve been in there.”
 
   He nodded, desperately trying to remember what she had told him last night before leaving him alone on that street corner. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t remember anything she’d said.
 
   “You don’t remember, do you?”
 
   He shrugged. “Sorry, I guess my mind wasn’t working at full capacity when you told me.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Kenny. It’s not like you had to do anything. Go on, go fetch the gun.”
 
   “Okay.” He turned and then stopped. “Diane, do you, by any chance, have anything to eat? I can’t remember the last time I ate.”
 
   His sister stared at him before a smile broke over her face. “You’re seriously hungry?” She unzipped her overalls and searched through her pockets before bringing out a foil-wrapped ball. “I was given these last night by my neighbor.” Diane unwrapped the foil and dropped the ball into his hand.
 
   Kenny’s mouth started to water. It looked more like a small ball of tightly squeezed black earth than actual food, but the heavy spices coming from the substance told him otherwise. They engaged his senses while simultaneously telling him to stop torturing his rumbling stomach.
 
   He pushed half the patty into his eager mouth and bit down, tasting all those exotic spices exploding in his mouth. The meat was just incredible. Whoever had made this certainly knew how to cook. It wasn’t quite a bacon sandwich; in fact, it was way better. Kenny looked at his sister.
 
   “I guess you like it?”
 
   He nodded, unable to speak.
 
   “My new neighbors brought them round last night. As a thank you for saving their lives.” Diane smiled. “One of our helicopters reached another citystate last week and actually found survivors. They were able to hold out until now, before the dead hordes finally swarmed through their narrow streets.” Diane shivered. “There weren’t that many that got out alive. Our company intends to explore the rest of their city this week. I doubt they’ll find any more survivors though.” She pointed to the remains of the patty in the palm of his hand. “They sure know how to cook.”
 
   Kenny nodded again and pushed the last bit into his mouth. It reminded him a little of the exotic burgers that he and his mates used to eat by the truckload every Saturday night after hitting the bars in the center of the city. There were always dozens of street vendors, all begging for the custom from the drunken lads as they stumbled out of the bars.
 
   He swallowed the last of it, still able to taste the spices in his mouth. Kenny wondered where the meat had come from. Then decided that he didn’t want to know, considering that the fields full of cows, sheep, and horses went a few weeks after The Turning. 
 
   Most of their food was supplied by the government. They handed out the food bars like candy. The poorer areas of the population had no choice if they wanted to survive; they had to eat the vile tasting things, containing who knows what. The elite and their friends had their own food. Their ration bars ended up thrown away.
 
   Kenny’s food, when he did decide to eat, came from whatever he could scavenge. He could always find enough discarded ration bars to keep him alive. If he fancied food with real taste, he knew of a few vendors who could make anything from the local population of rat, dog, or cat. While searching through the rubbish, Kenny could usually find enough miscellaneous items that he could use as trade for a burger. 
 
   He ran up the metal stairs, and for the first time in what seemed like months, Kenny actually didn’t feel so bad. When he reached the top, Kenny looked back and saw Diane pulling something else out of her pockets. At first, he thought it was going to be another portion of that delicious foil-wrapped food. But it was a small flask. She unscrewed the top and tipped it over the body. Kenny gripped the railing and watched the contents splash onto the zombie’s flesh. By this time tomorrow, thanks to the liquid, the dockside rats, cats, and other scavengers, there would be very little of that thing left, apart from a few scattered bones. 
 
   Kenny belched and tasted his food again. What a sad turn of events, to think that the zombie had now entered their food chain. Diane screwed on the cap and returned the flask to her pocket. He knew of quite a few people who would kill to get their hands on the stuff that his sister had poured onto the dead thing. It didn’t seem to matter to them that the fluid was deadly to humans; all they cared about was that, apart from the stuff they handed out at the medi-centers, the fluid was the purest known source of Beldazine. They were under the deluded idea that they could somehow succeed in removing the bonded poisonous substances where better minds had tried, failed, and died.
 
   He headed into the building, wishing that he could remember what Diane had planned for the raid at the medi-center. Kenny walked over to his gun and picked it up. It didn’t make much sense to him. If they were only going to take the gun as a last resort and it wasn’t all that essential to her plans, then why couldn’t they have raided the place a couple of days ago before he almost turned? That way neither of them would have had to have a tumble with that fucking psychopath. God, he should have put a bullet in his head, there and then.
 
   Kenny closed his eyes and told himself to stop worrying. Everything would turn out okay. His sister had never let him down yet. Diane had told him that she wouldn’t stop until he was back on the right track and off the injections. The thoughts of rehabilitation left him when a violent shiver travelled through his body. He shook his head, trying to calm down his heart as it beat faster and faster. Oh crap, this was not the time to have another fucking relapse.
 
   He staggered forward, spun around and slammed his back against the wall, then slid to the floor, feeling bubbles of sweat pouring down his face. This was the third time since his sister had left him that this condition of helplessness had crept over him. He refused to let it beat him. Kenny let go of the gun, wincing as it crashed against the floor beside him.
 
   It would have been the ultimate irony if the gun had fired, slamming the bullet with Rossini’s name on it into his head instead. Kenny rolled onto his front, then rolled back again, onto his gun. He arched his back then relaxed his muscles, groaning in agony as some metal part protruding from the gun dug into his damaged back.
 
   It did the trick though; the malaise and the nausea suddenly left his body. He felt like complete shit but at least he believed that he would be able to function normally, well, until the spasms hit him again. With luck though he would have as much clean stuff as he could fit in his pockets, all ready to inject, and he just knew that the drug would flush out the crap that was still inside him.
 
   Kenny made his way over to the door, sighing when he saw the tiny spatters of blood behind him. Past experience made him halt. He couldn’t afford to go anywhere if he was dripping blood. Although the vast amount of scanners all over the city made it impossible for any of the walking dead to stay intact for more than a couple of minutes, he still didn’t feel safe knowing that he was bleeding. Those things could smell fresh blood for miles away and a couple of minutes would be all it took for one of them to rip him apart.
 
   He grabbed the door handle and counted to ten, looking behind him and watching one more drop of his precious life fluid roll out from under his jacket. It looked as though it was stopping now. As long as he didn’t re-open the wounds, he reckoned that he’d be okay.
 
   His sister stood at the bottom of the stairs looking up at him. “I thought you’d gone to sleep, Kenny.”
 
   “I’m fine,” he replied, slowly walking down the stairs. He couldn’t feel any more blood dripping down his back. He took that as a good sign. Kenny grinned to himself, hoping that this day would turn out to be his turning point. The marker for when he could look back and say that here was where everything in his life improved. He knew that if he could get enough of the drug, it wasn’t just the diluted shit that he’d be able to flush out; with luck, Kenny might even be able to clear out any signs of the main infection. If that happened, he’d be able to qualify for prescriptions for the highly prized pills. Kenny told himself not to get too carried away. After all, as far as he knew, nobody who actually died had come back as human. Did that not make him unique? Just what would those fuckers do to him if he did turn himself into the authorities? Perhaps it would be safer to carry on living on the fringes.
 
   Anyone who had to resort to injections were classed as non-persons, as far as society believed; anyone using the needle was just a worthless parasite, not much better that the walking corpses. Of course, the media helped to reinforce that attitude by running the news reports announcing that his kind were murdering the rich and the well off and eating their bodies, or that they were breeding a new kind of virus in their filthy bodies. It had even been suggested that it was people like Kenny who had been responsible for the zombie outbreak in the first place.
 
   Was it all that surprising that, no matter what tragedy landed upon their species, there was still that urge to dominate the ones weaker than themselves? He knew for a fact that the media needed the public to believe their lies. Of course they did. If their receptive customers believed that the ones on the needle were actually humans, none of the television public would watch their TV shows.
 
   No pills meant no job, no apartment, no rights whatsoever. Even the medi-centers were a huge scam. He saw the sun breaking through the clouds. That had to be a good sign. It hadn’t stopped raining for what seemed like forever.
 
   “What was taking you so long?”
 
   “The shit I took last night has been rather detrimental to my already fucked body.” He shrugged. “I’ll be alright. I promise. Here, you don’t have any more of those meat things on you?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. Come on, time to go.” Diane took the gun out of his hands. “I’ve got loads of them at my apartment. As soon as we get this over with, I’ll sneak you into the habitation zone and get you cleaned up. I’ve already got you some new clothes. Just keep that happy thought in mind.” She kissed him lightly on the forehead. “This is going to work.”
 
   He followed Diane over to the fence and pointed to the gap that he’d found cut into the chain links by one of the posts. “You can climb over, if you want to, darling, but I’m going through there,” he said chuckling.
 
   She punched him lightly on the top of his arm. “Oh, thanks for letting me know.”
 
   Kenny heard the sarcasm in her tone and chuckled again. “I just did tell you. If you hadn’t given me anything to eat, I would have waited until you had climbed to the top of the fence.”
 
   Diane squeezed her way through the hole in the fence and held the wire back so he could get out. Even with her help, Kenny still managed to catch his back on a jagged fence barb. The pain was intense enough for him to feel as though he was about to pass out.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   He nodded. “Sorry, I just felt a little faint,” he lied. “I’ll be okay in a moment.” At least the sudden pain would give his mind something else to focus on. With luck, it would stop him from visiting any other star systems on their journey. Kenny eased his body through the hole and stood up, looking back towards the docks so his sister wouldn’t see the discomfort etched on his face. It felt as though his back wound had already begun to scab over. He’d have to take it easy though, he didn’t want it opening up. “Okay, let’s go.”
 
   He followed her along the dilapidated street, staying close to the boarded-up buildings. As they passed the old café, Kenny was sure that he heard shuffling noises coming from inside. Not that he intended to stop and check it out. 
 
   To stop and investigate. Fuck that. Knowing his luck, it would be where the rest of the washed-up dead things had ended up. He increased his pace to catch up with his sister, daring himself to glance back.
 
   “Kenny, I want you to tape this over your tattoo.”
 
   He looked in suspicion at the flesh-colored strip of plastic that Diane had just dropped in his hand. “Are you sure?” He ran his finger over the grooved flesh in the centre of his forehead. Anyone not designated a worker had one of these scars branded into their heads. It made recognition easy, not just for the ‘normal’ classes of the new order, but also so the machines could keep track of your whereabouts. Not that there were many working scanners in the abandoned areas of the city. Those that had been installed only lasted a few hours before mysteriously disappearing. 
 
   Inside the innerzone though, the cursed things were everywhere. “Are you sure, Diane?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, I’m sure. Look, don’t worry, the patch won’t burn off. You’re not the only one who’s had to hide their barcode, you know. You’d be surprised what our government gets up to.”
 
   He peeled off the backing paper and stuck it over the barcode, waiting for the thing to heat up. The bastards that had done this to him and the thousands of others weren’t fools. They knew how easy it would be to fool the machines; it only took a large hat. To bypass this, there were sensors sewn in under the skin, as well as a heating element. If the barcode was ever covered up, the element would be activated with disastrous results. When the technician had branded him with this hateful scar, Kenny had asked what the point was. After all, if they could do this, why not just install a tracker into everybody; they’d know where everyone was all the time then.
 
   Of course the creep hadn’t bothered to reply, but he had let some of the anaesthetic wear off before performing the simple operation. One of these days, Kenny would find out his name and pay the bastard a visit. 
 
   After a minute, he began to believe that the patch would stay on.
 
   “It only lasts a few hours before dissolving so we had better make good of our time.” Diane pointed to the huge steel gate in the distance before unzipping the overalls and stepping out of them. She passed them to him. “I made sure they were too big for me so you’d be able to wear them. Even with the patch, you’d never pass as a worker. You really do look bad, Kenny.”
 
   It took him a few minutes to climb into the overalls. He could smell her perfume on in the fabric. “What about the gun? It’s going to be hard disguising that.”
 
   Diane just shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. We’ve just done some essential maintenance to one of the transmission towers close to the old dockyard. At least, you have. I’m just your bodyguard. As for the gun, we’re hardly likely to leave the safety of the innerzones without protection, now are we? There’s no telling what the locals would do to us.”
 
   He couldn’t find fault with her story. Kenny just hoped that the guards wouldn’t decide to question it any further. Then again, considering the color of her uniform, they wouldn’t dare. “When were you promoted, Diane?”
 
   She turned around. “Fat chance of that ever happening, Kenny. It isn’t my uniform. It belongs to the woman who lives across from my apartment. I just happen to have the key to her door and she works the nightshift.” Diane suddenly hushed and hurried across the empty street.
 
   Kenny frowned. He couldn’t see anyone near the checkpoint. His sister stopped by the barrier, looked back at him and shrugged. He watched her manually open it and pull down on the gate while looking around. Kenny rushed over and squeezed through the gap. “This is not right,” he murmured. “I’ve never known this to happen.”
 
   Diane pulled him through and let the barrier drop. “Let’s not question providence, Kenny. To be honest, I wasn’t entirely sure that the guard would fall for my bullshit story anyway. Come on, we’re not far from the medi-center now. I think we should move before that guard does come back.”
 
   His sister had a good point; he already knew that his fate would be sealed if he was caught on this side of the city. The volunteers at the medi-center used to make that perfectly clear when he still went there for his injections .Kenny had a feeling that Diane would probably end up next to him against the execution wall as well. He couldn’t allow that to happen.
 
   Both he and Diane raced down the road. At the moment, the streets were devoid of people, but Kenny knew that wouldn’t last long. He remembered his last visit to the place. The other people like him weren’t too keen on showing their faces either, at least not until they reached the center. Kenny then noticed several moving shadows on both sides of the road; the morning light couldn’t penetrate the overhanging stone roofs. He nodded to himself. They weren’t alone after all. His ex-fellow sufferers were already making their way, no doubt desperate for their next injection.
 
   Diane had seen the shadows too. He’d already seen her stiffen. Kenny didn’t blame her reaction; even with her enlightened attitude, coupled with the fact that her brother was one of the ‘deviants’, it must be almost impossible to totally dispense of all the bias that the authorities shoved down their throats every minute of the day. He slowed down when the building came into view.
 
   A cold shiver travelled down his spine. He had hoped that he’d never set eyes on that vile place ever again. It wasn’t the sight of it that had set off the shiver; the building just felt wrong somehow. He just couldn’t put his finger on it. 
 
   “Right,” Diane whispered. “This is going so easy, watch.”
 
   Kenny had no idea what he was supposed to be keeping an eye on, but he did as she asked. The moving shadows all ended up in the same spot, queuing up in front, patiently waiting for the door to open. Not that long ago, he would have been in that line, wanting nothing else but to experience the high after he had pushed that needle into his vein. Kenny wished that he could share what his sister had told him. Then again, would any of them really believe him? He certainly didn’t, not at first, not until she had shown him the evidence. They used to say that the camera never lies. It took a smuggled portable television to show him exactly why the government was ‘helping’ the unfortunate members of the community. The bastards were using the medi-centers as recruitment places for their vile television shows. 
 
   He’d sat there, rigid with shock, watching some show called In the Dead House. From what he could work out, the dozen contestants had to complete challenges in order to stop the audience from throwing them out of the house. The last one remaining was the winner. Not that the idea was new. Kenny remembered crap like this polluting the TV long before The Turning. It was the challenges that made him sick. While he watched, he saw two giggling teenage blonde girls taking turns to try and hit this chained-up zombie with baseball bats. The one that managed to stop it from moving was declared the winner. What made him nauseous that that the dead thing used to be one of his mates from the medi-center. He’d just stopped coming a couple of weeks ago. Kenny had assumed that he’d gone to another medi-center; after all, there were hundreds of them scattered across the city.
 
   Kenny had started to ask Diane to turn it off when the camera switched to show more contestants running through a mocked-up version of some city street, carrying crossbows and shooting at more moving dead people. Like the poor bastard having his body bashed in by the two girls, Kenny had seen most of those zombies at the medi-center at one time or another.
 
   “So what am I supposed to be looking for?”
 
   Diane pointed to the alleyway that led to the back of the building. “The employees are currently processing the first batch of addicts. There’s a truck parked at the back that’ll take them through to the broadcasting house. Right now, the place where we want to go will be empty.” She produced a small key from her uniform. “And this unlocks that gate over there.” 
 
   She ran across to the huge fence that stopped anyone from going around the back and hurried over to the gate. Kenny ran after her, noticing that a couple of the ones in the queue had spotted them. He didn’t find it too surprising that the ones who had seen them turned away. He remembered what it was like waiting in that queue. The last thing you wanted to happen was to lose your place. It was common knowledge that the ones turning up later were likely to miss out on getting any of the precious drug. 
 
   “So, they always process the first batch?” hissed Kenny when he caught up to his sister.
 
   Diane pushed the key in the padlock, twisted and opened it. She pulled him through and locked it behind them. “Yes, for them it makes sense. They want the most active for their show so they go for the ones who were able to get here at first light.”
 
   It was weird, his sister’s statement felt so detached, so cold and clinical to the casual listener, but he could tell straight away that she was seething at the injustice of it. Hell, there weren’t that many humans left on the planet, and yet it still didn’t stop the privileged from exploiting the ones right at the bottom.
 
   Diane looked down both ends of the low-lit passageway before reaching for the door handle. Kenny saw the keyhole and also saw that his sister didn’t possess a key for this door. He wasn’t too sure how he’d react if this door was locked as well. She looked back at him and winked before turning the handle. The door silently swung inwards. He smiled and followed her inside, sighing with pleasure. This room was so warm.
 
   “This way,” she said, making her way through the two piles of cardboard boxes stacked up against both sides of the wall. Kenny gasped when he saw the storeroom right in front of them. Through the glass door, he saw metal shelves overflowing with glass vials full of light blue liquid. There was enough in there to cure him of the stage one infection and cure just about every other person just like him. “What the fuck?” He didn’t doubt that all the other medi-centers would be just like this one too.
 
   “Just look at it all,” he growled. “Why should I be surprised at this?”
 
   “It surprises me that you two are the first ones to ever get this close.”
 
   He spun around and groaned at the sight of Rossini and four other large men standing behind him. They all carried shotguns. Rossini had a syringe in his other hand.
 
   “Kenny, it’s time for your next shot. Oh boy, I’m so excited. I can’t wait to get you on my show. Oh, don’t worry, I’m not going to let them Turn you. I think you’re just lovely the way you are.” He turned his attention to Diane. “There’s so much love shown between you two. What a unique angle. My viewers won’t know whether to love you, Diane, or to call you a traitor to the species.” He grinned. “I’m so glad that I’ve found you two, you’re going to make our TV station very, very rich.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   It felt as though he had forced a wire coat hanger into his mouth. Patrick Dawson closed the door that led to the inner habitation block and locked it. All of the house guests had finally left. He ran his thumb and forefinger down the side of his face. It still felt as though the permanent smile was affixed to his face. Patrick had to wait until the shift change arrived before he could get the hell out of there. The wall clock above the main door had decided that it would be hilarious to mock him. That could not be the correct time. The stupid boy was already five minutes late. He needed to get home; of all the times that child decided to sleep in, why the heck did he have to choose today of all days?
 
   Patrick ran over to the main doors, jerked them open and looked both ways. All he saw was some old woman on the other side of the street, heading towards Government House. He was seriously going to kill the bastard for doing this to him. He couldn’t stay here any longer, his family needed him. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” he moaned. “What am I going to do now?”
 
   He knew that the longer he spent here, the more chance that he’d have no family left to go home to. Despite that, his sense of loyalty to the job wouldn’t allow him to leave his post. Family did not come before duty. Young Karl obviously didn’t care about his given role, and for that lethargic attitude, Patrick knew deep down that the kid was destined to lose his job. If that happened, the brat would be on the injections. It couldn’t come soon enough for Patrick. Shits like him didn’t deserve the pill privilege. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Justine,” he said, watching the old woman a little longer. Patrick looked down both directions one more time before he shut the doors and came back inside to get warm. He walked over to his desk and slumped in the hard plastic seat, trying not to think about how his wife and daughter were coping right now. He had promised that he’d be home as soon as he could.
 
   Patrick picked up his scanner and turned it around in his shaking fingers before he aimed the gun sight at his face. Did he possess the guts to press that trigger? He thought back to how it had gone off when the gentleman from the second floor had tried to get through the gate. Patrick had been as shocked as him, but his training had kicked in and Patrick had assumed the correct posture and reeled off the appropriate words. Watching Tony’s face had told him that the man hadn’t expected the scanner to go off. It also reinforced a very worrying suspicion that had been lingering at the back of Patrick’s mind for the past couple of days. 
 
   That man had been sure that he’d taken his pills. In fact, Patrick would stake his life on it. No medical officer would be so sloppy as to forget to take the one thing that stopped him from being dead. The drugs were losing their potency. He’d suspected this troubling idea for a few weeks now. Now it looked like even the pure pills that only the elite took were not working as well as they should. He remembered how the woman had casually handed Tony that metal foil through the gap in the wire.
 
   Did she have any idea just how much those were worth? Patrick knew people that would pay handsomely for quality pills like that. It took much effort to stop himself from reaching out to snatch those pills out of her manicured fingers. He could have done the deed and gotten away with it too. Patrick could have just as easily said that they were contraband or something equally valid. He doubted that the loss would have made much difference to their privileged lives, apart from seeing it as a minor inconvenience. He was sure that they’d have plenty more in their apartment.
 
   Grabbing those pills could have meant the difference between living and dying for his family though. Patrick reached into his pocket and pulled out another foil packet. 
 
   He glared at the things in revulsion. To think that their lives depended on these things made him sick to the stomach. What annoyed him more than anything was the obvious difference with these. Unlike the pills that Tony had rammed into his mouth, these pills were grey.
 
   Sure, the TV adverts all categorically stated that all the pills were of the same potency and it didn’t matter about the color. What utter bullshit. Everyone knew that the white pills were purer.
 
   The ones in his hand looked and tasted like grey chalk. He doubted that they had very little of the precious Beldazine in any of them. He looked at the clock again, dismayed that another five minutes had passed. Patrick stood up and raced over to the doors. The boy was now sixteen minutes late. His gut feeling told Patrick that the slacker had decided not to show up for his shift. 
 
   “I can’t stay any longer,” he murmured. “They need me.” The pills probably were next to useless, but they were all he could get. He had no other option. Patrick pulled open the doors; as he suspected, there was still no sign of the boy. “You’re so fucking dead,” he growled. Patrick couldn’t wait any longer. He ran back into the foyer, grabbed his coat, and ran out of the building. He closed the doors but left them unlocked in case that boy did decide to show up.
 
   It only took Patrick a couple of minutes to pass through the normally busy pedestrian walkways that linked the several habitation blocks in this sector. He thought that, for once, luck was in his favor, until Patrick reminded himself that the lack of fast-moving human traffic was probably linked to the boy’s absence and to what was happening to his family. It was quite simple really; their bodies must have become immune to whatever chemical they had put in the pills.
 
   He stopped and leaned over the railing, watching two huge black armored trucks thunder past, heading towards Government House. Each one would be full of exhausted soldiers, fighting the good fight to help clear those walking corpses from around the capitol’s high walls.
 
   The bright blue sky and hot sun currently burning Patrick’s shoulders could not stop a shiver from travelling down his spine. There was just too much evidence around him for Patrick to remain blindly optimistic.
 
   Pretty soon, those trucks would be travelling from Government House, full of soldiers, all fresh and ready for action. This time though, the truck wouldn’t be heading out of the city. They’d be fighting the good fight with freshly-turned city dwellers.
 
   He spun away, trying to hold back the tears. There was no way that he’d let anyone hurt his family, no matter what happened to them. Patrick bolted along the walkway, just hoping that he’d be able to get home before they did turn.
 
   It had been the irritating dog who lived with the Osmond family that had given Patrick the first clue. Just like every other morning, Jack Osmond had let out the ball of greasy black fur before the man left for work. As their block didn’t have access to any recreation area, the bastard thought that it was perfectly acceptable to let the mutt do its business anywhere it liked, which usually meant in the communal hallway.
 
   All the residents knew, especially the Osmonds, that pets were strictly forbidden. Then again, the fact that they had a dog at all was unusual. Everyone knew that anything with four legs didn’t last long in the city. 
 
   Patrick lived in a block that, before The Turning, was due to be demolished. Most of the residents had already moved out. Patrick’s family had been promised a new apartment on the other side of the city. Now, they had no choice but to stay in their decrepit apartment; it was falling down around them, and they were surrounded by scummy neighbors with no sign that any of this was going to get any better. Unlike the elite block where he worked, or any of the perimeter blocks that separated the three zones, the people in his block were generally left to fend for themselves.
 
   Just like the many hundreds of grey concrete buildings surrounding their block, they had one family who were supposed to liaise with a central habitat maintenance official to help keep the place running smoothly. It sounded great in theory, but most of the time the families ended up running the blocks like it was their own private fiefdom. The Osmonds were no exception. If their dog crapped outside your door, you picked it up and kept quiet. It was the only way to avoid any trouble.
 
   The only person in the entire block who didn’t despise that vile little animal was Patrick’s little girl. What surprised Patrick was that the feeling was mutual. The dog doted on Lucy. Although his wife hated the family, she had explained to Patrick a few times that this would be the closest their daughter would get to having a childhood similar to the ones they’d had.
 
   That friendship had been severed just three days ago. Patrick had been noticing just how slow and lethargic his daughter had been recently, and suggested that she ought to go get some fresh air. Of course, her response to this suggestion had been noncommittal so Patrick had lost his temper, dragged the girl out of the chair and pushed her outside.
 
   The first thing he saw was the Osmond dog, chewing on the rubber tree that their next door neighbour kept outside. The dog had suddenly stopped and backed away from Lucy, growling.
 
   A hard lump had appeared in the pit of Patrick’s stomach and he’d dragged the unresponsive girl back inside. He’d dug out his portable scanner to check her out, cursing himself for not seeing the signs earlier after the device confirmed what he’d suspected.
 
   Patrick slipped through the open gate that separated the walkway from the rest of the habitation zone. The fact that the gate was even open gave him more of a scare than not witnessing anybody around him. That gate had never been left open. The elite don’t enjoy sharing their breathing space with normal people. 
 
   His own block was only a couple of minutes away. He increased his pace when the hard edge of his building came into view. Patrick raced towards the main doors, noticing, for the first time, a couple of young boys playing on top of an abandoned school bus. They both suddenly stood up and started to jeer at him. They were too far away for Patrick to pick out individual words. It didn’t matter to him though. The fact that some part of normality was still going on wiped away some of the heaviness that had settled on his heart.
 
   The familiar and cloying odor of unwashed flesh slammed into his nostrils as soon as he entered the building. He held his nose and ran over to the stairwell, totally bypassing the lift. That hadn’t worked for over a decade. The smell lessened the further he climbed. He knew the reason for the stink. It meant that the building’s air con had packed up yet again. As he passed the Osmonds’ door, he wondered if anybody had bothered to report it.
 
   ”Keep calm,” he murmured, when his own door came into view. “Keep thinking of triviality.” He reached his door and took out his key, noticing just how much he was shaking. As he turned the key, Patrick reminded himself that until this morning, the worry of the air con breaking down would have overshadowed everything else. It certainly wouldn’t have been a trivial matter.
 
   Patrick pushed open the door and rushed through the hallway and into the living room, his heart thudding hard against his chest. He saw his beautiful Veronica slumped in the armchair and dropped to his knees. Patrick didn’t need to get any closer to know that his darling wife had passed away. “Oh God,” he said. “I’m too late.” Through the flowing tears, he could see the shell of his now dead wife turn its head.
 
   The thing leaned forward and tried to raise its body out of the chair. Patrick scrambled backwards, his numb mind refusing to take in that he’d lost the only woman he’d ever loved. Despite the endless training and preparation that every citizen was required to do, he couldn’t even find the strength to raise his arms. Patrick watched her stand up and take one tentative step forward. Somewhere, deep beneath his conscious mind, a tiny voice calmly informed him that he was watching it take its first steps. Although the sounds of Patrick’s voice had given the thing the motivation to move, it still didn’t know Patrick was in the room. There was still time for him to get out of there.
 
   He rested the back of his head against the wall, noticing that his dead wife had yet to open her eyes. He decided there and then that this was his time. If Veronica had turned, then his daughter must have gone the same way as well; his wife had only started to show the same symptoms yesterday. There was nothing else for him to live for. The dead woman’s foot was now inches away from his body. 
 
   The pain would only last for a few seconds and then it would be all over for him. Sure, his body would still be moving, but his soul would have left this miserable fucking existence to be with the rest of his family. 
 
   The corpse had seen him. It groaned in excitement and stumbled forward, its arms reaching out.
 
   “Come on then, Veronica!” he yelled. “Get it over and done with.”
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   He jerked his head towards to the front room door. “Lucy?!” Oh God, he didn’t believe it, his daughter was still alive. Patrick rolled away from the zombie and jumped to his feet. There was a long sword and a small fire axe hanging on the wall but there was no way that he’d be able to use either weapon on his dead wife. He ran over to her, avoiding the woman’s flailing arms. He grabbed her waist and spun her around, then pushed her hard before running out of the room and slamming the door shut.
 
   “Hold on, honey. I’m coming!” he shouted, running up the stairs, taking them two at a time. When he reached the landing, Patrick saw that her door was wide open. There were clothes strewn about everywhere. As he neared her room, Patrick caught sight of something moving near the girl’s feet.
 
   The dog jumped off the bed. It padded over to Patrick and yelped just once before returning to the bed. His daughter was sitting on the floor, surrounded by every piece of clothing that she owned. He then saw that Lucy had raided his wardrobe as well as Veronica’s drawers.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   Lucy jumped up and ran over to him, wrapping her arms around his legs. “Mummy is one of those now,” she whispered. “I’m so scared, what are we going to do?”
 
   He held her tight, trying not to think about the fact that her body was freezing cold. He lifted her up and placed the girl on the bed. “I need you to take these,” he said, digging out the foil strip. “You have to take them all at once.” Patrick passed her the glass of water which was sitting on her bedside table, then picked up another foil packet, lying next to where he’d picked up the glass. This strip had belonged to Veronica. Every pill had been pushed out of the strip.
 
   “I took them all, Daddy,” she said, stuffing the ones that Patrick had given her into her mouth. “Make it stop!” Lucy stood up on the bed and threw herself at him, wrapping both her arms around his neck. “Daddy, I don’t want to end up like my mom.”
 
   He returned her hug, gently squeezing Lucy’s slender waist. “Hush, don’t worry, everything is going to be okay. I promise.” He carried her into his bedroom, trying not to look at his wife’s side of the bed. Patrick glanced at Veronica’s bedside table, noticing her nearly completed romance book. A single tear ran down the side of his cheek. “Honey, Daddy has some spare tablets. We’ll get those and get you to a medi-center.”
 
   She struggled in his arms. “No, please, not one of those kinds of people, Daddy. I don’t want to be a needle junkie.”
 
   Patrick bent down and managed to open his cabinet door while still holding Lucy. He could hear his wife under them, moving about in the living room. She’d spend the next hour or so wandering around the room before finally stopping, becoming as motionless as the furniture around her.
 
   “Am I going to be okay, Daddy?”
 
   “Of course you are, Lucy.” He placed her on the bed. “Look, it really is nothing to worry about.” He did his best to give her a reassuring smile, wishing that he had someone to give him some hope. His smile faltered when he put her tiny hand in his. Her body temperature was starting to drop. Patrick turned and snatched his emergency packet. He popped out four tablets and pushed them into her mouth. “Swallow them, honey.”
 
   Patrick picked her up and ran out of the bedroom. 
 
   “No Daddy, I don’t want to go to one of those horrid places.”
 
   “Hush baby, they’re not like what the other kids say at school, I promise. They’ll make you better.” Patrick wished he could believe his own words. Right now, his daughter was the only thing that was keeping him alive. If he lost her, then he might as well have let Veronica end him.
 
   He passed the living room door, trying not to think about his daughter’s flesh cooling. Patrick had no more tablets left. He pushed open the door, squinting at the bright sunlight. He looked over at the two kids and saw the older one now lying on the ground while his friend straddled him. The kid’s head was buried deep in the other boy’s stomach cavity.
 
   Lucy’s grip suddenly relaxed. He turned his head and gazed in horror at a pair of lifeless eyes staring back at him. “Oh no,” he gasped. Patrick tried to pull the girl off his body but her grip had returned, stronger than ever.
 
   She growled once then lunged forward, her small jaws fastening on Patrick’s windpipe. His scream died in his throat. Patrick’s last thought was of watching his mother leap on Patrick’s father during the first outbreak. He closed his eyes, feeling his strength leaving him. He hoped that he’d meet up with all of his family in a few moments.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   He pressed his forehead against the cold white tiles. Tony placed his hands beside his face. He had to find some way of calming down before his heart bounced through his ribcage. There was little chance of him finding any sort of tranquil state when his own body was cooling faster than a glass of water in a fucking icebox.
 
   The sickness had awoken with vengeance. It coursed through his system, into each cell in his body. He was turning, Tony was going to join the ranks of the living dead and there was absolutely nothing he could do to stop it.
 
   Tony rolled around and leaned back. “Stop it, for crying out loud, you baby. Get a grip on yourself.” He staggered over to the sink and gripped the edge while looking into the mirror. “Positive mental attitude, Tony. Come on, it’s what your wife keeps saying to you.” His eyes were a little bloodshot, but apart from the droplets of sweat on his forehead, he showed none of the classic symptoms. He leaned closer to the glass. “It’s all in your mind, Tony,” he whispered. “No, it fucking isn’t. The others standing in line showed no signs either. It didn’t stop the security forces from pulling them out.”
 
   If he hadn’t been delayed, Tony knew that he would have been forced out of that queue at gunpoint, joining Kelly and Arnold in that truck. “And you even started to run because you thought you were going to be late for work,” he said to the terrified looking man in the mirror. Tony spat into the bowl. “No blood in your saliva. That has to be a good sign.”
 
   He cast his mind back to when the entrance to Government House had just come into view. Noticing the long queue, Tony had slowed down to his normal walking pace. There was little point in overtiring his already worn down body. He’d done enough of that in the simulation, earlier.
 
   A moment before Tony reached the end of the queue, the line began to move again. He’d never seen a queue outside his place of work before. From listening to his fellow colleagues standing at the end of the line, Tony wasn’t the only one who thought this was a bit odd.
 
   His curiosity soon turned to fear when he saw five armed men pulling two employees out of the queue at the front of the line. Tony retained enough sense to notice that one of the soldiers carried a scanner. His gun was still slung other his shoulder.
 
   A strange sense of calmness settled over him. It was as if he was watching the events unfold from the comfort of his armchair. Tony reached into his back pocket, pulled out the remaining tablets, and dry swallowed them. He had no intention of getting caught by another scanner today. Those soldiers wouldn’t wait for him to babble out an excuse. He’d be inside that truck along with the others before he could blink.
 
   They dragged out two more workers that failed the scanner before driving away. As he watched the truck leave, he realized that the others in front of him cared more about saving their skins and the indignation of the soldiers treating them like commoners than the fate of their unfortunate workers.
 
   Not one of them even gave a single comment about what would happen to the other employees. Tony kept his mouth shut. He knew where that truck was going, judging from its direction. At least he had a strong hunch.
 
   Those poor bastards were about to be processed, killed, their corpses chemically changed back into human before final disposal. He hoped that he was wrong about that. None of them deserved ending up sharing the same fate as a needle-pushing scumbag. They were the ones who had helped to bring human society back from the brink of anarchy. Treating them like commoners or even worse, walking dead, was just despicable.
 
   Tony’s feeling of detached reality left him as soon as he ran into the restroom. It had taken considerable effort to stop his stomach from ejecting its contents; what was inside him needed to stay there. After all, he’d just swallowed the last of his precious tablets.
 
   His haggard reflection frowned. “So, what am I going to do now?” He hurried over to the door, opened it just enough to let the light in, and peered through the crack.
 
   There was nobody about. All he could hear was the usual piped music coming through the tiny speakers attached to the walls. It was an oasis of calm out there, in stark contrast to the turmoil he was going through. Tony paused and decided not to leave his sanctuary just yet when he spotted movement. Six men, all dressed in the somber uniforms of building security, were escorting a young man in his mid-twenties along the hallway. 
 
   Tony stared at the figure inside that throng of dark blue-suited muscle, wondering if his eyes were actually working correctly. The man was dressed in what could only be described as outlandish. He looked like a cross between a clown and harlequin. Tony had never seen anything like it in his life.
 
   The sudden sound of rapid gunfire blasted through the corridor. Tony jumped and let go of the door. Jesus, that was inside the building; judging from the noise, it wasn’t that far away either. So much for the oasis of calm. He pulled open the door again and saw that the man in strange clothing had tried to take advantage of the confusion by swinging his fist into the nose of the black-haired man holding his other arm. The man clamped both hands over his nose, screaming muffled obscenities at the grinning clown, who then proceeded to try and shake himself free from the other two men still holding him.
 
   Tony watched with interest as the man desperately fought with his captors in a futile attempt to escape. He wanted to join in; the man obviously needed help, but there wasn’t a chance that Tony would leave the safety of the restroom. Although he felt for the man, it was obvious that he must be going through the same changes as Tony. Why else would building security be treating him like that? Tony also knew that if he joined in, it wouldn’t take longer than a minute to end up lying on the rough blue carpet with at least one of those bastards sitting on his chest.
 
   He sent a silent apology to the other man, watching security rectify the situation, restraining him securely before pushing him through a door on the other side of the corridor.
 
   Tony’s heart leapt up into his throat when he noticed several white tablets lying on the carpet. He waited until he heard the sound of the other door locking before rushing out and scooping every one of them up.
 
   “The gods must be smiling down on me today,” he whispered, looking at the tiny white tablets huddled together in the palm of his hand. They must have fallen out of the guy’s pocket.
 
   They weren’t like the ones that were handed out to the workers like him and his wife, and they certainly weren’t the same as that crappy cast-off rubbish that was given to the masses.
 
   “Fuck me, the gods really are being kind to me.” That guy must belong to the inner government, the shadowy elite that ruled their huge city. He picked one up and held it up to the light.
 
   His gut feeling told him that he had found something very special. This had to be what the elite used to stave away the sickness, what else could it be? The idea that a member of the inner council would be walking around with a handful of headache tablets was just ludicrous.
 
   Tony held it close to his eyes. He guessed that just one of these things would probably be as strong as a full foil strip of the stuff that they gave to the admin. After all, from what Ellen had told him, the elite did demand the highest quality of everything.
 
   His newfound pessimism then peered out from under a rock and asked Tony why it hadn’t worked for Clown Man.
 
   “Screw it,” he snarled, before stuffing the tablet into his mouth. Fuck the pessimism. He knew he was right about this. Hell, for all he knew, the clown man might have done something totally unrelated from the sickness. Tony paused, then stuffed in another three just to make sure.
 
   He set off running down the hallway, eager to get away from the area. The thought of one of those security guards bursting through that door, glaring at Tony and demanding back the tablets, gave him a sudden burst of energy and enough motivation to get the hell out of there. There was no way, with the state he was in, that he’d be able to offer any resistance.
 
   “Well they can’t have them,” he whispered, pushing the remaining tablets into his back pocket. “They are mine now.” As he ran, Tony realized that it no longer felt as though he had iced slush flowing through his veins. The tablets must be working; he’d bought himself a little more time.
 
   “Oh, well that’s great,” he muttered. How long did he have left though? He stared at a battered metal table next to a vending machine that had never worked. It amazed him that only yesterday, he’d been trying to see if any sweets were still inside it. Until a few minutes ago, those kinds of wispy thoughts were the only ones drifting through his mind. Until a few minutes ago, his work time occupied the majority of his rather sad life. He could very well go there now. Tapping in an endless stream of meaningless numbers for the next eight hours sounded to him like a death sentence. It probably would be as well. For all his boasting to his wife, he was only a very small cog in a huge machine. He paused, for the first time wondering why the head of the department had chosen him to test out Joseph’s new device.
 
   Maybe he should go back home and see if he could sleep his way out of this malaise. He was sure that Ellen had left a dozen foil strips in the kitchen drawer, beneath her collection of tea-towels, but he guessed that there was little chance of him getting out of here without running into more people armed with scanners. Even if he did get out and survived the journey back home, what were the chances of him getting through the checkpoint?
 
   Besides, he wanted to be fixed. Taking tablets was just delaying the inevitable. It was like sticking a plaster over a hole on a burst water pipe. He might be a very small cog in a huge machine, but there might come a day when his input could help find a permanent cure to this vile disease. He couldn’t afford to go home.
 
   Distant screams reached his ears, followed by the sound of more gunfire. The commotion came from behind him. He guessed that the main entrance would be the likeliest location. That meant there was no chance in trying to leave just yet.
 
   He didn’t have a clue where to turn, or who could help him. Tony felt like a rat in a maze. He’d just keep going round and round these empty fucking corridors until the tablets lost their potency. After that? He skidded to halt. After that, it wouldn’t matter anymore. He’d be dead, simple as that.
 
   The floor looked so comforting. Perhaps he should just sit down and lean his back against the wall, and maybe close his eyes for a couple of seconds. He stared at the government issue brown wallpaper, following the parallel patterned lines up towards a black metal sign bolted to the wall next to a set of double doors. It displayed every department in the east wing; Tony must have passed it hundreds of times and not once had he bothered to read it.
 
   The name of one department, right at the bottom, stuck out from the rest. He found that the tiny candle of hope had just been re-lit. “Research and Development – Ground Floor,” he said. He’d never been down that far, not that it mattered. Tony knew of one person who did work down there. The guy who’d given him the VR machine to try out.
 
   “Why didn’t I think of him before? Yeah, Joseph will be able to help me out. Oh yeah, I think my problem has …”
 
   Tony’s words dried up. He stepped back and crashed into the other corridor wall. He managed to reach into his pocket, pull out the tablets, and push them into his mouth before hitting the floor.
 
   Tony swept his hand out in a low arc, grunting with confusion when his probing fingers found nothing but dry rubble. His eyes snapped open and he looked up at the broken roof, seeing a dozen stars through the rafters which stuck out of the top of the wall like skeletal fingers. What the fuck just happened? Where was he and where was his shotgun?
 
   He calmed his breathing, then got to his feet. “Wait a minute, Tony. What fucking shotgun?” None of this made any sense. He fell back against the wall and muffled a scream when he felt alien thoughts urgently trying to press through a thin barrier located at the back of his mind. “Go away,” he snarled. “Get out of my fucking head!” It was no good, those other thoughts rushed into his mind, pushing out everything that was familiar.
 
   What the fuck had he done with his shotgun? No matter how hard he looked, the weapon was nowhere to be seen. He knew that he’d left the campsite with it. Coming back into the city was stupid enough, but to come here unarmed was just suicidal. It wasn’t just the few dead things that he needed to watch out for. If the security forces caught him outside during curfew, the bastards would take great pleasure in torturing him. Those bastard off-worlders honestly believed that they were all fucking sub-human.
 
   “Did I really leave the site without my gun?” he whispered. He must have done so. It troubled him that he couldn’t remember. The only thing he could recollect was some weird dream about him watching some clown fighting with a group of men and then pushing a load of pills into his mouth.
 
   “I think I need to lay off the homemade beer before setting out,” murmured Tony. So, he had no weapon and his memory had deserted him. Ever the practical man, Tony pushed these worries away. There was no point in worrying over stuff he had no control over. At least there was no sign of dead monsters, so it gave him time to look for a suitable alternate weapon. As for his recent memory lapse, well, he was sure it would come back to him eventually.
 
   Perhaps he’d banged his head? That did make some sense, considering he’d just picked himself up from the ground. Tony’s objectives hadn’t changed, no matter what the condition of his memory. He must be back in one of the forbidden places solely to look for weapons. There would be no other reason to risk death by coming into this blighted place.
 
   Tony climbed onto the rubble, jumped up and managed to catch a low beam with his fingers. With more luck than skill, Tony eased his body up until his head was clear of the top of the structure. The ruined city’s panorama stretched out in front of him. 
 
   Beyond the forgotten buildings, Tony could make out the vast sway of green, yellow, and white fields which stretched all the way to the horizon. Each one was packed with enough food to feed a city for months. Tony growled to himself. None of this precious stuff would go to feed any of his people. This harvest would disappear through the gate, into the hateful city of those evil, fucking invaders who had arrived here five years ago, bringing the plague with them. The ones who didn’t turn into shambling corpses, eager for human flesh, were enslaved.
 
   He dropped back to the ground, just in case their ‘master’ was watching, He didn’t want them to find him in here. Wherever ‘here’ was.
 
   “Oh, that’s helpful,” he grinned, looking up at a metal sign just above his head. Tony brushed away the years of accumulated dirt, tracing his fingers over the embedded letters in the metal. Judging by the departments’ names, he figured that this building had been either a military complex or probably some sort of administration building belonging to a chemical factory. Why else would it have a research and development section?
 
   For some reason that he couldn’t fathom, Tony felt compelled to go down three floors and investigate that particular section. He saw no logical reason for doing so. His priority was to find weapons, not to gaze in incomprehension at a bunch of old experiments left rotting in some forgotten building. Despite this, he’d already made up his mind. 
 
   He picked his way through the rubble, heading towards where the doorway once stood. Tony reached the stairway and shook the railings to check that they weren’t going to crumble. The metal didn’t budge. Satisfied that he wasn’t going to tumble down the middle of the stairway, he leaned over the edge to make sure that it would be safe enough to use this route. 
 
   Apart from a chunk of masonry that must have fallen from above, he saw no sign of heavy damage. “Here we go then.” This place felt so familiar; there was something about the layout and, in particular, that old sign that jarred his memory. Tony tried to shake away the irrational feeling that he’d been here before. He knew he hadn’t. Hell, until The Rising, Tony had never even left his home town.
 
   He made his way down the stairway, keeping his ear open for any sound that he wasn’t alone. He still needed a weapon. There were plenty of stones lying about but nothing he could use. Tony felt vulnerable with his hands empty. Even a heavy stick would suffice for the moment.
 
   Before he reached the next level, the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. No obvious sounds of company had reached his ears yet, but he knew without doubt that someone or something was just behind the next door, just waiting to whack him. He flattened his back against the wall and stared at the door. It was weird; apart from obvious signs of wear and tear, it looked almost new. How did that work? This whole building must have been open to the elements for years. By rights, that door shouldn’t have even been there. “Unless someone has maintained it,” he muttered. It was probably best that he abandon this stupid venture altogether. The heavy feeling in his guts had returned. The evidence pointed to another human settlement. They wouldn’t take kindly to a stranger poking his nose into their business.
 
   If he followed this path, Tony could very well end up losing his nose, as well as certain other parts of his anatomy. Not every person had surrendered when the invaders had come through. Some of the more resilient ones had hidden away in the forgotten cities, staying underground, only coming out at night to hunt for food. He’d heard the stories of other human settlements turning to cannibalism in order to survive. Tony picked up a fist-sized rock. He might be wrong about all of this. It was probable that his nerves were still shot. More than likely, Tony was alone in here. Even so, if he was right about someone else down here, he wasn’t going to let anyone put him in a cooking pot.
 
   The one lesson that he’d learned the hard way was to never dismiss his gut feelings; this sixth sense that set his hairs on end and shot a load of butterflies into his stomach had saved his skin on more than one occasion.
 
   If there was somebody behind the door, he would have to find some way to get past him. He looked behind him, back up the stairway. He’d always said there was a choice. Even if his instinct was so strong that it would be impossible to ignore, it, there should always be at least one alternative. His choice in this case was to run back up those stairs.
 
   Tony already knew where his destiny lay. He charged forwards and slammed his body against the door, not remotely surprised to find an obstacle on the other side.
 
   He pushed the door again and dived through the gap, listening to mumbled curses coming from a large man dressed in tattered military fatigues.
 
   The man reached for a baseball bat just by his hand. Tony saw the movement and kicked it out of his reach. He then viciously slammed his boot into the man’s face. There was no guilt; this guy would have done the same to him if the tables were turned. He preferred it to be the other guy on the floor, pouring blood out of his broken nose.
 
   Tony snatched up the bat. “Listen to me closely, friend. It would be in your best interest to stay on that floor. Now I know you must be really pissed because I messed up your nose.” Tony pushed the bat against the man’s forehead. “That’s mild compared to what I’ll do if you get any bright ideas. I hope you get my drift, buddy.”
 
   He received a glare nasty enough to freeze the blood, but the guy did give Tony a slight nod. He guessed he’d have to live with that. It did feel odd how he was getting colder though. 
 
   “Just one more question, how many of you are down here?”
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?” spat the man. “Don’t you know where you are? Just you wait until the others get here. They won’t need to use a scanner on you, buddy.”
 
   Tony backed away from the man, not taking his eyes off his smirking face. He had no idea what any of that meant, and yet … He shook his head, trying to clear away a dense fog that was threatening to take him back to somewhere else. “Fuck you,” he snarled.
 
   That door behind him looked so inviting. Maybe he ought to listen to his common sense and just get the hell out of here. None of this felt right at all. It would only take a few minutes to race up those stairs and get out of there.
 
   No, screw that idea, this mission needed to be seen out to the end. There was no backing out now. Tony gave those doors one last look before bolting down the darkened hallway. His common sense could go take a running jump. It didn’t matter if he was heading towards the center of an angry hornets’ nest; this was what his instinct was telling him to do.
 
   He shivered. That coldness flowing through his body was beginning to worry him now. It had to be in his mind, the effect of this building and that weird guard was obviously messing with his head. He gripped the bat tighter, promising himself that the next guard he met would get the bat wrapped around his head before the fucker could spout out any confusing nonsense. This part of the building was free of debris and clean. It almost felt as if the place had been resorted to its former glory. It was as if the decaying world above his head didn’t even exist. Tony ran his hand along the corridor wall, then inspected his fingers. These walls were definitely clean. Would a bunch of mad cannibals keep the place so tidy? Tony didn’t think so.
 
   It also suggested that they were just another small band of individuals, hiding out in this ruined city, keeping their heads and wanting to stay alive. 
 
   “And you’ve just whacked their only lookout,” he muttered. “Good move, Tony. He’s probably the only safeguard they have from the real flesh eaters. Those dead things are probably on their way down here right now.”
 
   Tony stopped running as he reached a ‘T’ junction. Where did the sudden bout of guilt trips come from? He felt, just for a moment, like a completely different person. It was this place, it had to be. Something in this building was seriously fucking with his head. He just needed to find out what it was. Tony guessed that it must be in that room, why else was his instinct guiding him towards it? “Poor starving individuals?” Hell, the guy on the floor looked as though he’d only just finished off a three-course meal.
 
   He looked both ways down the corridor. Tony knew he needed to go left. That didn’t help either; how could he even know where he was supposed to go? These walls felt so familiar, as if he’d travelled down here many times. Before he turned, he heard something crash against the wall, back where he’d left that guy. It sounded like the man wasn’t going to take his advice after all.
 
   Tony sighed heavily when he heard the man’s voice and, to make it worse, the guy with the broken nose had company. Judging from the sudden blast of furious shouts, the guy wasn’t all that happy about Tony stealing his bat. They weren’t wasting time in coming after him either.
 
   “Just great,” he said, racing down the dimly lit hallway. His progress came to an abrupt stop when his ears detected another voice; this one was directly in front of him. Fuck, had they doubled back and cut him off? His blood chilled when that noise transformed into a low moan. 
 
   His fingers tightened around the handle. The men behind him were temporarily forgotten as he focused on the sound of that moaning, trying to find out exactly where it was coming from. He tuned out the shouts, hearing the clacking of teeth. Was it just one or two of them? It didn’t matter, Tony knew where it was coming from now. Judging from the long shadow growing from around the corner, there was just the one. 
 
   The muttered tones of his pursuers had now turned to shock and fear. Tony nodded to himself, guessing that there was more than just one zombie down here with them. Still, he was confident that they’d be able to deal with it. Nobody in this terrible world could last long without knowing how to put down the dead things. 
 
   He lifted his bat and ran towards the shadow. The cloying stench of bad meat, coupled with their unique chemical taint, confirmed what he already knew. Tony swung the bat hard, feeling the thick wood connect with the side of its head. The impact reverberated through his arms and into his shoulders. The dead thing slammed into the ground. This time it wasn’t ever going to get back up.
 
   Tony stood over it, panting heavily. He looked at the dark blood staining the end of the bat. None of this made any sense. There shouldn’t have been so much blood. Just by looking at it, he knew that this zombie had been in this state for years. Its liquids would have turned to stinking black sludge years ago. This one was freshly turned. 
 
   The paradox shifted up another gear when Tony heard the sound of the other zombie closing in. So much for back up. They all must have turned tail and ran. He spun around and saw the dead thing shambling towards him. His mind threatened to give out. It was another white-haired guy. It looked just like the one on the floor behind him. Tony growled. “Who the fuck is messing with my brain?” he shouted. The thing lifted its arms. Tony ducked under them and shoved the end of the bat up, connecting with the bottom of its jaw. It flung its head back and slammed into the wall behind it. Tony stood up, raised the bat above his head, and slammed it into the top of the zombie’s head.
 
   “Fuck you!” he snarled.
 
   He gave the two fallen things one more glance before continuing down the hallway, hoping that behind the door of his destination lay the answers to every one of the mental fuck ups that now plagued him. He cast aside every other nagging doubt, even ignoring the horrible feeling of his body temperature cooling, and put on an extra burst of speed.
 
   As he skidded around the corner, another dead thing blocked his path. He stopped and stared, feeling his mental gears shift again at the sight of its long white hair trailing over its shoulder. Tony blinked, not knowing why the sight of this individual sent his heart fluttering. It was only one more zombie.
 
   The thing had sensed Tony and had its jaw already open, no doubt anticipating a mouthful of his warm flesh. “Fuck you as well,” he hissed, pushing the bat savagely forward. The end broke most of the thing’s front teeth. He reversed the bat and cracked it against the back of the zombie’s head as he ran past. Right now, Tony could not even be bothered to stop to see if his attack had finished it off. Not now, that door was just around the next bend. Tony needed to get there.
 
   He saw his target directly ahead as he turned the corner. It was just an ordinary wooden door, with a small brass plaque positioned at eye height. With his heart beating like an Olympic sprinter, he approached the door, keeping a firm grip on his improvised weapon. He reached for the handle, twisted the metal down and pushed, watching the door swing open.
 
   The interior revealed itself. It was nothing like what he was expecting. Tony gazed around the room, taking in the walls covered in posters of unfamiliar movies, the luxurious soft furnishing, and the weirdest thing of all, the huge table dominating the room covered in Legos.
 
   “Where the fuck did you come from?”
 
   He spun around and caught sight of a man in his mid-30’s. Tony didn’t have a clue who he was, and yet he did. This guy was called Joseph. His overloaded brain tilted again. He didn’t even have time to react to the man’s sudden lunge. Tony gazed down in confusion, watching a syringe fall to the floor. Tony knew he was about to follow it. He spun his head, and looked into the room one more time. Before his eyes closed, he noticed one more oddity. There was a pair of teenage lads sitting in the corner; they were both wearing what looked like black, bicycle safety helmets.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The casing from the shotgun clattered across the wet asphalt before disappearing down a drain. He looked into his brother’s shining eyes and laughed. “Come on, admit it, Daniel, this is way better than playing with all those Legos!”
 
   The light in his brother’s eyes died like a broken flashlight. Mortimer had put his foot right in it again. 
 
   “You’re just like all the others at the camp!” he hissed. “You’re just like Martin.”
 
   Mortimer’s eyes stayed fixed on his brother’s crossbow, watching it rise higher and higher. “Enough of the pity me act, Daniel.” He leaned closer to him. “Listen to me.” He pushed the crossbow down to face the ground. He had no wish to receive a bolt in his flesh, either by accident or on purpose. “Did you honestly think that I brought you out here to humiliate you? I’m the only one who’s ever stuck up for you. Even when Martin tried to beat you up, it was always me who jumped between the pair of you.”
 
   Mortimer grabbed his brother’s wrist and jerked him forward. “Look at that,” he hissed, pointing at the fallen zombie. “I know you think that everyone is out to get you, Daniel, but you don’t exactly do yourself any favor by shunning the others. That is your enemy. That thing is definitely out to get you. It would have done anything to clamp its teeth around your flesh. As for the others at the camp?” He snorted. “They’re too busy trying to stay alive, nobody hates you.”
 
   “No, you’re wrong,” said Daniel, violently shaking his head. “You don’t know what they’re like to me when you’re not around. They all hate me, and Martin is the worse one of them all. I wish he was dead.”
 
   Why was he even bothering? Mortimer turned around and stormed off. Fuck him. He was tired of all of this shit. This conversation had been played out countless times already. Hell, even back before the invaders had brought the plague, the fireworks had always been flying between the three of them. He should have left Daniel with his stupid bricks. He was never going to change his tune. Daniel was his own worst enemy.
 
   “Wait up, Mortimer!”
 
   He tensed, expecting to feel the thud of a crossbow bolt thudding into his back at any second. Mortimer spun around, both his hands gripping his shotgun very tight. Daniel was running right for him, but instead of the enraged face of fury, he only saw a great big soft lump of a man who looked about as dangerous as a frightened puppy. His crossbow dangled by his hand like a forgotten glove. Mortimer relaxed his grip and took his finger off the trigger. It looked as though his brother wasn’t the only one with trust issues.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Daniel. “I didn’t mean to fly off at the handle like that. It’s just that back at the camp, the insults always start off with some innocent-sounding jibe and it inevitably snowballs out of control.”
 
   “Forget about it, Daniel. Come on, we should keep moving. To be honest with you, I shouldn’t have fired off that shot. It would have been better for both of us if I’d let you shoot it or whack it with the gun butt. The noise will travel for miles. I daren’t think how many of those things will be hiding in the city.”
 
   His brother nodded, his head moving up and down with every snippet of info that Mortimer uttered. Daniel didn’t have a clue about how to survive out in the open. Even the most basic of survival tips had flown straight over his brother’s head. All Daniel seemed to care about was his dumb models.
 
   “It doesn’t look like there’s that many of them about, Mortimer. I can’t hear any footsteps. I thought they moaned a lot when they were close to you?” Daniel looked back at the one that Mortimer had shot. “Maybe that’s the only one around here? I mean, why would they bother to stick around when there’s obviously nobody about?” Daniel wandered over to an abandoned car. “You know something?” He turned around. “I feel as if I know this street. How can that be? I’ve never been here in my life, and yet …” He walked past the car and onto the sidewalk. “How is it that I know that there’s a huge toyshop just around the corner?”
 
   Mortimer knew exactly what he meant, but he would have preferred not to hear his brother voicing the same thoughts that had plagued him ever since he’d started to visit the city. “I have no idea,” he lied. “To be honest, the only reason why we’re here at all is because I’m just following a standard search pattern. I’ve already checked out the other areas and found nothing of value.” He shrugged. “There’s nothing special about this place.” He had no intention of telling Daniel that he’d been drawn to this part of the town ever since coming to the city. The pull had always been there, only this time, in the company of his brother, there was no way he could resist its attraction, no matter how hard he tried.
 
   “Bullshit.” Daniel started to walk past the abandoned shops. “I know that there’s a toyshop in the next street. I’ll prove it to you.”
 
   Oh Jesus, their mom had raised a complete idiot! Daniel casually walked along that street without a care in the world, still holding the crossbow by the strap. He wouldn’t stand a chance if any of those things were inside any of those shops. Mortimer ran after him, looking out for anything other than Daniel moving about.
 
   His worst fears solidified. Over a dozen shadows began to move in the grocery store that Daniel had just walked past. “Get your ass back here!” yelled Mortimer. There was little point in stealth at this point. The bastards had already sensed Daniel. He raced over, watching the shadows move towards the broken shop windows. “For crying out loud, Daniel, get the fuck over here! They’re coming after you.”
 
   He reached his brother, grabbed the man’s collar, and pulled Daniel off the sidewalk. The first grey face appeared out of the blackness. Mortimer pushed the stock into his shoulder, took aim and fired. The roar split the sky. He didn’t bother congratulating himself on the fact that the top of his target’s head had just disappeared in a crimson cloud of gore; another dead thing had already shuffled past the fallen zombie.
 
   “What are we going to do?”
 
   He glanced at his brother’s terrified face, then looked back at the dozens of dead things shambling out of the shop windows. Daniel moaned.
 
   “There’s more of them over there!”
 
   The fear in his brother’s voice was tangible. He dare not answer him for fear that his voice might break as well. Daniel wasn’t wrong. He now saw movement in windows and open doorways all around them. They didn’t stand a chance of stopping every one of them. Mortimer tapped his brother sharply on the top of his arm before turning and pelting down the street, staying in the middle of the road. He glanced back once to make sure that Daniel hadn’t decided to stay.
 
   His brother was right behind him, waving the crossbow at the dead things shambling after them. There seemed little point in wasting his breath informing Daniel that the zombies didn’t really understand threats.
 
   There were about a half a dozen already in front of them now. He didn’t believe they posed much of a threat though. Mortimer raised his shotgun and fired once, watching the head of the closest zombie, a middle aged man, explode. Two more emerged from an alcove and joined the rest. He sighed, maybe he just ought to keep his big mouth shut.
 
   “They’re getting closer!”
 
   He turned to see his brother had stopped. He was bending down to pick up a bolt that had fallen. “Christ!” he muttered. Mortimer ran back and grabbed the man’s arm. ”Leave it,” he hissed. “We need to move. Stay with me, don’t stop for anything!”
 
   He ran straight for two dead things while spinning the shotgun. He lifted it up by the barrel and swung it hard at the first zombie. The stock crashed into the side of its head. Mortimer jerked the weapon back, grunting in satisfaction as the barrel slammed against the other one’s neck. It wasn’t down but the movement had given the pair of them a clear path through.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   Daniel wasn’t the only one who thought he’d been here before. The sense of belonging had increased with each passing moment. He knew exactly where to go. “Just hush and keep up, Daniel. Keep your head about you, for Christ sake.”
 
   There were a few more dead things in front of them, not many though. It looked as though they had left the bulk of the foul creatures behind them. Even so, he wasn’t going to allow his optimism to overtake his mood just yet. Mortimer slowed down to allow his brother to catch up. “I need your crossbow,” he said. “Swap, just don’t fire it. The last thing we need is to get them excited again.”
 
   Reluctantly, his brother passed him the weapon. Mortimer notched a bolt and pulled back the bow. “Can you see that white building in the distance? The one that’s next to the …”
 
   “Next to the clock tower, where the newspaper office is.”
 
   Mortimer slowly nodded. “Yeah, that’s the place.”
 
   “How do we know where to go?”
 
   The dead things were catching up again. Glancing over his brother’s shoulder, he guessed that there were now at least a hundred bodies making their way towards them. Yet, looking at his brother’s expression, Mortimer was more concerned about how they both seemed to know where to go in this city when neither of them had ever been here before. Mortimer had no answer himself. Unlike Daniel, his practicality had taken control. “We’ll figure that out later.”
 
   He raised the crossbow, aimed, and fired, taking out an old woman that was getting too close for comfort. He ran forward and pulled the bolt out of her forehead. “Follow me,” he said, wondering why he was even bothering to speak, considering his brother must know exactly where they were going now. He ducked under the arms of another one, jumping at the sound of a meaty dull smack. He spun around to see Daniel standing over the zombie that Mortimer had just avoided. His brother was grinning from ear to ear, holding the shotgun like a caveman gripping a club.
 
   “Good man,” said Mortimer, turning back around. He raced across the street, happy to see there weren’t any dead things close by now. His target was just in front of him. Mortimer ran around a delivery truck and stopped under a metal fire exit, waiting for his brother to catch up. “Daniel, climb on my shoulders and try to grab the end.” He kneeled down and gritted his teeth while his brother placed his dirty feet beside his head.
 
   “I’ve got it!”
 
   “Yeah, great,” he muttered. “Then get off me, you heavy bastard.”
 
   His brother jumped off him and pulled the ladders down. Mortimer looked behind them, watching the horde get closer. He shook his head. It was a horde now. It looked as though the whole city had turned out.
 
   “There won’t be much of us to go around,” said Daniel, grinning.
 
   Mortimer looked up, seeing Daniel was already on the next set of steps. He quickly followed him and, with Daniel’s help, they pulled the last set of ladders back up to their original position. “How do you feel?”
 
   Daniel shrugged. “Well, apart from not being able to shift that increasing feeling that I’ve been here before, I feel pretty good.” He grinned and pointed to the crossbow. “Do you mind if I keep the gun? I promise I won’t fire it, honest.”
 
   Mortimer sighed. “Yeah, because the last thing we want is for the zombies to know that we’re here.”
 
   Daniel chuckled. “Yeah, that would be very bad. You know something? I think you’re right, this is better than playing with Legos.” He raced up the next flight of stairs and leaned over the railings. “The view from up here is awesome. I can almost see the camp.” He looked back at Mortimer. “I’m hungry.”
 
   The dead things below them were hungry as well. The last thing Mortimer wanted to do right now was to push a pin into Daniel’s happiness bubble, but he might have to. If they didn’t find anything to eat in here, chances were that they might not get out of here alive. Those dead things were not going anywhere anytime soon. They knew that their food was in here, and the one thing that all those foul monstrosities possessed in vast quantities was patience.
 
   It could be a couple of days before they were able to escape. Mortimer watched his brother grinning away. It did make him feel good inside to actually see Daniel do anything than snarl or sneer. He’d almost forgotten what his twin looked like with a smile plastered across his face.
 
   Daniel reached the roof and disappeared from view, leaving him alone with his thoughts. “If only Martin was here to see this,” he mumbled. Mortimer watched the crowds of the dead continue to approach the building and, for some weird reason, he actually had the feeling that the rest of his family were in that mass of animated bodies. Just like the ‘been here before’ feeling, this new thought would not leave him.
 
   The rest of their family were dead alright, but their demise had occurred over two hundred miles north of here, way before the time of The Change. Their parents had perished in a car accident two years before the world turned into complete shit. For the last few years until all this happened, it had been their brother and his girlfriend who had kept an eye on the younger brothers. Sure, they’d still lived in the same house that they’d been born in, but the painful memories of their loss had given them all deep scars. Their older brother had always been a bit dominating, but at least they’d been able to have a bit of a laugh with him. He’d got far worse after Mom and Dad had died. Although, for some unknown reason, it had been Daniel who had taken the brunt of Martin’s mood change.
 
   Mortimer raised his eyes to the edge of the building, spotting the top of his brother’s head coming into view. It was the old Martin who would have loved to see Daniel smile. He took a deep breath and yet again wished things had turned out differently, that none of this raising the dead shit had happened.
 
   “Hell, while you’re at it, living in fucking fantasy land, why don’t you wish that Mom and Dad hadn’t died in that crash.” He continued up the stairway, wondering how his parents would have coped with The Change. He looked back and felt himself choke up. They’d be with that lot down there.
 
   “Are you coming, or what?”
 
   Mortimer raced up the last set of steps, wondering if he should be grateful at the sight of Daniel’s shining face. At least when the bastard was miserable, he wasn’t so annoying.
 
   “Come on, I’ve already found our way inside. It looks like we’re not the only ones who have been here.” Daniel ran across the roof, heading towards a raised skylight. “I think we’ll be safe here. I peered down and I can’t see movement.”
 
   Should he feel confident in the fact that, all of a sudden, Daniel had turned into the survival expert? Mortimer followed his brother to the skylight and took a look for himself. The first thing he saw was a rope ladder, fastened to the thick metal pipe that ran across the roof before disappearing into the side of a large tank at the other side of the building. Mortimer grabbed the ladder, braced himself, and gave it a sharp tug. It felt secure, at least enough to take their weight. 
 
   He looked into the building, judging it to be at least a fifteen foot drop. If that ladder didn’t hold them, that drop could easily break their legs. He wondered if Daniel realized that, out here, any kind of injury could kill the pair of them. 
 
   “Pass me those pieces of stone next to your feet, Daniel.” He held out his hand and watched his brother carefully pick up every one, including the stones too small for the purpose intended. Mortimer dropped the smallest ones down first, followed by the large pieces. He heard them clatter across the hard floor and waited, keeping his ears open for any sound indicating that they might have company down there. Mortimer notched a bolt into the weapon and pointed it into the hole.
 
   “Why does this place look so familiar?”
 
   Mortimer tuned his brother’s voice out, then leaned into the hole. He put the crossbow down and grabbed the edges while lowering his head further down. The skylight led into a large storage room. He smiled at the sight of over a dozen tins stacked on a metal shelf located at the far side of the room. He saw no movement; there wasn’t anywhere for anyone or anything to hide either. “Brilliant,” he said. “It’s safe.” Mortimer picked up the crossbow, slung it onto his back, and started to climb down the rope ladder. “Daniel, wait until I’m on the floor before following me. Don’t forget your gun.”
 
   “Is it safe?”
 
   “Totally safe. It looks as though we might get a meal out of it as well.” Mortimer reached the bottom and released the rope. It took a great deal of resistance not to run over to that shelf to see what the goodies were. He dared not leave Daniel though. If the ladder did break, at least the big lunk would have a soft landing.
 
   He took one step back and gave Daniel some room.
 
   “It smells musty in here,” said his brother as he placed both feet on the floor.
 
   “It’s better than it stinking of bad meat,” Mortimer replied, walking over to the shelf. “It means that we’re safe, at least in here.” He picked up the first tin, sighing when he saw the label had long since worn away. It could be anything from dog food to rice pudding. He gave the contents a shake. It didn’t sound too liquidy. Even so, he was still none the wiser. “Here you go, Daniel, catch,” he said, throwing the tin at him. “What do you think is inside it?”
 
   Daniel caught the tin and shook it as well. “I’ve no idea. Why don’t we just open it and find out?” He dropped to the floor, placed the tin in front of him, and pulled out a large knife.
 
   Mortimer quickly checked out the other tins before joining him. “Go on then, get it open, let’s see if the gods are shining down on us today.” His stomach growled and his mouth began to water as soon as the sweet scent of fruit reached his nostrils when Daniel punched a hole in the top of the tin.
 
   “Oh Jesus,” gasped Daniel. “It’s full of strawberries!” He looked across at his brother. “Do you mind if I taste first?”
 
   Mortimer squeezed his stomach muscles together. “You can have the tin, Daniel, I’ll grab another one.” He frowned. “It might be best if you take your time eating them, though. It’s been a while since you’ve had anything so rich.” Judging by his actions, his brother hadn’t heard a word that he’d just said. Daniel was too busy using his knife to rip off the top. Mortimer hurried back over to the shelf and picked up anther tin and shook it. If this one was full of dog food, he fully intended to throw it at his brother.
 
   He pulled out his own knife and pushed the tip into the top. Mortimer chuckled. There was meat inside but it wasn’t for a dog or a cat. He’d just found a tin of steak. He looked over at his brother, currently holding his tin up and greedily gulping down the contents. It was such a bizarre sight, considering that back before The Change, Daniel hated fruit, especially strawberries. He carefully pushed the blade into the metal at the edge, sawed off the top and peeled the metal back. 
 
   Mortimer dug his fingers into the brown mush and scooped out a generous portion, then pushed it into his warm mouth, groaning in ecstasy. If it wasn’t for the hundreds of dead things around this building, Mortimer could quite easily name this the happiest day of the past four years. He scooped out another fingerful of food and opened his mouth to receive the joyous bounty while counting the rest of the tins. The twelve remaining tins should keep them happy for at least a week, if they could find some water. He shook his flask and sighed when he worked out that it was already half empty.
 
   He looked back at his brother and saw that he was already eying the other tins. “Shall we see what else is in here?”
 
   Daniel grinned. “Hell yeah.” He hurried over to the door. “It’ll be ironic if it’s locked.”
 
   Mortimer passed his brother his tin. “Here, finish it off.” He un-slung the crossbow and crept over to the door while keeping his finger on the trigger “Get ready,” he whispered, reaching for the door handle. He counted to three and turned the handle then pulled. A gust of more stale air hit him in the face when he pulled the door open. He coughed when the disturbed dust particles went down his throat. He saw no movement out here and there was no evidence that any dead thing had been down here either.
 
   Could they have actually found a decent place to rest up? Something like this, a safe hideout, would mean he’d be able to stay longer in the city to look for resources. Until the discovery of this place and those tins, he’d been close to giving up on the city, believing it to have been cleared out by other groups years before. Obviously, the city had seen its fair share of plunderers, but now at least he knew that some places had been left untouched. “All ready for me to plunder,” he whispered, grinning to himself.
 
   He followed the dust-covered corridor, glancing at the framed prints of images of an old city from last century screwed to the wall. It took him a few moments to realize that this place must have been an old mill that had been converted into industrial units some time in its past. Judging from the prints on the other wall, this was a printing works.
 
   “Hey Daniel, didn’t you used to work in a printing place?” He glanced behind him and saw his brother was once again not taking any notice of what he was saying. Daniel was too busy staring at a picture of three dogs playing pool. “Hello, Earth to Daniel, is there anybody inside?”
 
   His brother slowly turned and looked at Daniel. “Yeah, I heard you. I heard every syllable. I now know why I knew there was a toyshop in the next street.” He hurried forward and pushed past Mortimer. 
 
   “Wait up, what are you doing?”
 
   Daniel didn’t slow down.
 
   “For fuck’s sake, you idiot, wait for me. We don’t know how safe it is.” He sighed and ran after his brother, watching him disappear around the corner. He skidded to a halt, almost colliding with Daniel who was gazing at the floor. There was evidence that this building had been occupied sometime after The Change. He looked at the burnt patch of green carpet that showed a blackened area of floorboard. 
 
   His brother kicked over a tin. “Now we know who put the tins on that shelf.”
 
   “Why did you run off?”
 
   Daniel pointed to a black panelled door on the other side of the corridor. “Go through there, Mortimer, and look at the wall behind the large antique desk that’s going to be in there, next to the window.”
 
   Mortimer gave his brother a long hard stare, trying to work out what his game was. He then saw tears in Daniel’s eyes. He turned and grabbed the door handle and pushed. The door swung open and the first thing that hit him was the faint smell of pine.
 
   “It’s air freshener,” whispered his brother over his shoulder. “Mr. Warner’s office always stunk of it. The fat old bastard loved the smell. It used to make me sick. Who’d have thought that the smell would still be here?”
 
   Mortimer saw the large desk by the window, just like his brother had said. He looked back at him. This time, Mortimer saw nothing that he recognized. “Do I want to know how you knew?”
 
   His brother pointed to the wall. “I’ve already told you. Go have a look at the pictures. This is seriously going to freak you out.”
 
   With his heart thudding, Mortimer did as Daniel asked and walked over to the wall. There were over a dozen pictures hanging on the dark, wood-panelled wall, but Mortimer knew exactly which picture he was supposed to be looking at. Directly in front of him, he saw one gold-framed picture that showed three lines of people. Mortimer guessed, looking at the uniforms, that this was an employee shot. On the back row, standing on the far left, was his brother, Daniel. He looked back. “This is impossible!”
 
   Daniel shrugged. “Tell me about it.” He walked over to the window. “Impossible or not, there I am, in that picture. Now I know you, Mortimer. You’re already pushing this weird turn of events to the back of your mind, no doubt thinking of a way out of here.” Daniel nodded to himself. “That’s good, no, it really is, ‘cause right now, I think my mind is on the verge of detonating. I haven’t finished either. There’s one more thing that I need to show you.” He looked out of the window one more time. “Believe it or not. I know how to get past all those dead things.” 
 
   Mortimer swallowed down the cold meat that had just decided to come back up in his throat, and followed his brother out of the room. Daniel had gotten his assessment wrong this time. Sure, normally, he would have tried to put all of this behind him. He had been getting very good at casting aside all the spooky and weird shit that had landed on his head recently, but not now, not this time. He needed to get to the bottom of this enigma. Mortimer looked back at the picture one more time before closing the door. If he didn’t work this out pretty soon, his mind would detonate as well.
 
   The corridor opened out into a reception area. He saw Daniel staring at a large pot standing in the corner of the room. Mortimer saw a few brown leaves rotting into the moldy carpet, and walked over to his brother.
 
   “It’s hard to believe that it managed to survive for so long,” said Daniel. He pointed to the broken window beside the plant. “I guess the rain must have kept the plant from completely giving up the ghost.” Daniel turned and walked over to a metal desk behind Mortimer. “Do you want to hear something that’s really going to blow your mind, Mortimer?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, not really.” He stared at Daniel. “Believe it or not, my head is fairly close to breaking already.”
 
   Daniel grinned. “I think I went past that stage a bit back. Come on, let’s get out of here.”
 
   “Wait, what about the mind blowing thing?”
 
   Daniel ignored him and hurried out of the reception area. Mortimer rushed after him. “Come on, don’t leave me hanging.”
 
   “You see that door on the balcony above us?”
 
   Mortimer nodded.
 
   “Back when I first got the job here, I knew this guy who lived on Pulse Street, the one a few roads from where we used to live. Well, he was always on time, despite me knowing that he set off to work after me.” Daniel ran up the stairs and walked over to the door. “Come on,” he said, looking down at Mortimer. “You’re going to love this.”
 
   Mortimer followed him up and watched his brother push open the door. A blast of cool air rushed into the building. Mortimer reached the open doorway and looked out. It was another fire exit that led down to an alleyway. He grinned. The place was closed off from the other streets. There were no walking dead anywhere to be seen. “Oh, this is brilliant! Yep, you have certainly blown my mind, Daniel.”
 
   His brother grabbed him. “No, this isn’t it, Mortimer. I wanted to make sure that at least this bit hadn’t changed before I told you.” He sighed heavily. “The reception area is at the back of the building. The reception area that we just went into is where the toilets should be.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I can’t explain better than that. It’s like the same place, only it isn’t. Like some weird fucked up dream where you know where you are but it doesn’t exist in reality.” Daniel shook his head. “Now that I’ve voiced my concern, I think my head’s going to cave in.” He stepped out into the fresh air. “Come on, Mortimer, let’s finish this.”
 
   “Finish what?”
 
   Daniel pointed beyond the closed alleyway. “Let’s go see if our house is still there.”
 
   Mortimer watched his brother run down the stairs and jump onto the cobbled area. It took a few moments for him to work up the courage to follow his brother out of the building. Mortimer liked things to stay simple. Right now, all he wanted to do was to find somewhere safe, so he could close his eyes and wait for all the weird nonsense to leave him. Mortimer’s mind really was on the verge of folding in half.
 
   “Are you coming or what?”
 
   Even his brother now seemed like a completely different person to the one he’d set out with. He slowly made his way down the stairs, and decided that it would probably be best to go with the flow. That sentence his brother had uttered, about feeling like he was in a dream, struck a chord. Maybe he was stuck in a stupid dream. Something like that would explain away everything.
 
   He caught up with his brother and took a deep ragged breath, trying to remember the last time a dream of his had felt so real, so detailed. He felt a stitch in his guts, not to mention so fucking painful.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   He nodded. “I’m fine,” he panted. “Go on, you’re the one who knows where you’re going. Don’t stop, I’ll try to keep up with you.” That was another thing. Since when did the Lego playing slob suddenly become super fit? More to the point, how come he was feeling so worn out? He did this sort of running about every day.
 
   He did his best to keep up with his brother, keeping his eyes open and his ears tuned, ensuring that there were no nasty surprises ready to jump out at them on their way through the alleyway. That was one job that he did know how to perform well. It also helped him to focus, to stop his mind wandering into the other zone.
 
   “No way can this be a fucking dream,” he muttered to himself. His brother had slowed down and stopped next to a huge set of metal gates. He watched Daniel gently pull back the bolt and swing one gate inwards. Mortimer raised the crossbow and got ready to fire, just in case there were any of the dead things close by. As the gate opened fully, he saw that there were a few zombies in the distance. By the looks of it they were making their way to the front of the building. Mortimer guessed that they must be a few late stragglers that had only just worked out where the gunshot had originated from.
 
   Maybe he ought to be thankful for his not-so-dumb move. Thanks to him firing the weapon, Mortimer had inadvertently cleared the nearby streets. His brother tapped Mortimer on the shoulder and pointed to a row of houses on the opposite side of the street.
 
   His mind did flip then. Right in front of him, as plain as anything, was their old house. He shook his head from side to side, refusing to believe that any of this was real. Daniel grabbed his arm and pulled him across the road towards the house.
 
   Mortimer couldn’t stop shivering. He managed to throw the crossbow over his shoulder without dropping it and followed his brother through the open door and into the dark house. Just by looking at the state of it, he knew that nobody had lived here for years. The shakes worsened when Daniel led him towards the cellar door. No matter how much his terrified mind protested, Mortimer’s numb body continued to walk forward, drawn towards that open door. It took him a few moments to realize that the initial attraction had originated from here.
 
   “No, please don’t,” he said, watching his brother walk through the door. Mortimer had no choice but to follow him. He reached the top of the stone stairs and gazed down, seeing the mummified bodies sprawled on the dusty cellar floor. His eyes caught the sight of one body, leaning against the wall. The flesh had long since shrivelled and the skin had tightened over the bones. But none of that stopped him from recognizing the body. Mortimer was looking at his brother’s remains.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The dazzling white light coming from the afternoon sun seared all the way through his eyelids, but he felt no heat at all. Kenny shivered and watched two seagulls fight over a rotting fish that one of them had just pulled out from a pile of brown seaweed. The birds were his only company on this beach. His sister was somewhere, but he couldn’t remember where. For all he knew, she might not have even come with him; yet, for the past few minutes, he’d convinced himself that she’d just gone to buy ice creams.
 
   Kenny pulled the grey overcoat tighter around his body. An ice cream was the last thing he needed right now. Lord, what he’d do for a steaming cup of hot chocolate, or a big pot of black coffee. Why couldn’t he warm up?
 
   “Come back to me!”
 
   He twisted his head and gazed at the two birds, convinced that one of those gulls had just spoken. As soon as he looked at them, they both took off, dropping what was left of the fish. He hatched them fly up towards the sun. Kenny blinked and found he could not move his head.
 
   “Come on, you need to snap out of it!”
 
   Kenny’s eyes snapped open, and the bare light bulb directly above his head burned into his brain. He tried to groan and started to panic when he found he couldn’t move his head. He jerked his eyes away from the light and saw a blurred pink round shape next to him.
 
   “Calm down,” hissed a familiar female voice. “They’ll hear you. Look, I’m going to take my hand off your mouth but you have to promise me not to make a single sound. Nod once, if you understand.”
 
   It took him a few more moments for his confused mind to put all the pieces of his situation into their correct places. He heard his sister’s voice and he’d finally worked out that he wasn’t on a beach after all. Apart from those facts, coupled with the anxiety in her voice, Kenny decided that he could at least comply with her simple request. He nodded and took in a huge breath of stale and musty air when she removed her hand.
 
   He turned his head to the side and looked around his new surroundings. Kenny had no idea where he was but he knew that this certainly wasn’t the center. He frowned when his roving eyes caught sight of his clothing. He sat up and stared at Diane. “What the hell has happened?” he whispered. Why was he dressed in this gear? Kenny looked down the front of his body, staring in confusion at his new dark green one-piece suit. The new threads weren’t the only change; someone had cleaned him up. For the first time in years, Kenny actually had clean hair and trimmed fingernails.
 
   “I smell clean.”
 
   His sister took his hand. “How do you feel?”
 
   That question took him by surprise. Of all the thoughts cramming into his head, he had not even given the state of his health any consideration. Apart from being unable to get warm, Kenny didn’t feel as bad as he’d expected. He looked into her eyes. “I’ve felt a lot worse. What’s going on, where are we?”
 
   Diane stood up and helped him to his feet. “We need to get off this level first. Can you climb?” She guided Kenny over to the rough stone rock face. “We have to get up here.”
 
   He grimaced. “I hope you’re joking. I can hardly stand up, never mind climb up there.” His protests abruptly stopped when he heard the sound of a single mournful groan. Kenny snapped his head around. “Oh shit,” he whispered. “Please don’t tell me that was what I thought it was.”
 
   Diane wedged the tip of her boot into a hole above her knee. She jumped up and managed to grab a small rocky outcropping. “Are you willing to stay to find out, Kenny?” She scrambled further up the rock and threw herself onto a ledge a couple of meters above his head. Diane leaned out and dropped her arm down. “Grab my hand.” She looked past the top of his head. “Hurry up, there’s three of them now.”
 
   Kenny didn’t dare turn his head. He jumped up and tried to reach her hand, missing her digits by a couple of inches. The rising sound of multiple groans gave him the incentive to shake away the numbing slumber affecting his whole body. Kenny found the hole where his sister had pushed her foot in and wedged his own foot in there. He then jumped up, his fingers desperately trying to find any piece of rock to grab on to. He looked up and saw his sister leaning out even further, trying to grab him. He knew right now if he did grab her hand, his sister would probably end up back on the ground behind him. Kenny ignored her outstretched arm, pushed away the shaking panic that now infected his bones at the sound of those approaching zombies, and focused on trying to climb the rock.
 
   Their loud groaning bore down on his hearing, drowning out even the terrified shouts coming from above him. Kenny grunted and lunged up, his probing digits grasping a rough knob of stone. He screamed out in utter fury and pulled his aching body up the rock face; his sister hooked her hand around his other wrist and pulled. Her grip suddenly went slack.
 
   “Kick back!” she shouted.
 
   He violently snapped his foot backwards, feeling it connect with something that broke under the impact. Kenny cried out in panic and scrambled up the last few feet of the rock and rolled onto the ledge, squashing Diane into the corner.
 
   He lifted his head and peered over the edge, counting nine dead things pressed against the wall below them. They all had their arms raised, grasping hopefully at the air. He carefully stood up, moved a little closer to those outstretched arms, and tilted his head back. 
 
   “This isn’t natural.”
 
   He felt his sister use his leg to stand up. Diane ran her hand over the surface, just above her head. She turned and stared at him. “Kenny, of course it isn’t real.” She wrapped her other hand around his wrist and pulled his arm up towards her other hand. “Feel it.”
 
   The tips of Kenny’s fingers brushed over something cold and smooth, with a sharp edge. “That feels like metal.”
 
   She nodded. “That’s because it is. Come on, Kenny, we still need to keep climbing, there’s no other way out of here.” Diane tipped her head back then stretched her arms and dug her fingers into a couple of crevices above her head. “It’ll be easier to continue now, Kenny.” She pulled her body up. “Trust me, we’ve got past the hardest bit. There’s ledges all the way to the top.”
 
   His sister scaled the vertical surface like a human fly; it took her just moments to reach another ledge a couple of meters above his head. Kenny looked behind him, noticing that there were a few more dead things below them now. He shuddered; talk about the best incentive ever to not to lose his balance. His fingers found the holes that his sister had used and Kenny began to heft his body, taking his time. It had been ages since he’d subjected his poor muscles to any sort of rigorous exercise. 
 
   Diane was right though, compared to the first stage, this wasn’t that hard. He felt like he was crawling along rough ground, only vertically. His sister helped him onto to the next ledge. He found to his relief that the rocks above their heads had started to level out. 
 
   Kenny dropped to the floor and leaned back. “Okay, that’s it. I’m not going any further until you tell me just what the hell is going on here. More to the point, how did you know about the climb?”
 
   She sat down beside him. “I’m still waiting, you know.”
 
   He looked up. “Waiting for what?”
 
   “You still haven’t told me how you really feel.”
 
   Kenny blinked. Now that she’d asked the question again, he realized for the first time in ages that he felt quite good. “Yeah, okay, you’ve got me. Apart from being tired and my arms aching because of that climb, I can honestly say that I feel almost human.”
 
   She nodded. “The best you’re felt for a while? I thought so. You see, Rossini wants to get the most out of his contestants. I watched him stick three needles into your arm, Kenny.”
 
   “Wait, go back a bit. What do you mean by contestants?” No matter how hard he tried, Kenny couldn’t remember anything about the needle. He rolled up his sleeves, noting that he couldn’t remember them cleaning him up and pouring his body into this one-piece outfit either. There were no obvious needle marks.
 
   “I think the first needle would have been more of your drug, Kenny. I’m only guessing though, it’s just that the color was the same as the one I gave you last night. It’s the second injection that scared the crap out of me, Kenny. I don’t know what it was but seconds after they pulled the needle out, you just went ballistic. Judging from how the captors reacted, I don’t think they expected you to go postal, either.”
 
   “A stimulant, maybe?”
 
   Diane shrugged. “I don’t have a clue. All I know is that you took two of them down and busted Rossini’s nose before the man could push the last needle into your arm. You closed your eyes and dropped to the floor after that.”
 
   “I should have broken the bastard’s fat neck. So, come on, what do you mean by contestants? Where the hell are we?” Kenny took his eyes off the gathered dead things and gazed up towards the sky – not that they were outside, despite the look of the surroundings. That illusion fell apart as soon as he saw the metal beams high above them. “Oh shit, this is the arena, isn’t it?”
 
   Diane followed his gaze up towards the vast roof and nodded. “Yeah, we’re in one of the game zones, honey. It’s such a weird feeling to actually be in here, instead of watching on the box.”
 
   “You mean,” he licked his lips, “that we’re on fucking television?”
 
   Diane wiped her forehead. “I’m not convinced about that.” She pinched the material on her arm and pulled it up. “I haven’t seen any cameras, not yet, anyway.” Diane frowned. “To be honest, I’m a bit confused over all of this.”
 
   Kenny snorted. “You and me both.”
 
   “No,” she replied. “You don’t understand what I mean. Thanks to my flatmate, I’ve sat through almost every one of these banal TV shows. It’s her apartment, you see, and she can’t get enough of the bilge they transmit. Now, each show has its own distinct look and a unique costume. Hell, on Celebrity Slaughter, the sick freaks even dress the zombies in bright orange jumpsuits.”
 
   “Okay, I’m following you now. You’ve never seen anything like the things that we’re wearing?”
 
   “That’s about the size of it,” Diane replied. She climbed up onto a stone block beside her feet and gazed over the broken landscape. “We’d better keep moving. If they are watching us, they won’t take kindly to us stopping for any great length of time.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She stared at Kenny. “They’ll drop nasty surprises on our heads if we don’t get a move on. Come on, follow me. I think I know where we can go.”
 
   He tried to keep up with Diane as she scrambled over the pretend rocks. It looked as though his sister was making her way towards what resembled an old stone gothic church. Kenny belonged to the minority of the city’s population that wasn’t hooked on any of these stupid shows. He put that down to the tediousness of trying to stay living, and ensuring that he had enough drugs to keep him going until the next fix.
 
   He wasn’t blind to any of the shows though, it was impossible to miss them. Even with him sleeping outside most of the time, Kenny couldn’t fail to notice the huge streetscreens that dominated every public square in the capital. The last time he’d actually watched a TV show was before The Turning. Back then though, the prizes were usually money, a vacation, or maybe a new car. He wasn’t naïve enough to believe that the new shows would offer similar prizes.
 
   “Diane, wait up!” He stopped and folded over, feeling a stitch developing. When he sensed her shadow over him, he looked up and wiped his forehead. “You said we were contestants? Does that mean we could win something?”
 
   She crouched down and looked over his shoulder. “I used that term a little wrong, I think, Kenny. Look, I still have no idea what show we’re in.”
 
   “Does that make a difference?”
 
   “Are you serious? Of course it does. If we were in The Last One Standing, then they’d be another twenty with us, all trying to kill each other. Or what about Infection Hunt? Three ‘lucky’ individuals are given very big guns and are told to bring down two prisoners that are about to turn. The winner is the first one to take out the prisoners with headshots.”
 
   Kenny’s stomach rolled. “Right, so no matter what game this is, the chances are that we’re bait?”
 
   She pulled him onto his feet. “We need to get to that building as soon as we can, Kenny.” Diane set off again. “And this time, don’t stop,” she cried, looking over her shoulder.
 
   He tried to keep up with his sister as she raced over the broken rocks. Kenny kept his eyes and ears open for signs that they were no longer alone. His gut feelings told him that running from those dead things when he woke up would probably have been the easiest part of this fucked up game. Kenny pledged, there and then, that if he did survive this lunacy, Rossini was going to end up properly dead. 
 
   Diane had already reached the building. He slowed down and stared at it, trying to work out where he’d seen it before. Kenny sighed before running through the open door. It had taken him a few moments but the memory did seep into his brain. This was a replica of the palace that used to sit in the center of the city. The original building had long since gone. The authorities had filled the interior with chained-up convicts, cut them all and left a trail of blood up to the doors. The waking corpses in the city had converged on the palace like flies around shit. Once they’d bolted the doors, the officers had set the building on fire.
 
   “What the hell is this doing here?”
 
   Diane ignored him and pushed past Kenny to shut and bolt the door. He watched her run over to a large painting of some old monarch and try to pull it off the wall.
 
   “Are you going to tell me what you’re doing?”
 
   “Shut up and give me a hand.”
 
   He hurried over and dug his fingers under the frame. “Wait, I can feel a draft.”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, it’s a secret exit.”
 
   Did he just hear that correctly? Kenny kept his mouth shut and helped his sister lift the painting off the wall. Sure enough, he saw a large hole cutting through the plaster and stone. He pushed his head inside and ran his fingers over the bricks that lined the hole. They felt like real bricks. He expected them to be made from polystyrene. Kenny looked back at Diane. “Okay, this has totally fucking melted the inside of my brain.”
 
   “Look, this arena is just one of a few that they use in their programs. It just happens that I remember a rerun show from a couple of days ago where three young men used this tunnel to travel from one arena to the one next door. Don’t look at me like that, Kenny. I’m serious. We could use this to get out of here.”
 
   He sat down. “I’m sorry, Diane, this is just too much for me. I mean, if the cameras are watching us, how do you expect us to get out of here? Come to think of it, how is this make-believe bullshit tunnel going to help us, considering it just leads into another film set?”
 
   She crouched in front of him. “We are still alive, Kenny, and we’ve not seen anyone else, apart from a few zombies since we got here.” She lifted him back onto his feet. “I know you’re not familiar with the new shows but, apart from the extreme violence, the format hasn’t changed. The audience craves thrill, spills, and edge of your seat excitement. They ain’t getting that from us, are they?”
 
   “You think we’re not being filmed?”
 
   “Would you tune in to watch us? Apart from the zombie chase at the beginning, not much else has happened. I’d have turned over by now and watched something else. Don’t get me wrong. I’m pretty sure that Rossini hasn’t gone to all this trouble to forget about us.”
 
   “You think that maybe he’s gone out for ice cream before murdering us, or perhaps decided to have a bit of a nap?” Kenny smiled at his sister, glad to see a hint of a grin appearing on her face. It did feel a bit odd that, despite their predicament, he did feel pretty much okay. Before he did bash that Rossini’s head in, he’d have to find out what was in all those syringes.
 
   “There’s no need to lay on the sarcasm. You know what I mean.” Diane reached up and grabbed the edge of the hole. “Come on, give me a boost up.”
 
   Kenny locked his fingers, bent over, and tried not to grimace as she pushed her muddy boot into his hands. He stayed motionless as she pushed her body up and crawled into the hole.
 
   “Okay, it’s your turn now,” she said, dropping both her arms down. Kenny wiped his muddy hands on the wall, wrapped his fingers around her wrists and scrambled up. “I don’t understand, Diane,” he said, gazing along the long, brick-faced tunnel. “What difference will it make if we go through here? None of this is real. We’re still two rats in one big fucking maze.”
 
   Her smile widened. “I never thought that anything my annoying flatmate spouted on about regarding her obsession with these TV shows would ever be of any use.” She pointed to the ceiling. “Can you see those bare wires dangling down?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “That’s where the cameras used to be, Kenny. They sold the studio next to this one to another company.”
 
   Kenny had no wish to pop her happiness bubble but even if the next studio was owned by somebody else, they would still be trapped. He followed her along the tunnel, wondering if he ought to remind Diane that Rossini didn’t have to lock them in a studio to hunt them down. The bastard had obviously bugged them, considering he found them easily enough in that medi-center.
 
   His sister stopped when she reached a metal plate covering their only way out. “Shit,” she said. Then again, what else did she expect? They were hardly likely to keep it open. 
 
   “It’s looks like we’re going back then, Diane.” He placed his hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, at least you tried.”
 
   Diane brushed his hand away. “Don’t be in such a bloody rush to give up, Kenny.” She dropped to her knees and ran her fingers along the edge of the plate. “I mean it, you really do throw in the towel at every opportunity.”
 
   He turned away from the woman and bit his lip before he said anything that he might regret. God, did she even have a clue what his life was fucking like? How could she, when she and her friends were safe in their ivory towers, well fed and comfortable? Kenny loved his sister but there were times when her naïve attitude really got on his nerves.
 
   His teeth almost bit through his lips at the sudden deafening crash of metal hitting stone. He spun around and saw Diane staring at him with a huge smirk plastered across her face.
 
   “Oh ye of little faith,” she said.
 
   He hurried up to her and leaned over, looking into the room beyond then back at Diane. Of all the things he’d expected to see, a dusty store room, full of old boxes, was not one of the options. Judging from his sister’s expression, it wasn’t what she’d expected to find either.
 
   “How old was this rerun, Diane? I mean, it doesn’t look as though anyone has been in there for decades.” He inched his way past her and kneeled down, by the edge. The stale air smelled of old paper and something very familiar. Kenny could detect the faint stench of bad meat. Kenny climbed through the hole, turned and dropped into the room, then helped Diane do the same. It looked like this discovery had really shaken his sister. She’d probably expected to find another studio set.
 
   This was real; there were no props here. Kenny ran his index finger along one of the metal shelves, watching the dust motes caused by his disturbance rise into the air. “Come on, let’s see where that goes,” he whispered, pointing to a door at the end of the room. 
 
   Diane turned the other way and walked towards a bank of filing cabinets at the other side of the store room. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” he hissed. Kenny looked up at the hole, expecting to see company at any minute. “Come on, we need to move.”
 
   “Wait,” she replied, reaching the cabinets and opening the top drawer. “You have no idea where we are, do you?” His sister didn’t turn around. She shut the top drawer, crouched down, and opened the drawer below. “Oh fuck me,” she whispered.
 
   He ran over to her. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “This place shouldn’t be here! We shouldn’t be here. I don’t understand any of this!”
 
   He snatched the buff file out of her shaking hands and stared at the faded lettering on the front. Was this a joke? Kenny opened the folder and looked in confusion at the first report of the dead overrunning Government House in the center of the capital. He looked up at Diane. “This didn’t happen. I’m pretty sure I would have remembered it.” Kenny looked at the cover one more time, just to see if he had mistaken the city’s name.
 
   “Kenny, look at the date.”
 
   This had to be a joke; according to the file, the city was overrun over two decades ago. He looked across the room. They must have stumbled onto a movie set, it was the only logical answer. No matter how implausible it sounded, what else could it be? “They must be making a film, Diane, or perhaps a new type of TV show.” He shrugged. “Come on. It can’t be real.”
 
   She slowly blinked. “Yeah, of course, I’m being stupid.”
 
   “Come on, we’re still alive and there’s no sign of anyone. Let’s get as far away from here as possible, before our luck does run out.” Kenny dropped the file and walked over to the metal door on the other side of the room. He grabbed the door handle, twisted it, and pulled. As the door flew open, Kenny stumbled back as three corpses fell into the room. He cried out as he fell backwards.
 
   “It’s okay!” said Diane, pulling him out from under the bodies. “They’re just dead, they won’t hurt you.”
 
   He scraped away the bits of rotting fabric and other indescribable lumps before getting back onto his feet. Diane was right, these things couldn’t harm him. Kenny looked into the corridor, smiling at the sight of an open door at the end of the hallway. It looked like their luck was holding out. He turned back to his sister, intending to apologize for his behavior, but his face dropped when he looked at Diane’s expression, frozen in shock.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   She pointed down at the bodies. Kenny followed her shaking arm and looked into Rossini’s decomposing face. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Tony’s stomach lurched to the other side of his body. He moaned out a single wet croak and swallowed down what felt like a lump of bile-flavoured chewing gum. The only reason why he didn’t empty the contents of his guts was the vague notion that somewhere, swimming through all that mushed up mess, were the remains of some tablets that were stopping him from changing. 
 
   He had no idea where his ravaged body lay, only that the floor was surprisingly comfortable. Apart from the overwhelming urge not to let his body eject those precious tablets, his slippery mind struggled to hold on to anything else of value. It took him a moment to remember his own name.
 
   The situation with his mental capacity could stay just how it was, as far as he was concerned. Something deep down told him that he didn’t wish to know anything of his recent activity. He was quite content to stay exactly where he was, huddled in a tight ball, waiting for this reeling nausea to leave him the fuck alone.
 
   “I see you’re beginning to stir. That’s a relief, I thought you were going to stay asleep for hours.”
 
   That voice sounded so familiar. His mind opened up a crack to allow Tony to pull out a single name. He opened one eye, then promptly shut it again when the harsh white light from the fluorescents burned a hole in his brain. He moaned again.
 
   “How do you feel, Tony?”
 
   Was that a serious question? “I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck,” he muttered. Tony took a deep breath and slowly got into a sitting position with his back pressed flat against the wall. He opened both eyes and this time he kept them fixed on the dark blue carpet. Of all the random thoughts rushing through his head, the only one that he could focus on was that they used to have this style of carpet in their house, back when he was a kid. He ran his fingers over the long pile, trying to remember the last time he’d actually felt a carpet so luxurious.
 
   “Okay, so you don’t feel too good. That, I can relate to. At least you’re not shivering though, not now, anyway.”
 
   Pieces of memory flashed before him. He saw some guy wearing funny clothes dropping some tablets and he saw his hand reaching for them. “I’m not surprised, Joseph. Not after what I found.” He sighed with relief when he noticed that the nausea had diminished somewhat. “Not too sure about the fucking bad acid trip that followed though. Jesus, those things were strong.”
 
   The young man walked over to him and dropping to the floor, sitting cross-legged directly in front of him. “I viewed the CCTV while you were recovering, Tony. I must say, your actions shocked the hell out of me, at least the ones I saw before you shifted over.”
 
   Tony lifted his head and stared into the man’s shining eyes. Joseph’s piercing gaze unsettled him. Although he had to ask, Tony knew he wouldn’t like Joseph’s reply. “What do you mean by shifted over?”
 
   The man turned his head and pointed at a sofa on the other side of the room. Tony’s eyes went wide at the sight of two youths jerking like puppets; the only reason they weren’t on the floor was that both boys had leather straps across their waists. 
 
   “They’re both wearing VR sets.” Tony took his eyes off their shuddering bodies and turned back to the man whose grin had become even wider. “Just like the one you gave me to test.”
 
   “It isn’t VR, Tony. Those two men are actually somewhere else, at least, their minds are. You, on the other hand, you took your body out of this world as well. Tony, you actually moved yourself into another world.”
 
   It took him a second to realize what Joseph had just said to him. He leaned forward, staring deep into the man’s eyes, waiting for the catchphrase. “You had better repeat that, Joseph. I’m not sure I heard correctly.”
 
   “Oh, you heard alright, Tony.” He got to his feet and walked over to the two boys. “These things on these boy’s heads haven’t taken them into some kind of computer-generated world, Tony. Come on, do you honestly think that we possess the technology to research, develop, and produce a bunch of elaborate video games?” Joseph lifted one boy’s arm and placed it on his chest. “We spend most of our money keeping the dead things from taking over the city and trying to keep the inhabitants alive.” He shook his head. “Seriously, have you any idea the costs and resources that go into feeding half a million people every day?”
 
   “This is so much bullshit. Come on, you have to be playing some kind of cruel joke on me here. Come on, you don’t have the technology to build a bunch of fucking video games but you can invent a device that can send people into another dimension? Joseph, just fuck off. I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous in my life.”
 
   “Can you remember the initial outbreak?” asked Joseph, softly. “What were you doing at that moment when the news broke that the dead were coming back to life.”
 
   The sudden question threw him. It also opened his mind, bringing all of his recent memories back to him. Tony remembered his journey down to this level, the zombies that he’d dispatched, and how everything looked so off kilter. Tony shook away the thoughts and saw himself at home, watching as the newscaster on TV delivered a news bulletin that sounded as though it has been ripped straight from a cheesy science fiction movie. The videos that followed, showing thousands of corpses shambling through all the citystates on the planet, somehow didn’t feel so fake.
 
   “The refusal to believe that the dead had risen was the main reason why the things were able to almost wipe us out,” said Joseph. He stared at Tony. “The plague didn’t originate from this world.” He ran his hand along one of the devices. “We were visited by travellers, three desperate individuals searching in vain for a cure to their plague. Each of them carried one of these black devices. Their mission was quite simple: they needed to find three brothers, just three people on the planet who were immune to the plague. The only problem was that in their world, the brothers had already died.” He sighed loudly. “They also brought the plague with them.”
 
   Tony thought back to his experiences whilst wearing that helmet. “Where was I then? Joseph, where did that helmet send me?”
 
   The man took a deep breath. “It sent you to the source world. At least, we think it was where the infection originated. We do know that world was where our three visitors came from. There’s only one other world, besides this one and the source world, that we have been able to visit, both as fucked as this one. As for where you went when you physically shifted over?” He shrugged. “I was hoping you could tell me.”
 
   Tony could now recall the thoughts going through his head whilst running through those corridors. They weren’t his, that much he did know. That hatred he felt for those invaders clung to the inside of his head like wet shit sticking to clothing. That other Tony detested the otherworlders. His blood ran cold when he realized that the other Tony must have been talking about this world. It must have been us who had enslaved them. “I saw endless fields,” he replied, slowly.
 
   Joseph nodded. “Then you must have ended up on the other world. The third world. It’s where most of our food comes from. We set up a trade agreement with them.” 
 
   Tony kept silent.
 
   His colleague looked back at the two boys. “We really did want to find their equivalents on the other world, you know.” He stared intently at Tony. “These guys are the reason why we are all still alive. It’s the serum that we have taken from their blood that allows us to continue living. Without them, we all would have succumbed to the infection long ago.” Joseph paused. “Have you started to believe yet?”
 
   Tony shrugged. He didn’t know what to believe anymore.
 
   “Do you feel better?”
 
   “Yeah, I do, actually.” It surprised him how well he did feel. “Must have been those tablets,” he replied.
 
   Joseph shook his head. “No, more likely the stuff I injected into you before your body crashed onto the carpet.” He pointed at the empty syringe lying on table next to a Lego house. “There was enough concentrated vaccine in there to keep you clear for a week. Those tablets that you took were designed to stop their brother from releasing too many chemicals into his body. We found that as time wore on, the purity of the vaccine that we extracted from their blood had started to lose its potency.” He sighed. “Now, I don’t think it matters, the cat’s out of the bag. Before long the whole city is going to start to change.” He stared at Tony “There might be light at the end of the tunnel though. It looks like they had a very curious side effect on you.” Joseph rushed over to the door and looked out before coming back over to Tony. “Enough talk, it’s time for you to get going, you have a job to accomplish.”
 
   “Wait, what are you talking about?”
 
   “Did you not listen to what I just said? You are not the only one whose body has started to grow used to the drug, Tony. A small percentage of the city’s population have already succumbed to the plague, with more people growing sick every hour.” 
 
   He nodded over at the two boys. “Those helmets were stored in the most secure vault in the city, for obvious reasons. The last time we used them, looking for another world. Trouble was, that last time opened up a rift, allowing half a dozen dead things from that world to enter our city as well.” Joseph leaned against the wall and folded his arms. “I imagine that there’s been quite a few more incursions thanks to your use and these two brothers.” He shrugged, “Not my problem though. I told the council weeks ago that we needed to look for an alternate method of survival. The bastards never listened. Then again, should I be surprised? As far as they’re concerned, the only salvation lies with the three brothers, just like our visitors thought. Those three got the shock of their lives when they found their only hope of survival had perished in a fire a few months before they arrived. At least, that’s what we told them,” he snarled. “By the time we managed to extract the real reason for their visit, the infection had already taken hold. People were dropping like flies.” He caught his breath. “They didn’t stay down for long though.” 
 
   Joseph jerked his head towards the open door. “Fuck, the others are coming!” He raced over to the door, shut and bolted it. “You need to listen to me, Tony.” Joseph pushed six more tablets into his hand. “Your mind is very special. In the thousands of people that I scanned over the last few years, you are the only person that I’ve found to be receptive to the device.”
 
   How could he say that when it was as plain as the nose on the front of his face that those two kids were more than fucking receptive to the devices. Tony jumped when someone on the other side of the door tried to open it.
 
   “Shit, get those tablets down, Tony!” Joseph looked back at the door. “Hurry up, man. If they find you in here, they’ll kill you.”
 
   “What about those two?”
 
   “They’ll hook them up to the drip, like they did to their brother. The machines only need their bodies anyway, not that it’ll do much good.”
 
   A hard object slammed into the door. “Do you want to be fucking shot?” hissed Joseph. “Put those tablets into your mouth, you idiot. That door won’t hold them for much longer.”
 
   When he saw the first splinters appearing in the wood and the muzzle of a weapon pushing through the hole, Tony realized that his options had run out. He didn’t want to end up as live bait in a game show. He looked at the six tablets rolling over the palm of his hand.
 
   “Two will shift you over; keep the rest to get back. Those are not from this world. I want you to go find more duplicates, Tony. Don’t you see? We’ve used them up, their blood is no good to us anymore. Look, you’ve already visited both the worlds that we know about; there’s a very good chance that you’ll visit another world, a new one. There must be more out there.”
 
   He did as Joseph suggested and dropped four of the tablets into his pocket before pushing the remaining ones into his mouth. His last sight before his view distorted was of the door bursting open and a huge man, dressed in security body armor, burst into the room.
 
   His nausea had not left him after all. The transition from a hundred garish colors to an endless shade of greys also brought back the deep ache and the vile sickness. The room lurched to one side, while his guts rolled the other way.
 
   Tony dropped to his knees, painfully aware that the soft carpet was gone. The rough stone floor slammed into his bones. He fell forward, slapping the palms of his hands against the stone, and tensed up his muscles, desperately trying to get control of his body. What the fuck was happening, this had never happened before. A stray thought whirled around his head, telling him that Joseph might have poisoned him. “I’ve overdosed,” he blurted out, feeling his saliva drop from his lips. “It must be that, what else could it …”
 
   He abruptly stopped as he felt some of the sickness departing. The nausea quickly dissipated, leaving him feeling weak and very tired. Tony took a deep shuddering breath and counted to twenty, taking his time with each number, hoping that the nausea was not going to return.
 
   “What the fuck was all that?” Tony lifted his head and took in his new surroundings. Nobody else was in the room; he counted that as a mixed blessing. Finding himself in the midst of a dozen security guards would not have been good for his health. Come to think of it, even one guard would have made sure that his lifespan was measured in seconds. It wasn’t like he would have been able to fight back in his ragged state.
 
   “I’m such a mess.” Tony watched dust motes settle on the top of a wooden crate, pushed against the wall, where the sofa had been in the other world. He stopped himself right there. Did he really think that? He coughed out a single laugh. Had he really just crossed over to another place?
 
   He got to his knees and slowly got back on his feet, using a metal table beside him as support. He looked past the crate over to a heavy wooden door that was open a crack. Through the narrow gap, Tony saw pretty much the same as what this room contained: featureless, grey surroundings coated in thick dust.
 
   “It’s the same room,” he muttered. That much, he was sure about. The positions of the door, the room size and the height of the ceiling told him that, yet there was something else as well. Deep within him, now that his body had returned to normal, he knew that he had not moved one inch since swallowing those two tablets.
 
   “Oh fuck!” Tony pushed his hand into his pocket, trying to suppress the bubbling panic. His tension eased when his probing fingers felt the four smooth pills, nestled together deep in his pocket. He pulled two of them out and wondered what would happen if he swallowed them, here and now. Would he return home, or would he go visit one of the other two worlds?
 
   “What if they’re not a ticket home?” Tony rolled one of them between his finger and thumb, recalling what Joseph said about there being more than one world. He dropped them both back in his pocket and told himself to get his shit together and to stop worrying about stuff he couldn’t change. 
 
   Tony walked over to the door that led into the hallway, and opened it a little wider. The air in the hallway smelled different from the room. He detected the faint tinge of flowers. He frowned, wondering if his nose wasn’t just sending him empty promises. The vision of fields full of spring blooms, waiting for him just above this complex, evaporated when his nose detected the underlying taint of rot as well. That was one smell he was very familiar with. Shambling bags of dried-up cadavers had passed this way, not that long ago.
 
   Tony sighed and leaned back, quietly closed the door, and decided that it would be a wise idea to take this situation one step at a time and start by exploring this room first. Finding himself a weapon would be a good idea. If there were dead things prowling about out there, he wouldn’t last that long. Hell, even a thick stick would suffice. “A studded baseball bat would be even better,” he muttered, turning around and giving this dusty place a closer scrutiny. Tony wandered over to the wooden crate and ran the tips of his fingers across the top of the wood, almost expecting his hands to find a projection. The wood felt as solid as that thick door. This was as real as it got.
 
   Was this the same world where that device had taken him this morning before he set off for work? He understood now that the black helmet just moved his mind over, just like it was doing to those two kids. He hadn’t really been there. “I am now though,” he muttered. He tentatively pressed his hand against his guts, feeling the ache still there. “Shit, it must be travel sickness.” He resisted the urge to giggle, thinking that if he started to laugh, he probably wouldn’t stop. “Jesus, I bet the doctor wouldn’t be able to prescribe anything for that.” Tony bent over the crate, and found that it was lying on its side. “Now that will come in handy,” he said, looking into the interior. Tony reached inside and pulled out a small crowbar the size of his forearm. “That will do very nicely.”
 
   He felt much better. Now if he did run across any zombie, at least he’d be able to put them on the floor. The two prongs would quite easily smash through their skulls. He gripped his prize tight and hurried over to the other door. Before he opened this one, however, Tony glanced around the room one more time, just to ensure that his eyes had not missed anything. He paused and ran his tongue across his lips, staring at the only object in here that wasn’t devoid of color.
 
   “You have got to be shitting me,” he muttered, walking back over to his original position. Tony bent down and picked up two bright yellow Lego bricks and grinned to himself. He stuffed them into his front pocket and walked back over to the inner door. He couldn’t explain why he felt the bricks were so important, only that he knew that he’d need them at a later date. “You’re getting weirder by the minute, Tony, you do know that?” He slowly pulled open the door and peered through the opening, seeing not much of anything but more dust. It dawned on him that when he jumped over before, in order to interact with the dead things in there, Tony must have been in someone’s body. He blinked. That idea was creepy. Had the device somehow been able to push his consciousness into another human on the other side? Somehow possessing that person? Tony involuntarily shivered, wondering what would have happened if he’d gotten that person killed. He guessed that his mind would have either found another body or just whizzed back into his own body.
 
   Tony opened the door wider and stepped over the threshold. There were another three doors along the short hallway. Although it was clear that nobody had been in here for a long time, this section didn’t seem so decayed. Tony ran his fingers over the faded wallpaper, tracing the faint patterns as he walked towards the closest door. He lifted the crowbar, stopped, and grabbed the handle. He wasn’t taking any chances. Just because the only footsteps in here belonged to him, didn’t mean that one or more of the dead things weren’t behind this door, just waiting for some unwary victim to stumble inside. Tony counted to three then pushed the handle down and kicked the door open.
 
   He grinned at the sight of one unmade bed, a pile of Legos in the middle of a frayed carpet, an open cupboard and nothing else. “Looks like I really am alone.” Before he checked the other rooms, Tony walked inside, bent over and picked up another Lego block. He pulled the two yellow pieces from his pocket and tried to connect them with the piece in his other hand, not all that surprised that they weren’t compatible. “There you go,” he said. “You really have crossed over.” Tony looked inside the cupboard; the only thing inside was a yellow newspaper. He picked it up and read the headlines. The blown-up black and white image of a street taken from above showed masses of panicking people running from a crowd of walking corpses. Tony closed his eyes, remembering seeing similar photos in newspapers from his world. He dropped the paper and left the room, suddenly not all that bothered about checking out the other rooms. 
 
   “How the fuck am I going to find a set of duplicate people?” The enormity of his task now settled upon his shoulders. Tony looked down at the pile of Legos by his feet. Even if he did find them, how the hell would he persuade them to come with him? He didn’t think for one minute that they’d even believe him, never mind wanting to cross over to another world so his boss could drain out their blood.
 
   “What the fuck have I got myself into?” he muttered. Tony felt the tablets in his pocket, feeling the inner workings of his mind begin to turn. The chances of him finding these duplicates were practically zero and he didn’t think that Joseph would be very happy if he returned empty-handed.
 
   Tony left the room, hurried along the hallway and back into the room where he’d appeared. He nodded to himself, then left this room as well. He had no other choice but to at least make some sort of effort. Even if he didn’t find them, Tony could either stay in this world or return, just making sure that when he did go back to his world, he was as far away as he could be from Government House.
 
   That aroma of fresh flowers grew stronger the further away he walked from the original room. He had no idea where it was coming from, considering all he saw was dust-covered tiles and grey, featureless walls. Tony stopped by the first door he reached and looked inside, frowning at the vast array of medical equipment stored on stacks of metal shelving. He shook his head in confusion. He assumed that this building would be similar to the one he’d left. Was this some kind of hospital in this world? Tony sighed and moved along. It would be a good idea for him to find a way out of this place, wherever ‘this place’ was.
 
   He jumped when something crashed onto the floor behind him. He spun around, knowing full well that the noise had come from the room with all the stored medical equipment. Tony felt his sweat making the crowbar slippery. He transferred the weapon to his other hand and wiped the sweat away, keeping his eyes fixed on that door. Shadows began to move and the smell of death grew stronger. There was no denying what was in that room.
 
   He waited patiently, watching those shadows lengthen. “Come on then,” he growled. “Let’s see you.”
 
   His voice echoed along the hallway and was rewarded by the low moan of the dead. Presently another moan joined that one, and one more. Tony took a deep breath and backed away at the sight of several dead things all trying to squeeze through the door at the same time. His bowels loosened when he saw another one leaving the room where he’d appeared. Where the fuck did that one come from? 
 
   “Shit, this isn’t fair! He looked at his little crowbar, wondering what possessed him to think that he’d be able to take one of them on, let alone a dozen. It didn’t surprise him to see three more heading his way from the other direction; there was nowhere for him to go. Tony moaned himself when he saw the features of the one leaving the room. It was one of the boys, the one strapped to that helmet in his world.
 
   Four of them had managed to stumble out of the storage room. He turned and raced towards the approaching three, just praying that there weren’t any more behind them. If there were any more, Tony wouldn’t last more than a few seconds. He charged the closest one, using his inertia to slam it into the wall. Tony then swiveled and cracked the crowbar into the head of another one, grinning savagely at the sound of its skull cracking. The last zombie managed to snag his shirt. Tony twisted around and jerked forward, leaving the dead thing holding his jacket. 
 
   “That’s mine,” he snarled, pushing the sharp prongs into its eye. The zombie gargled as Tony slammed the crowbar deeper, pushing until he felt the metal scrape on the inside of the dead thing’s skull. He pulled and staggered back as black, foul-smelling gloop gushed from the wound. Tony turned and saw the others further down the hallway were getting dangerously close.
 
   He slammed his boot down on the remaining zombie that was still trying to get up before he raced away from the approaching horde. There were no more dead things ahead. Tony giggled, feeling the adrenalin rush through his system; he’d never felt so alive. Although he had protected himself from the zombies before, he’d never taken on three of them at once. “What a buzz!” he said, laughing.
 
   He stopped at the next door, listening to the low moans of his pursuers echoing down the hallway. His euphoria wouldn’t last very long if he found no way out of this fucking maze. Tony tried the door, grunting in frustration when he found it locked. He then jumped back when someone or something on the other side of the door smacked the wood. Tony sneaked forward and tapped the crowbar three times against the door panel, smiling when the sound was repeated. That made it clear that at least whoever was on the other side wasn’t dead.
 
   “Hello?” he yelled.
 
   “How do we find a way out of here?”
 
   Tony frowned, not expecting to hear what he’d been about to ask. Whomever it was sounded as though they were as lost as him. He looked behind him, acutely aware that he couldn’t stay here much longer. A pity, whomever was on the other side of that door had a cute voice. “I’m sorry!” he shouted back, “I don’t know where I am either.”
 
   With regret, Tony raced away from the door, glancing behind him and watching the dead things veer towards the door. Whomever was behind there continued to bang against the wood. He sure hoped that door stayed locked now.
 
   The urge to swallow two more of those pills strengthened when he found himself rapidly running out of hallway. There was only one more door left. If that was locked as well, he’d have no choice but to take the tablet express to get out of here. Tony had no wish to experience that nausea again but it was certainly preferable to having his limbs ripped off.
 
   Tony skidded to a halt when he saw the door beginning to open. “Thank fuck for th…” his words dried up when he saw a figure lurching into the hallway. His eyes widened at the sight of another Tony, glaring at him before raising a shotgun. “I thought one of you fuckers would try to sneak back,” snarled his duplicate. “Goodbye, you fucking dirty thief.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Several seconds had passed since Mortimer had taken his eyes from the corpse of his dead brother. He gritted his teeth, it wasn’t his brother. How could it be? His real brother stood beside him, shivering like a man in a bath of ice. He turned away from Daniel, unable to stay focused on that face. Mortimer wanted to somehow comfort him, to help the guy get over the shock of seeing his likeness on the floor. It couldn’t be easy to gaze down at your own corpse.
 
   Mortimer couldn’t stand the inactivity any longer and stepped over the other two bodies to examine his brother’s duplicate.
 
   “Get away from it, for crying out loud!” gasped Daniel. “What are you doing? Come on, we have to go.”
 
   “He’s not going to get up and bite me, stop flapping.” Despite his steady voice, Mortimer suddenly felt as uneasy as Daniel sounded. The sight of these two together had triggered another memory, one that didn’t feel as though it belonged in his mind. “Where exactly are we going to go?” Those words left his mouth but Mortimer didn’t feel as though he had said them. It now felt as though there were two people inside his head, both fighting for dominance. He looked at the other two corpses, not sure whether he was relieved or stressed to find that his duplicate wasn’t one of them.
 
   “Please, I don’t care where we go. I don’t want to be down here anymore.” Daniel rushed over to grab Mortimer’s wrist. “We need to go back to the camp. This is all wrong.” Daniel shut his eyes and fell into Mortimer. “Oh, that wasn’t good at all.” He looked into his brother’s eyes. “I want my Legos.”
 
   That single word broke the dam that held back those other memories. Mortimer found his recollections of his past swapping around. He watched as the color of his first ever bike swapped from green to blue. Mortimer saw his first true love change faces. He watched in horror as his father died twice, and then he cried out at the sight of his two brothers dying before his eyes. Mortimer reeled at the assault of the rest of the thoughts tumbling into his mind.
 
   He blinked away the fragmenting images of some now strange encampment and gazed at the figure in front of him. Daniel’s features melted and flowed like bubbling chocolate, until a stranger’s face solidified. Mortimer blinked again. The face refused to change back to his brother.
 
   “Who the fuck are you?” He watched the stranger’s face as it copied Mortimer’s own features. He pressed his hand against his face, yelping out at the feel of facial hair against the palm of his hand. Mortimer brought his hand down, noticing the criss-cross of tiny scars covering the back of the hand. This wasn’t his body. “I feel like my mind is going to explode.”
 
   “Mortimer? Is that you in there?”
 
   He gazed into the other man’s slate grey eyes. It was so freaky. Despite this appearing to be another person, Mortimer was sure that he could see his brother in there, in the way he held himself, through his body language, and in the man’s mannerisms. “Yeah, it’s me, Daniel.” The guy even smiled like his brother.
 
   “I need to …”
 
   The smile fell from the man’s face as he looked back at the corpses once more. He then pushed past Mortimer and stumbled up the cellar steps, leaving a drawn-out, pain-wracked moan in his wake. 
 
   “This isn’t fun anymore,” Mortimer said, trying to remember how they had gotten here. He followed his brother up the stairs, the sound of Daniel’s stomach folding over reaching his ears. Mortimer swallowed hard, having no intention of joining him.
 
   “Are you OK?” He saw Daniel’s back through the kitchen window. His brother held up his thumb. Mortimer closed the cellar door and wandered into the living room. He felt so calm, as if none of this mattered. Where were the intense emotions of terror and acute confusion?
 
   Where was the terror hiding? Hell, he didn’t even feel all that confused about this situation. Okay, so his brother was faring a little worse than he was; even so, poor Daniel ought to be curled up in a tight ball and wanting his teddy bear about now. He looked back and watched Daniel open the door and walk back into the kitchen. His new face looked a little pale, but otherwise, the man looked pretty good.
 
   “What do you remember, Mortimer? I mean, before we ended up here, wherever this is.” He ran his finger down the deep red doorframe. “Weird how I remember our dad painting this.” He stared at Mortimer. “Thing is, Martin repainted it yellow a few months before the shit hit the fan. Do you remember that?”
 
   He nodded slowly. Now that Daniel mentioned it, he saw there were a few discrepancies in here. For a start, he had no idea what the black plastic tablet-shaped device on top of the wooden coffee table was. The television in the corner now curved like the cockpit of an aircraft, and there were several small, pink fluffy animals on the bookshelf next to the window. Their mom had sold that collection years ago.
 
   “Come on, Mortimer, tell me what you remember?” Daniel shivered. “Maybe we should go outside first. This place is giving me the creeps now.”
 
   “Listen to you, Daniel.” He walked over to the stranger and stopped right in front of his face. “When you’ve finished listening to how calm you are, look at me, look at this face. We’re not in our proper bodies, brother, this isn’t our house and it never was. You’ve already digested that info, of course you have, so why are you …” He took his breath. “Fuck, why are we acting like this sort of thing happens every day?”
 
   His brother grinned. “Probably because while outside, it finally clicked. What happened today? I mean before we both found ourselves here.”
 
   Mortimer lifted his thickly muscled arm, then looked down at his hard stomach and the hard tendons running down his legs. He closed his eyes, thinking back to earlier, to when these hands held a weapon. “Fuck!” He gasped, snapping his eyes open. “I had a crossbow, I remember now and I …”
 
   He turned and ran over to the living room window. “Am I back in the game again?” He turned around. “I don’t get it, that means you must be in the game as well. How the fuck does that work? There’s only one device and it’ll be on my head.”
 
   Daniel shrugged. “Maybe the program is imagining me? Or how about I have the device and I’m imagining you?” Daniel nodded to himself. “Yeah, that makes more sense. After all, the device already knows who you are, Mortimer, it has probably scanned your brain pattern and replicated a digital version of you to keep me company as I battle zombies in this imaginary world.”
 
   Mortimer made a noncommittal grunt before smiling at the other man. “I don’t really think either of us are imaginary, Daniel.” He picked out details in this room that were familiar to him. The sofa hadn’t changed, nor had the wallpaper. “Just like I believe that this room isn’t a distorted digital representation of where we used to live.”
 
   “You’re scaring me now.”
 
   Mortimer smiled even wider. “Good, I want you to be more than a little frightened. Right now, it’s just a feeling I have.” He saw one object hanging on the wall opposite from him that hadn’t changed. He walked over and took his dad’s oriental samurai sword off the two hooks. “I suggest that we go with the flow and see what gets thrown at us.”
 
   His brother shrugged. “I agree, I can’t think of any better plan. Wait here.” He disappeared into the kitchen and came back a few second later with two cook’s knives in one hand whilst holding a wooden broom handle in the other hand. “Why don’t you check upstairs first while I sort this out. You never know, there might even be a gun up there.”
 
   Mortimer left his brother searching through their dad’s writing desk and opened the door that led into the hallway. From the sounds coming from the living room, Daniel had found the roll of gaffa tape that Mom used to hold down the edge of the carpet that led into the kitchen. It was strange how they both remembered about that.
 
   So now his brother had suddenly turned into some kind of experienced zombie warrior? It did occur to him that his brother’s old personality would have known all about how to fashion an effective weapon from a few household items, they all did. As kids, both the brothers used to dream up elaborate fantasies involving surviving through a zombie outbreak, just like they imagined being on a distant planet or lost, miles from anywhere, deep in the jungle.
 
   He climbed the stairs, listening to the sounds of Daniel wrapping the tape around his improvised weapon. The Daniel he knew though, the one who, for the past few years, never did anything more strenuous than getting up to go to the bathroom, wouldn’t dream of being so creative. “Not unless he could make it out of fucking Legos,” he growled. 
 
   Mortimer peered into each room, seeing the same as he did downstairs. Some objects were recognizable, while others weren’t. The biggest difference was that Daniel’s gear now decorated Martin’s bedroom. There was nothing of practical value up here, though. Mortimer looked out of Daniel’s new bedroom window, watching a few figures shamble out of an open doorway on the other side of the street. They were heading towards this house. He ran out of the room and down the stairs. “Time to go,” he said, bursting into the living room. “We have more company.”
 
   “The front door?” Daniel suggested. “I’ve already noticed them, by the way. There’s about a dozen already pressed up against the back door.” He dropped the tape back in the drawer and picked up his newly made weapon. “Can’t wait to try this out, Mortimer, doesn’t it look brilliant?”
 
   The sound of breaking windows prompted Mortimer to move. “Front door it is,” he muttered. As he opened the front door, he heard the cellar door open. His guts coiled up, imagining the bodies on that floor had somehow reanimated and were now on their way through the kitchen, eager to sink their teeth into the arm of this body. Mortimer ground his teeth in irritation before pulling his brother out of the house and slamming the door.
 
   So much for having no emotions left. Mortimer shook his head, wanting to dislodge those vivid images of his dead brother falling out of the kitchen and attacking Daniel. The other Daniel stood in the middle of the street, twirling his new toy around like some cross-dressed cheerleader. If this really was a product of the device’s digital memories, and not his mind feeding him with all this weird bullshit, then he’d like it all to end about now.
 
   “Come on, Mortimer, let’s go bag ourselves some zombies!”
 
   His brother’s new attitude distressed him. There you go, Mortimer, another emotion has worked its way through the malaise. The more he figured out about this current situation, the less he understood. Mortimer raced after the laughing man, trying to suppress a whole other bundle of other emotions, all wanting to come out and play. It seemed that the cork in the dam had been well and truly lost.
 
   “I see three dead bastards huddling around that green car.”
 
   Mortimer tightened his grip on the sword handle, looking not at the target but at Daniel’s shining face. The man sounded drunk. Those flickers of the old Daniel that he’d seen molded into the features of this stranger’s face had all but disappeared. He didn’t know who this person was now. The man chuckled before charging towards the car, his new weapon raised above his head, screaming incoherently.
 
   Mortimer ran after him, keeping his distance. Although he didn’t want the dead things to overpower the man, he had no intention of becoming Daniel’s unintentional victim. The knives flashed down, each one finding their target with unnerving accuracy. The dead stood no chance. The sun’s glint vanished from the blades as more black soup covered the metal.
 
   Panting, the man turned around; his blazing eyes found Mortimer. “I’m going to call my new weapon ‘Tony’.” He chuckled to himself.
 
   For the first time since leaving the house, Mortimer heard his brother’s voice hidden beneath the dense slabs of thick muscle. “Where the fuck did you learn to do that?”
 
   His brother’s reply never reached Mortimer’s ears. Daniel’s mouth opened, then the man dropped to the floor. A split second later, a single shot rang out. Mortimer yelped and followed his brother’s action. He rolled to the side, then got on his hands and knees and scurried over to the car. “What can you see?” he shouted, crashing into the asphalt as three more shots blasted out.
 
   His brother reached forward and grabbed Mortimer, pulling him behind the car. Despite the shooting, Daniel’s grin had not moved off his face. “What is wrong with you? Some bastard is trying to kill us!”
 
   “Then they aren’t doing a great job,” Daniel replied, sniggering. “Look, they’re only a block away.”
 
   Mortimer followed the man’s gaze and saw five veiled figures heading towards the car. Two carried long-barrelled rifles. Even from this distance, those crude things held in their arms looked as though they had been fashioned in somebody’s garage. He bit the inside of his mouth to stop himself from laughing. He’d already seen just how effective homemade weapons could be in the right hands. From behind him, Mortimer sensed a shadow moving. He turned his head, thinking that Daniel’s double-blade stick had not stopped every dead thing. 
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” he hissed, watching his brother standing up.
 
   “I thought that was obvious,” Daniel replied, looking down. “We need answers, and hiding like rabbits won’t bring them. Besides, if they wanted us dead, we would be. It’s that simple.”
 
   The five figures stopped moving when Daniel emerged from behind the car. Mortimer placed his sword on the hood of the vehicle and followed him out, keeping his eyes fixed on the two men holding the guns. He sighed when he saw that Daniel hadn’t dropped his weapon. 
 
   “Why did you run from the work camp?” demanded the lead veiled figure. The man took three steps forward until only a few meters separated him from Daniel. “We had an agreement, both of you were there.” He looked back at the others. “Have you any idea what the overlords would do to us all if they find us missing?”
 
   “I don’t even know who you are,” Daniel said.
 
   His words electrified the five strangers. The man in front staggered back and Mortimer’s heart leapt into his mouth when the other two men lifted the rifles. He now found both barrels aimed at his face.
 
   “Put those down!” screamed the man. He hurried forward. “Tell me who you two are,” he demanded. “Do it now, body thieves.”
 
   “Why don’t you tell us who you are?” asked Mortimer. “I don’t mean to sound impolite here, but do you always fire on strangers?”
 
   The lead man raised his hand. He took hold of the veil and pulled the material back. Mortimer found himself staring into Joseph’s eyes. 
 
   “No, no fucking way!”
 
   Joseph stepped forward. “I see that you recognize me? At least, you recognize one of me. Why don’t you tell me who you are, I mean the man inside the flesh of one of my friends.”
 
   Mortimer watched the other four men approach. He reached out and wrapped his fingers around his brother’s wrist. 
 
   Joseph smiled. “Don’t worry, although I know you don’t belong in those meat coats, even I can see that you’re not part of the security forces. I do know that you don’t belong here.”
 
   “Is this a game?” asked Mortimer, knowing that it wasn’t, that notion had left him when they left the house and he saw the look on his brother’s face as he dispatched those shambling dead monsters. Even in another body, that face expressed utter joy at making sure his enemies stayed on the ground. Daniel hated the shambling corpses as much as anyone, but he would much rather hide, or run away. This Daniel couldn’t wait to carve up the bastards.
 
   “It’ll be easier to show you.” Joseph looked back at their house. “Am I right to think that building holds some kind of hold over you two?”
 
   “We used to live there,” replied Daniel. “At least, we lived in a house like that one.”
 
   “Unreal,” grinned Joseph, “talk about providence. I think you two should follow me. It’ll be better if I show you.”
 
   An avalanche of questions lined up, each one demanding room in Mortimer’s increasingly confused head. Did this other Joseph know how close he’d come to having that smug grin sliced off his face? Mortimer saw Daniel’s expression and guessed that he felt the same way. He picked up the sword as the group passed the car and promised himself to bottle up his feelings, just like before.
 
   “Can you tell me anything,” he pressed, staring at Joseph’s back. “Anything at all?”
 
   The man spun around. “Sure, how about we start with the word luck. You see, I know all about you, my friend. At least, I know where you come from. I’ve never been there, but I do know that life is pretty shitty for the general population. You live in a huge city, right? Surrounded by high walls with millions of zombies surrounding you.”
 
   Mortimer nodded.
 
   “And you all would have joined the dead if it wasn’t for some tiny pills that keep you human?”
 
   Joseph’s grin chilled Mortimer’s blood.
 
   “Sounds like a horrible place to live. Still, it could be worse, you could live here.”
 
   “When are the shipments starting up?” one of the other men demanded.
 
   Mortimer stared at the man holding a rifle. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”
 
   “We need more pills!”
 
   Joseph took Mortimer’s arm. “Look at this, my friend.”
 
   He turned and saw two rows of long, single-storey buildings stretching out to the horizon. Mortimer looked back at the man. “What am I supposed to be looking at here?”
 
   “Should they be there?”
 
   “There should be fields here,” murmured Daniel.
 
   Joseph beamed. “Your friend is asking the right questions! You’re not on your world any more, my friend.” He pointed to a large black tower to the left of the buildings. “That vile-looking structure should be familiar?”
 
   Mortimer looked closely and slowly nodded. “Yeah, it looks like one of the corner buttresses from Government House.”
 
   “That’s because it is. That part of the building occupies the same space in three worlds, my friend. Your security forces streamed out of that building a few years ago. What was left of our population didn’t stand a chance against your brutality.”
 
   Mortimer stood back, almost stepping on the toes of his silent brother. “Where the fuck are we?”
 
   Joseph laughed. “Welcome to Food World! This is where all your meals come from, processed in those factories by your enslaved survivors. If we don’t work, we die, it’s as simple as that. Not only did you murder most of us, you brought your fucking plague across as well. We don’t get pills if we don’t work.”
 
   The two men raised their rifles again.
 
   “Now, why don’t we start with something simple, like your names?”
 
   The man’s voice lowered in tone. Mortimer watched one of the men tighten his finger on the trigger. Several black bears roared out in anger, the landscape blurred, every color washing out of the scene and flowing towards a single point – where the muzzle of the gun ended. It took his brains a moment to understand that the man had fired the gun, and yet the shell must have somehow travelled through his chest without leaving a mark.
 
   The colors compressed into a single spear of golden light before flowing up the barrel. He tried to turn around, to see his brother, but could not even move his neck.
 
   His eyes closed involuntarily; as soon his sight changed from a million shades of grey to pitch black, Mortimer picked up the sound of a quiet voice by his ear. The words wouldn’t mesh but the comforting pitch helped him to lose some of the tenseness in his muscles.
 
   “Stay quiet and try not to move. They kill you here and now if they know you’re conscious.”
 
   Mortimer opened one eye a crack. The voice could wait for a moment. Several breathing bodies, the sense of movement as well as being unable to move his arms and legs, gave him enough information to tell him that his situation had taken a turn for the worse.
 
   He watched the florescent light above him slide past while listening to the heavy breathing. That voice belonged to his ‘old friend’ Joseph. He opened both eyes and stared at the man, noting the slight differences between this one and the Joseph from the other place. No matter how hard he tried, Mortimer could not believe that he had somehow just travelled to a parallel world. The whole idea was too ridiculous for words. Even so, what else did that leave? Mortimer had already dismissed the idea that he’d been wondering about in a digital reality. His brain hurt.
 
   “The others are really pissed with you, Joseph. I mean pissed enough to have your rank stripped.”
 
   Mortimer summoned enough strength to lift his head until the strap around his neck tightened. His restricted view showed three figures above him, two walking beside this trolley, and a white-coated figure pushing another trolley. Mortimer assumed that the other trolley held his brother.
 
   “The only one who sounds pissed, my friend, is you.”
 
   The recognition didn’t take long to arrive. Anyone who watched television would have known the other man opposite Joseph. Rossini looked smaller in real life. Mortimer closed his eyes and tried to slow his heat beat down.
 
   “At this rate, Joseph, you’ll end up as bait on one of my shows.”
 
   “Threaten me one more time and you’ll be the one who’ll find himself hung upside down over one of your zombie pits.” The man put his hand over Mortimer’s wrists. “I have no respect for the others, Rossini, they’ll never see sense. You though, come on, you saw what happened to Martin when we attached him to the drip. It didn’t work for him, why do you believe that these two will be any different?”
 
   Mortimer’s eyes snapped open at the sound of automatic gunfire. The large man standing above him was too busy looking behind him to notice that his prisoner had regained consciousness.
 
   “We have no other choice, that’s why. They’re turning faster than we can stop it. The pills are failing. We need a concentred supply, it’s that simple.”
 
   “It isn’t that simple, you stupid fat fool. Thinking outside of the box is all that is required.”
 
   “You’re a fucking idiot,” Rossini snapped. “Your thinking outside of the box almost killed us all. What possessed you to reopen the gates to both Source World as well as Food World? Thanks to your meddling, we’ve lost a lot of people, including some of my prized contestants.”
 
   “Is that all you think about, Rossini?”
 
   The big man shrugged. “If it wasn’t for the games, we’d have a revolution on our hands. Look, you’ve tried and failed to sort this, Joseph. Let me try.”
 
   The trolley stopped. Mortimer found himself being pushed into a bright but small room. The steel bars on the only other door in the room told Mortimer enough about this place.
 
   “Get them prepared, Joseph. I’ll go see if I can hold the dogs off your back for a few more hours. You can thank me later.”
 
   Rossini and the two attendants left the three of them alone. Mortimer waited for Joseph to unbuckle the neck strap before looking to see if Daniel was okay. When he sat up, Mortimer saw his brother’s eyes staring back at him.
 
   “I wanted to stay there. I don’t like being this fat loser.”
 
   “You two are the most important people on the planet. The most important people on all three worlds.” Joseph finished unbuckling Mortimer’s straps before hurrying over to Daniel’s trolley. “You certainly are not a loser, young man.”
 
   “Is it true, Joseph, I mean about enslaving the population?”
 
   “Of course it isn’t, Daniel. Is that what they told you? Look, it is true that we inadvertently brought the plague to them. I can’t tell you how much guilt I feel about that.” The man paused. “All those deaths.”
 
   Mortimer watched the man closely; now that he’d seen the other Joseph, he began to see just how alike they were, not only in their appearance but in their mannerisms as well. Something about Joseph’s reaction felt somehow false. He looked away and gazed at the door that led to the corridor. What did it matter anyway?
 
   They both had used Martin’s name in the past tense. It didn’t take a genius to work out what that meant. This drip thing brought up an image of a huge mechanical vampire that would drain them both dry. They didn’t have much longer to live.
 
   “Why not just move there, Joseph?” asked Daniel. “From what I saw, there weren’t many dead things.”
 
   “Don’t you think we tried? There are only a few who can make the physical shift between worlds.” He gently tapped Mortimer’s head. “Those devices only took your mind across, your bodies stayed here.”
 
   It all sounded so plausible until Mortimer remembered what Rossini said about people disappearing through gates. “Are you sure about that, Joseph? I heard what that bastard said to you in the hallway.”
 
   “Yeah, great, I’ve managed to open a couple of random holes that appear and disappear. Well guess what?” Joseph cried. “I haven’t a fucking clue how I did it.” He raced over to the door and locked it. “We need to get you two away from here,” he muttered, walking back and forth. “They just don’t get it, none of them do. Then again, what else should I expect from that bunch of clowns.” He stared at Mortimer. “I might be able to work out how to control the jumps, I just need more time.” He laughed, “That’s one luxury that none of us have right now. I still need to find a cure.”
 
   Mortimer’s heart skipped a beat. “Wait, you said we were supposed to be the saviors of the human race.”
 
   “Both of you are immune, but the compound in you won’t replicate in another body. That’s why we need to keep taking the fucking pills. It’s like wrapping tape around a leaking pipe. Now, even that is beginning to fail.”
 
   “What’s going to happen to us?” Mortimer wasn’t sure that he really wanted to know the answer to his question.
 
   “The others in the council believe that completely draining you in one go and transfusing a selected few will somehow produce a cure. I didn’t vote for this, believe me.”
 
   “Oh fuck that,” muttered Daniel. “I’d rather you didn’t. I want my blood to stay in my body.”
 
   Joseph sat on the side of Mortimer’s trolley and pulled out a brown plastic bottle. Mortimer knew immediately what they were. Those pills were the main cause of Daniel’s fuck up. Mortimer watched Joseph unscrew the lid and pour out a small pile into the palm of his hand. 
 
   “There’s a reason why I plugged you both into those devices, you know.” Joseph poured a pile into Mortimer’s palm and repeated the action with Daniel. “Don’t stare at them. Eat the bloody things.”
 
   Mortimer watched his brother tip his head back and shove them into his mouth. Joseph did the same. Within a couple of seconds, his brother’s body faded away, and his sheet fell from the trolley. He heard footsteps coming down the hallway. “What the fuck have I got myself into,” he muttered, watching Joseph’s body vanish too. He opened his mouth and pushed every pill inside.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Kenny slid down the filthy wall. The smooth, solid surface felt fine against his aching back. Every muscle and tendon cried out for rest. He wrinkled his nose as the odor of rotten meat filled his nostrils as he sank to the floor.
 
   “That’s bad,” he whispered.
 
   Some distant voice casually informed him the wall’s thin coating of gelatinous black fluid now covered his clothes and his palms.
 
   Not that he cared. That voice could fuck off. Kenny no longer gave a shit about anything. Why should he let something as irrelevant as that concern him now that he could count the grains of sand left in his hourglass? Thanks to his dark friend, the sickness bubbling up to the surface, Kenny knew he only had a few more minutes left to enjoy his life.
 
   Steady footfalls on the tiled floor broke him from his stupor. He slowly lifted his head and followed the sound until he saw the figure of his darling sister making her way back from wherever she’d gone. His apathy vanished and Kenny suddenly wished that she wasn’t coming back. He didn’t want her around when he did change. No matter how hard he tried, Kenny couldn’t move his limbs. It felt as if the stinking, cold jelly coating his skin and clothes fastened him to the wall and floor like strong glue. 
 
   How long did he have left? Kenny couldn’t answer that; hell, he had enough problems even remembering his sister’s name. Searching through his memories required way too much concentration. 
 
   She held something in her left hand. For a moment, his hopes heightened, until he realized his memories were in the wrong order. She wasn’t coming back with more of the drug. Just to be sure though, Kenny managed to lift his head enough to see a ceiling above him and not the sky.
 
   The woman did have something clasped tight in her hand though. What the fuck is her name?
 
   It wasn’t more drugs, so it couldn’t be that important. Kenny ground his teeth together and stared at an irregularly shaped blood spatter on the wall in front of him. His sister wouldn’t leave him, that much he did know. That meant he’d have to force the sickness back down, push the craving into a wooden box, close the lid and lock the bastard. He’d done it before, he could do it again.
 
   He couldn’t allow his dead body to hurt her. Kenny took a deep breath, hoping that he’d be able to control himself. He turned his head and smiled at her.
 
   She’s called Diane.
 
   He grinned wider. He could do it, all it took was willpower and focus. Those two abilities were in very short supply; his mind wouldn’t stay on track for more than a few seconds. Wasn’t that the sad truth? Even the shock of stumbling across Rossini’s rotting corpse hadn’t fazed him.
 
   “Not that it was the big fat bastard,” he muttered.
 
   Even in his fucked up mental state, he knew that it couldn’t have been him. This whole notion of hers of being pulled into another world, some sort of alternate dimension, had bullshit written all over it. The idea was just too ridiculous for words.
 
   It had to be a doll, a prop, made up to look like that nasty fucker. It all made much more sense than them travelling to another world.
 
   “How are you doing, Kenny?” His sister stopped by him and crouched down. “I’m sorry for taking so long. You’re not going to believe what I discovered though. It has seriously blown my mind.”
 
   Her face had lost its usual color. She looked almost as bad as he felt. Kenny stared at her wide eyes, wondering if she’d seen a ghost. Diane shuffled forward, gently opened his fingers, then placed her find in his palm. His initial thought was she’d given him a wooden ruler, until he turned the object around and found letters carved into the dark wood. The letters spelled his sister’s full name, “What the fuck is this?”
 
   “Yeah, I thought the same words. The grime, different colors on the walls, and the unusual furniture threw me at first; even so, at the back of my mind, something told me that I should know this building.” She paused and took in a deep breath. “Oh, I know this place alright, Kenny. I work here. This is Government House, or another version of the place.” She pulled the name plate out of his hand. “I found my office and this was on the floor, next to the desk. By the looks of the dust, my other self hadn’t been around for a long time. It felt as though somebody was walking across my grave while I looked through the office. I’m not sure if I would have wanted to meet my other self.” She shivered. “From what I found, it didn’t look like she was as pleasant as me.”
 
   Kenny rubbed the back of his neck, frowning at how soft his flesh felt under his fingertips. Could this be a part of the process, of his inevitable transformation from alive to living dead? Get the fuck away, I refuse to let you beat me. He squeezed his eyes as tight as he could until his vision exploded into a sea of colored points of light.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   He nodded while turning away from Diane so he could open his eyes. “Listen to what you are saying, Diane.” He already knew that she’d decided to believe this ridiculous story. Just as he knew that no amount of denial on his part would change her mind. Kenny knew that this whole set up had to be one big fake, it was the only scenario that made any sense. “It’s Rossini, he’s just fucking with your head, Diane. It’s what he does. You of all people should know that, considering you’re in the same business of bullshit propaganda.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
   Kenny shifted his tired body, pleased to see his goading had provoked the desired reaction. “Exactly how it sounded. You’re all one big happy family, sitting in your ivory towers, feeding the workers bullshit every day, laughing as we all slowly die in misery.” Her eyes blazed. Good. A furious sister meant she wouldn’t notice that his body was dying, she might even storm off and leave him here.
 
   “I’m not going to rise to this, Kenny.” She leaned closer to his face. “You forget who you’re talking to. I know you better than anyone.” Diane stroked the side of his cheek with the back of her hand,
 
   Her touch felt like he’d pressed the side of his face against a hot plate. Her warmth stirred a desire that he’d already tried to suppress. “Just go, leave me alone,” he snapped.
 
   “Not going to happen, Kenny. So stop it with the lies.” She grabbed a handful of his coat and pulled him towards her. “Come with me.”
 
   He had no choice but to allow her to drag him back along the hallway. The expression of a pouting teenage etched on Diane’s face brought back nostalgic memories of the fights they used to have back before everything turned to shit. All those petty arguments over who had stolen the TV remote; accusing each other of badmouthing their closest friends; even leaving the kitchen cupboard door open could have brought them close to a fight. 
 
   What he would give to go back to those days. Even if Diane did get her way most of the time, Kenny always took solace in climbing into his warn, soft bed, complete with clean sheets, and falling asleep while wishing his sister would fall under a speeding car.
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   He reached forward and wrapped his arms around her. “You are,” he replied. “Diane, I’m sorry, but come on, think about it. What else could this be but a studio?”
 
   Diane wriggled out of his grasp and wrapped her fingers around his thin wrist. “I have lost count of the times when I wanted to slap you, Kenny. You really can’t see the wood for the trees, you know that?” She turned around and stormed back down the hallway, dragging him behind her. 
 
   Kenny’s stomach rolled at the sight of the body lying in front of the door. Looking at it with fresh eyes, he saw that there was no way that could be anything other than a rotting human corpse.
 
   She stopped directly in front of the body, released his wrist and glared at Kenny. “Look at it, just look. It’s a dead body and it’s Rossini. Stop glossing over the facts and wake up.” Diane booted it viciously in the side then jumped back as foul gases burst from the ruptured skin. “What did I do that for?” she muttered whilst covering her mouth.
 
   Kenny spun around and ran over to the wall, desperately trying to keep his stomach where it belonged. That stench had followed him; he slammed his hand over his mouth and nose and waited for it to leave him, sinking to the floor. He paused and lifted his head when he realized that the smell was coming from all around him. Kenny saw his sister pressed up against the shut door and slowly twisted his head.
 
   Several figures, all dressed in rags, stared at them. They charged forward and took hold of his struggling sister. Two men broke off from the group and approached him. Kenny offered no resistance; his body had used its last reserve of strength running away from Rossini’s corpse.
 
   The two men wrapped their thick fingers around his limbs, gently pulled him up off the floor, and carried him over to his sister. Kenny’s rolling stomach refused to calm down. Where these people had come from, what they had planned for him and Diane, didn’t even get a mention. All Kenny could think of was why anyone could smell so vile and not do something about it. Despite living in a world where the stench of death dominated every other aroma, the smell coming from these individuals was seriously making him ill.
 
   The largest man holding his legs stopped and let go. He nodded to the woman holding his shoulders and she bent down and placed him gently on the floor. The woman then skirted past him and hurried to rejoin the others. “I’m sorry,” said the blonde man. “We can’t take you any further. You’re too far gone.”
 
   Kenny watched him pull his ragged clothing to one side to reveal a dark blue jacket. The man reached inside and pulled out a long, thin knife. “No,” he muttered. “Don’t kill me.”
 
   The man sighed. “It’s too late, you must know that already.” He shook his head. “I should end you right now. We both know that your pain will only last for a second, then you’ll be at peace forever.” He stood up and replaced the knife. “I can’t though, you’re still alive. I’m not a murderer. I’ll be back though, very soon. It’s not like you’re going anywhere.”
 
   Kenny crawled over to the wall and sat against it, watching the man leave and taking that foul smell with him. He heard the sounds of his sister’s voice cut off in the middle of an abusive sentence. By the sounds of it, they must have muffled her. “I’m sorry, Diane,” he whispered. “I should have listened to you.” The man was right, he wouldn’t be able to stop his body from changing. He should have realized that when he felt the flesh at the back of his neck. At best, he had a few minutes of life left. He fell forwards and crawled to the closest open door. If he was going to turn, at least he should try to lock himself away so he wouldn’t hurt anybody else. 
 
   This was it, the end of the line for his mind. His body was beginning to shut down. Already he could no longer feel his legs. Kenny used the last of his strength to drag his body into the closest corner, feeling hot tears run down his cheeks. He didn’t want to die, and he didn’t want to turn into one of those monsters either. “You fucking idiot,” he wailed. Kenny hadn’t even shut the door. The muscles in his arms went as lifeless as the ones on his legs; he couldn’t even more his fingers.
 
   His body didn’t even react when he heard shuffling footsteps outside the door, accompanied by the sound of low moaning. That was one noise that Kenny had hoped to never hear again. “Oh fuck, no. Not that,” he whispered. “Please, can’t you just leave me alone?” He gritted his teeth and mentally screamed out, ordering his body to obey his last ever instruction to move. Some movement did return, just enough for him to pull himself a few more inches towards a wooden desk in the middle of the room. If he could just get close enough, all he had to do was roll under it, he’d be safe then.
 
   He heard another moan. This one came from him when the meager light in the room vanished. Kenny rolled onto his side. A silhouette was framed in the doorway. His weakened eyes could make out no details. Kenny couldn’t even tell if it used to be male or female. Not that it mattered, since when did gender make a difference to the dead? Kenny continued to stare, keeping his head still and attempted not to breathe too heavily. Even if he did only have a few minutes to live, he had no intention of ending up as food for one of those things.
 
   Kenny whimpered as it jerked its head to the side before taking one clumsy step into the room. A low growl uttered deep from the thing’s throat as it shambled further into the room, heading straight for his location. He tried to roll out of the way as it dropped to its hands and knees, but the table leg was fast against his back. He was too weak to move in any other direction.
 
   Its reaching fingers snagged Kenny’s leg. He screamed out in agony as its ragged fingernails dug into the back of his ankle before sinking its teeth into Kenny’s calf. The pain was unlike anything he had ever experienced. Kenny slammed his teeth tight, and kicked out with his other leg. His foot crashed into the thing’s face. It let go of him and flew backwards, the back of its head hitting the corner of the metal table.
 
   It bounced back and landed between his legs, finally still. “Fuck you, dead thing,” he snarled. Not that he felt all that triumphant. His warm blood streamed out of the wound and pooled under his leg. “If I wasn’t fucked before, I am now.” He slowly lifted his damaged leg, a little surprised that he was able to move at all considering he’d truly believed that his strength had left him never to return. Kenny put it down to the adrenalin still coursing through his body. The blood had already started to clot. Then again, Kenny had always been a fast healer.
 
   He dragged his body away from the dead thing and tried to stand up, intending to close that door. Kenny didn’t want anything else to come in nor did he want to escape after his change. 
 
   Why didn’t you let it eat you?
 
   That would have solved his dilemma in one fell swoop. Kenny wouldn’t be able to hurt or bite anyone. Hell, it would have been the perfect solution. “I don’t want to die, that’s why!” he sobbed. Kenny spun around. “No fucking dead bastard is going feast on my …” his words dried up when he finally saw the zombie’s face. Kenny’s emotions detonated.
 
   “This can’t be happening to me! I really can’t take any more of this.” He fell against the door frame and squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out the image of his dead sister lying on the floor, her face frozen in a snarl.
 
   “I’m so sorry for doubting you, Diane,” he whispered. The truth of the situation finally sank in. He listened to the only sound in the room, his heart, steadily beating against his ribs, distantly wondering how long it would be now until even that silenced. Still, at least the door was shut. When he did change, his body wouldn’t be able to harm anybody. Kenny would be trapped in this room, with the body of his replica dead sister, forever.
 
   The bite must have accelerated his change. Kenny felt at peace now, having finally accepted his fate. He looked across at the body, feeling the desire to crawl over there and lie with her. It was ridiculous; the thoughts going through his mind were of him holding the body tight against his while his body heat warmed her up.
 
   He smiled at the fantasy of him now being able to breathe life into some truly dead thing. He couldn’t even save himself, never mind attempt the impossible of bringing the dead back to the land of the living.
 
   “Why am I still alive?” Kenny lifted both his arms with ease. The pain in his leg had left him, and only a dull throb remained. He peered at the drying blood and shook his head in confusion. He found himself standing up and grabbing the door handle. The urge to lock himself away had vanished along with the pain and tiredness.
 
   Kenny grabbed the doorframe and launched himself out of the room, falling against the opposite wall. “I’m not yet dead.” He turned his head and the other corpse caught his eye. He began to limp towards the body, not sure why it attracted him. “I’m not dead,” he repeated softly. None of this made much sense. After a bite, he should have changed within a few seconds. 
 
   His grinned faded, then vanished when he stopped a couple of feet from the corpse, his legs finally locking up and refusing to move another inch. This wasn’t him changing into a dead thing. Kenny already knew how that felt. Every muscle in his body lost cohesion and he collapsed onto the floor. Before he smacked into the filthy tiles, something inside Kenny’s mind detonated, filling his vision with blinding white light.
 
   What the fuck is happening to me?
 
   The intense white light faded like the dying bulb in a flashlight, leaving him staring at a medley of vivid colors coating the tile beneath his face. He’d never seen anything so profound in his life. Kenny found that he could lift his head. He blinked and gazed around the hallway, staring in wonder at the explosion of color threatening to overwhelm his dizzy mind. The muted greys and washed-out browns no longer existed for him.
 
   Kenny rolled onto his back, smiling at the shape of a dancing woman he saw in the black mold covering the ceiling. He sat up and blinked again. The intensity of the scenery had now lost some of its vibrancy. There was no time to mourn the loss, as the foul stench coming from the bloated corpse rolled over every other sensation. He whipped his head away and scuttled back towards the open door. Kenny stopped moving as soon as the smell became more tolerable.
 
   Was this a second chance? He closed his mouth and breathed in through his nose. The putrefying stench still filled his senses but now he detected the taint of wet mold, the sour smell coming from his own body, and something else: it reminded him of oranges. Kenny smiled; he detected the trace of his sister’s perfume in the air. This was unreal, it was like his senses had just reactivated back to their default setting, before the sickness stripped had stripped them away.
 
   Everything was so bright, so new. “I’ve been reborn,” he uttered, tasting the words, knowing that they were true. His sickness had gone forever. He jumped to his feet and leaned down to examine his leg. His blood had soaked into the fabric, and was still wet to the touch, but as he rolled up his trousers, all he saw was an ugly scar. “Fuck me, am I really cured?”
 
   Kenny chuckled to himself. “And there’s me berating my sister for having an overactive imagination.” He stopped and slowly lifted up his head when another familiar smell crept into his nose. “I’d forgotten all about you,” he said, watching the blond-haired man stop a few feet away from him. Kenny saw the knife in his left hand. He had meant his words about coming back to finish the job.
 
   “I’m sorry, mate, but you’re no longer needed.” Confusion flashed across the man’s face. Kenny didn’t wait for him to assimilate this new information. He rushed forward, shocked but ecstatic at his new agility. He’d forgotten what it felt like to actually move without his muscles complaining. The man’s knife clattered onto the tiles when Kenny slammed his hand into the wall. “Sorry about that, I didn’t want you to get any funny ideas.” 
 
   The man cried out. He wrestled his arm out of Kenny’s grip, spun around, and ran back the way he came.
 
   Kenny bent down and picked up the knife, turning it around in his hands. Just like the man, this blade stunk of whatever foul stuff they used to coat their bodies with. He wrinkled his nose, wishing that his sense of smell wasn’t so acute now. Could this be some sort of camouflage? 
 
   He’d heard of other people trying to do the same in his world, covering their bodies in rotting flesh in the hope that the shambling dead would think that they were like them. As far as he knew, the idea had not worked. The dead always knew who was dead and who wasn’t. Kenny remembered that time in the alley, just before his sister had returned. He had actually felt the thoughts of the reanimated. He lifted the knife up and held it against the light. 
 
   Perhaps these guys had figured out another way to avoid the dead things. Instead of trying to blend in, what if they had discovered an odor that deterred them instead. Kenny chuckled. Wouldn’t that be a kicker if these guys had found a formula for a zombie repellent? Maybe that wasn’t all that these guys had worked out. How had they managed to stay human without taking the tablets or having shots? He was pretty sure that he’d have noticed them lining up outside a medi-center. At least, his nose would have.
 
   Kenny set off after the guy, intending to find out. He pushed aside the nagging doubt that perhaps he wasn’t really cured, that somehow the virus in the zombie’s blood had reacted to whatever chemicals that Rossini had pumped into him and given him an unexpected high.
 
   “Will you stop it, Kenny,” he muttered. No matter how much he tried to flush away the uncertainty, the doubt refused to leave. It only increased when he found himself beginning to tire. “Come on, Kenny, admit it, you’re just lying to yourself.” He leaned against the wall and took a deep breath, wondering what the chances were of bumping into his alternate sister. It must be astronomical. “Oh shit, this really must be a television studio and he’s just killed his own sister. The fuckers must have turned her as soon as he was out of sight.”
 
   “Fuck you all!” he screamed, gripping the knife tight. “I refuse to play your game.” He saw his reflection in the tip of the blade. No more messing about, no more doubt. Kenny would kill them all if he had to. He stormed down the hallway, just praying for one of the bastards to show their face. They were going to tell him what was happening here, even if he had to cut the information out of them.
 
   He slowed down at the sight of another door set into the featureless grey wall. Was anyone in there? He stopped outside the door and pressed his ear against the wood. He heard nothing. Kenny opened it carefully, sniffing as the smell of old paper rushed out.
 
   It didn’t feel like anyone was inside. Even so, Kenny wasn’t going to take any chances. He needed to find those people. He growled softly, hoping that at least one of them would be in here. Kenny pushed open the door and entered, gazing at the dusty metal shelves bolted to the wall. At first, he thought that he’d come full circle. This storeroom was identical to the one they’d emerged into. He reached out and picked up a sheet of paper from the shelf next to him. Kenny stiffened and spun around; he saw that he wasn’t alone, but it wasn’t one of the survivors. The individual lurching out of the gloom had been dead for a long time, judging by its appearance.
 
   The dried-up corpse took three painful steps towards him. Kenny waited for it to move again, to let it get closer for him before putting the thing out of its misery. The zombie didn’t continue its progress. Instead the thing turned around and shuffled back the way it had come. He looked down at the blade, feeling as though he’d just been cheated out of his kill. “What the fuck are you doing?” he asked.
 
   It paused but then continued to shamble away. This made no sense at all. Why had it not gone for him? Could it have been the knife? Was the taint clinging to the blade enough to make it turn back? There was one way of finding out. He placed the knife on the shelf next to his head and walked over to the corpse. “Come on then, you fucker,” he snarled. “Show me what you’re made of.” It didn’t react. Instead, the creature disappeared back into the shadows, shambling through a gap between the shelving on the other side of the storeroom. Kenny reached for the knife and followed it, noticing that the room was a lot larger than he’d thought. There were another two rows of shelving in here, all full of bundled-up papers.
 
   The door behind him moved an inch. He ran forward and peered out into the hallway, catching sight of the others running past the room, all armed with weapons ranging from garden tools to shotguns. He looked at his knife and knew he wouldn’t last long in a pitched battle with that lot. Kenny jumped back when he saw two of them stop.
 
   “That door should be closed,” one of them said. Kenny followed the dead thing further into the room. At least he would be able to handle that. He listened as they passed over the threshold. He didn’t think they could see him, unless their eyesight was better suited to dim conditions. Kenny gripped the knife tighter, swearing silently when he heard them move towards the gap in the bookcase.
 
   He almost yelled out as the desiccated face of the dead thing appeared right in front of him. Kenny jumped to the side and watched in utter confusion as it headed towards the two men. They saw it at the same time and both fired. The explosion of both weapons in the small room almost blew out Kenny’s eardrums. He watched their mouths open and close before running back into the hallway.
 
   Kenny stepped over the now headless corpse and waited for the ringing in his head to lessen before looking out of the open door. They had disappeared, and so had much of his anger. 
 
   “Yet, I’m still not dead,” he muttered, stepping out into the corridor. No matter what explanations his tired brain came up with, he couldn’t escape the simple fact that, by now, he should have turned into a shambling corpse. No bitten victim had survived longer than a few minutes after one of those things had sunk its teeth into them.
 
   He needed to find out where they had taken Diane. Nothing else mattered. Kenny should just accept the simple fact that he hadn’t turned into one of those things and drop it. After he found his sister, then he could work it out. Fuck it, he’d just ask Diane, she’d know what to do.
 
   Kenny could hear the sound of their receding feet. It was tempting to follow them, just to see what they thought of his condition. Fuck knows what the blond man must have told them. He turned and silently made his way the opposite direction instead. His sister’s safety took priority. 
 
   The walls on both sides spread out until he found himself standing in what resembled a large hall. Hundreds of candles were fastened to the walls, their yellow glow giving the rough plaster a dull golden cast. Kenny started when a shadow under one of the candles groaned. Kenny stared into the gloom; he was no longer alone. Unlike those clowns he’d avoided, these slumped individuals weren’t at all concerned that a stranger was now in their midst. His eyes moved from one heaped mound of bundled and tattered rags to the next. Were they sleeping? 
 
   Kenny approached the first slumped body, hoping that he hadn’t made a mistake here. What if they weren’t alive and he’d just stumbled into a room full of resting dead things? He looked behind him, checking to see if he hadn’t passed any more doors on his way in here. There was nothing but two unbroken lines of grey wall, so those others must have come from here. Kenny slowed down and leaned a couple of inches forwards, trying to see any signs of life beneath those folds of filthy brown rags. A single bright blue eye stared back at him.
 
   “Do I know you?”
 
   He guessed that the girl wrapped inside those rags couldn’t have been much older than sixteen, yet her voice didn’t sound right. The tone was all wrong, as if spoken by an old woman, or somebody zoned out. “Do you know when the others will be back?” he asked, keeping his voice steady. The girl stared back at him. After a moment, he decided that her word quota must have been used up by asking her first question. Perhaps he’d have better luck from the next pile of clothing. 
 
   “What about you, buddy?” he asked, looked down at a man that, Kenny guessed, was a few years older than him. “Can you help me out, or would you prefer me to kick the shit out of you instead? Believe me, I can’t think of anything I’d rather do.”
 
   The man’s eyes flickered. He looked up at Kenny and giggled. “Those bastards must have spiked my recovery vial. You can’t really here, Kenny,” he replied. “We both know that you died years ago, in the first purge.” The man shivered. “Get out of here, leave my mind.”
 
   Kenny’s stomach lurched when he realized that this man was Nathan Riley, the data operator who’d occupied the cubicle next to him. It wasn’t Nathan, just as the zombie that took a bite out of his leg wasn’t really his sister. This really was a complete mind fuck. “Where did they take the girl?”
 
   The man closed his eyes. “Get out of my head!” he screamed.
 
   Kenny spun around and looked for a way out; his eyes settled on a large closed doorway on the other side of the hall. He ran to it and barged through the doors.
 
   “Who the fuck are you?”
 
   Kenny stopped dead. He saw two men dressed in dark blue overalls, both glaring at him, and both holding an arm of his sister, Diane.
 
   “I’ll ask you one more time, you little bastard …”
 
   Kenny didn’t give the man who barked out the question the chance to finish his sentence. He charged forward, sweeping the blade in a low arc. The knife cut through the man’s overall. Kenny shouted in triumph as the man fell back, clutching his stomach. The other man dropped the bludgeon he held in his other hand before running through the open doors.
 
   Diane turned. “Oh my God!” she sobbed. “I thought I’d never see you again.” She spun around and launched a kick at the man on the floor. “You utter bastard!” she screamed. Then she turned back to Kenny and fell into his open arms. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you, Kenny.”
 
   He held her tight, enjoying her warmth. He had a pretty good idea what those two clowns were about to do to Diane. “I’m just glad I got here in time.” Her shiver travelled through his arms.
 
   “So am I,” she replied. Diane looked into his eyes. “But, this makes no sense. How come you’re not …”
 
   “Why am I not dead? I have no idea.” He gently pushed her back and pointed at his leg. “I should be dead, Diane, considering I was bitten by a dead thing shortly after those bastards took you away.” He decided not to mention that it had been her duplicate that had done the deed. Somehow, he didn’t think that would go down too well.
 
   The blood drained from her face. She staggered back. “Oh fuck! No, no way.”
 
   He sighed. “Diane, it’s okay, really it is, I haven’t felt this great for ages.” He smiled. “I’m fine, really I am.”
 
   She took one step towards him. “When, when did you say this happened?”
 
   Kenny shrugged, watching the man on the floor lift his head. Judging from his expression, he expected Kenny to start craving raw human flesh as well. “Like I said, about twenty minutes ago.”
 
   She crouched down and lifted his trouser leg. “This really is a day for the impossible.” Diane looked up. “And you feel okay?”
 
   “Best I’ve felt for a long time. I’d forgotten what normal felt like, Diane.” He pulled her onto her feet. “Maybe it’s time to leave now?”
 
   “Wait, Kenny.” She pointed over at another door in the corner of the room. 
 
   He hadn’t even noticed it. Unlike the rest of the doors, this one had three thick bars set into the thick wood. Another face stared out from behind the bars. 
 
   “They’ll be back, you know,” Diane whispered.
 
   He nodded, keeping his eyes on the other man. “I know you.” Kenny sighed, like that meant anything now, considering how their little trip had blown away his sense of reality.
 
   “I’m Tony,” the guy replied. “Can you get me out of here please?”
 
   Diane pushed past Kenny and pulled back the heavy bolt. “Kenny, we really do need to move.” She looked at the door. “Those two were only supposed to lock me in here, but apparently they read more into that command.”
 
   Tony stood directly in front of Kenny and looked him up and down. “Is it all true, I mean did you really survive a bite?” He grinned. “This must be providence.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s so nice to hear,” hissed Diane. “How the hell do we get out of here?”
 
   Kenny turned to see the two men framed in the open doorway, smiling. Behind them, he saw five rifles and two pistols pointed at their heads. Although he’d somehow survived a zombie bite, Kenny doubted that his body would survive half a dozen blasts. “Can we talk about this?”
 
   “Tell me how you’re still living?” asked the blonde man.
 
   Kenny felt Tony push something into the palm of his hand.
 
   “Swallow these, Kenny,” whispered Tony. “This day of miracles isn’t over just yet.”
 
   Kenny looked at the two tablets rolling about in the palm of his hands and resisted the urge to question the man. He saw the crowd part and saw another Tony push past them. Kenny threw the tablets down his throat, seeing his sister and Tony do the same. The room around them screamed into a medley of multi-colored water.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Stephen Haney gripped his forefinger, grinning when the bones cracked.
 
   “Do you have to do that?” hissed his wife. “You know how much that annoys me.” She shook her head, biting her bottom lip. “We won’t get them if you’re not quiet.”
 
   He stared back at her, waiting for her to turn away. He wasn’t going to let the old bag beat him in another staring contest. Stephen gripped his index finger and pulled; it didn’t crack but the woman still glared. “You’re the one who’s talking,” he whispered.
 
   “You’re pathetic,” she snapped, spinning around.
 
   He didn’t bother biting. What was the point? He’d won this bout. As for being pathetic, Stephen believed that they both looked like complete idiots, dressed in these bright yellow jumpsuits. He resembled a banana while his wife looked more like a lemon. He resisted the urge to chuckle. The analogy suited her, the sour-faced old bitch. How the hell she’d managed to pour her fat ass into the costume was beyond him. He could only assume that the material must be super stretchy. He doubted that it would be of much use after she’d finished with it, except maybe for use as a car cover.
 
   “What are you giggling at?”
 
   “Nothing,” he replied, instinctively inching away from her fat arms. If she got too pissed, Natalie could easily knock him into next week with her deadly swipes. “Can you see the others yet?” he said, hoping that the change of subject would stop her from digging any further.
 
   She leaned further out from the pretend rock outcropping; it took a tremendous amount of self-control not to chuckle when she almost toppled over. Just the thought of her spinning around and bashing him with the studded club gripped in her other hand was enough to keep his big mouth shut. His wife was obviously having the time of her life in here. Not that it showed. Natalie had gotten her outward dark glower down to a fine art; only he could tell how the woman truly felt. That came with being married to her for over twenty years. He silently sighed, wondering where the time had gone. It only seemed like a week since one of the most powerful women in the city took an instant shine to the shy office boy, working away in some forgotten area of the government records office.
 
   Stephen’s boss frightened the crap out of everybody, with good reason. Natalie’s family had connections right to the very top of the government. On his first day of employment, his supervisor and his new friend Edverd Rossini had taken pains to educate him on the proper etiquette whenever the woman paid a visit down to the records office. Rossini had mentioned, in passing, that it hardly ever happened though; she didn’t care what happened down in the bowels of the building, and had only come down there twice in the two years he’d been working there.
 
   It took the entire workforce of thirty by utter surprise when the feared woman plus her gaggle of executives entered the records office a few hours later. Stephen remembered how the tall, dark-haired woman just stood there, like a tall marble statue, pinning the workers down with her huge brown eyes. Thankfully, he was standing behind Rossini when she’d appeared, so Stephen believed that she wouldn’t notice him. Blending into the background had always been his speciality. Being unnoticed gave him the advantage of observing how other people reacted; his other talent was the ability to usually guess what other people were thinking. He had little problem in seeing how everybody was terrified of this beautiful woman and how she patently played up to the image of the hard-faced boss. Behind that steely exterior, Stephen saw something else, a softer side. He had sighed, wondering why he was trying to get beneath her image. It wasn’t as if she’d be back down here anytime soon.
 
   Like a bird of prey detecting a mouse scurrying through a field, Natalie Devonshire’s head had jerked away from his supervisor’s terrified face, her hard eyes gazing past Rossini and settling on Stephen. She then did something that obviously shocked everyone else in the room. Natalie smiled at the new boy. Stephen’s instincts told him immediately that the woman was flirting. He took a risk and smiled back at her, watching the woman walk towards him, parting the assembled workers like Moses parting the Red Sea.
 
   From the body language screaming from every one of his fellow workers, Stephen had obviously broken some kind of cardinal rule about not mixing with the ones who ruled the floors above. He guessed that he should have just dropped his eyes to the floor and waited for her to scrutinize another poor worker. Stephen kept his gaze on her eyes, trying his best not to let his eyes wander down to the woman’s large breasts. This was so stupid, he was actually fantasizing about screwing her. Well maybe not that dumb, Natalie Devonshire was a deeply attractive woman, Certainly not a wafer-thin girl like his girlfriend. This woman towered over Stephen by at least a good foot and probably outweighed him by a few pounds as well. 
 
   He felt his heat deflate when she abruptly turned around and walked back towards the outer door with her followers trailing after her. He felt the whole room breathe a collective sigh of relief before they all turned to glare at the apprentice who had dared to look their main boss in the eye without showing a trace of fear. Stephen had taken all the remarks and put downs for the rest of the day with a pinch of salt, not really caring what the others thought. The only one who had treated him with an ounce of respect had been Rossini, who had advised him to be careful and to try to fit in with the rest of the crowd. He’d taken him to one side and carefully explained that he fully intended to rise to the top of the game, and that he would accomplish this with knowledge. He stood behind Stephen, grabbed his shoulders and slowly turned him around, explaining that every sordid detail of all the top players in the city were kept here. You just needed to know where to look. Rossini had then winked at him before hurrying off to join the others.
 
   Rossini’s disclosure had taken him completely by surprise. Stephen had actually met one person who had been able to fool his senses. He’d had the youth down as just another drone, but it turned out that Rossini had a fire burning in his heart. He believed that Rossini would go places too, as long as he was very careful. People who tried to play the system usually ended up against the execution wall.
 
   His surprises hadn’t stopped with the discovery that his friend wanted to rule the city. Just as Stephen was leaving the office, he found himself surrounded by three security personnel who had escorted him right to the top of Government House and into the room of one very powerful woman. Stephen stared aghast at the sight of Natalie Devonshire advancing on him, then pulling his trembling body over to her bed before stripping the pair of them.
 
   Stephen turned away from his wife’s yellow-coated body and gazed back towards the contestants’ entry arch on the other side of the game zone. Oh, he had certainly gone places, thanks to this woman. Even after the plague of the dead had turned the planet into one huge human abattoir, the rulers in the city had still been able to keep the reins tight on their inhabitants.
 
   Strange to think that from all those lowly workers down in the depths of Government House, only he and Rossini were still alive. His old friend had certainly upheld his promise to rise to the top, although, looking back, Stephen believed that the overambitious man really would had been machine-gunned. 
 
   If it hadn’t been for the minor inconvenience of the dead rising to feast on the living, Stephen knew that Rossini wouldn’t have lasted more than a couple of years. Despite his promise to be careful, Rossini’s overzealous application of the information available had pissed off a lot of the important people. It had only been Stephen’s intervention that had stopped the execution orders been signed on more than one occasion.
 
   “It doesn’t look that strenuous from the comfort of my armchair,” complained Natalie. She twisted around and glared at him. “I really don’t know how you talked me into taking part in this foolishness.”
 
   Stephen smiled his reassuring smile and gently took her hand. “Because, my sweet. The viewers will flock back in their droves to watch their beloved leader take out a pair of dirty deviants.” He nodded to himself, happy to see even her outer shell soften just a little. After all these years, Stephen had not lost the talent to play his loving wife like a fiddle. He knew exactly which string to pull. “Honey, think about the ratings, think about the sponsorship. After this show is broadcast, our competitors will be dead in the water, I can guarantee it.”
 
   Her outer shell almost collapsed when she stood up and shifted her gaze from him to her body. “But, just look at me!” she cried. “I look ridiculous in this. I can see the headlines right now and every one of them will be less than flattering. They won’t care about what happens tonight, all they’ll focus on will be how I look in this stupid costume.”
 
   That part would be true, well, it would be if, by some miracle, the bitch managed to get out of the game zone in one piece. In fact, it surprised him that Natalie hadn’t commented on his insistence to dress like normal contestants as soon as they’d entered the dressing room. “Honey, don’t you worry. This isn’t going out live. I promise you. Rossini is going to personally edit the program. Although you are just as beautiful as the day we first met. Rossini has promised to refine your actions and tweak your appearance just a little. He knows his stuff.” 
 
   She sighed heavily. “You’re not telling me the full truth here, Stephen. I know you’re up to something. I’m not that much of an idiot.” Natalie dragged a fingernail down the side of his cheek. “Just remember that if it wasn’t for me, you would probably be one of the medi-unit scumbags that we’re about to destroy.”
 
   Stephen took her finger and kissed the tip. “I owe my life to you, honey.” He ran his fingers through her hair, wondering how long he’d be able to keep up this pretence. That last statement had really shaken him up. He now saw that she wasn’t as trusting as he’d first thought. Natalie really did believe that her husband was up to some trick. Stephen just hoped that she didn’t discover the truth until it was way too late. “Natalie, we had better be moving on.” He pointed over to another archway, to the west of them. 
 
   “They’ll be wondering why we’re not moving.” The gothic stone monument held one of the show’s many cameras. There were over ninety cameras covering nearly every area of the game zone. There were only two or three locations where you could stop and recover without being seen. This rocky outcropping was one of them. When he’d designed the set, Stephen never actually thought that he’d be participating in one of Rossini’s sick and twisted shows; then again, until last week, Stephen had never needed to make his wife disappear from his life.
 
   Natalie set off running along the narrow stone path that cut through the high, gravel-sided valley, heading for the first archway. Stephen followed her, suddenly aware that both their movements would be under scrutiny by the collection of Rossini’s technicians in the studio on the top floor of Entertainment House. He almost felt naked, knowing that other eyes were now tracking their movements as they hurried along the pathway. He pushed away the nagging feeling of being watched and focused on keeping up with his loving wife. 
 
   The high sides were only there to stop their prey from trying to find an alternative route out of the game zone; despite being warned about the numerous pits positioned along the path, there had been more than a few who had been stupid enough to risk the climb to the top. Stephen suddenly wished that his wife wasn’t such a follower of the show now. It would have been so easy to arrange some kind of stunt to have the bitch slide past the pathline and into the danger zone. Watching her fall into one of the pits would have sorted out his problem in one stroke. She probably knew the course as well as he did though. 
 
   Natalie reached the archway and waited impatiently for him to catch up. It troubled him greatly that she wasn’t even out of breath. He, on the other hand, was already tired. He turned around and took a deep breath, feeling his heart beating hard. He’d felt like this ever since waking up. Even the morning tablets hadn’t made much difference, which had disturbed him. Stephen’s tablets were just like the rest of the elite’s medication. Almost pure Beldazine. The tablets used to make him feel super-human just after taking them; not so now though.
 
   “Stephen, what have you stopped for? You’re the one who was saying we needed to get a move on.”
 
   He turned around, flashed her his usual ‘nothing to worry about’ smile, and caught up to her. “Sorry, I thought I saw movement up there,” he said. Stephen smiled again. “Don’t look like that. You know as well as I do that there have been at least two occasions when the prey has been successful in scaling the gravel sides instead of following this path.”
 
   She shrugged. “Not this time though. Remember, I was there when Rossini left them in the holding tank. The girl might have done it, but not the other one. What’s his name again?”
 
   “He’s called Kenny,” he replied, “and his sister is called Diane.” He knew her all right, she used to work for him. It was a shame to see her put in the game zone, she had been a great asset.
 
   “Yeah well, the man wouldn’t have been able to climb that. He looked half dead when Rossini had them bundled into the holding pen. Come on, I don’t want to stumble over his corpse just because my unfit husband couldn’t keep up.” She flashed him a cold smile. “I want to kill him myself.”
 
   Stephen shivered, suddenly believing that the woman knew what gruesome death he and Rossini had cooked up for her. He shook away the doubt; he knew her almost as well as she knew herself. If Natalie thought for one minute that they had planned to have her killed, Natalie would have had the pair of them executed on the spot. There was no way that she’d be able to keep up the pretence of not knowing.
 
   With reluctance, he moved killing to her, painfully aware that he was now within killing range of that deadly club, gripped in her hand. “Sorry, honey,” he said. “I have no idea why I’m so tired.”
 
   “Could it be because you’re been living off me for the past two decades?” she answered sweetly. “You haven’t done any real hard work since that time you managed to talk your way into my panties.” Natalie spun around and marched away. “Christ knows what must have been going through my head at the time,” she muttered. “No wonder Daddy almost had heart failure when I brought you home.”
 
   It was the same old tired speech that vomited from her mouth every time the woman became irritated, only this time, Stephen detected a trace of bitterness sprinkled over the words specially designed to hurt him.
 
   He looked at his own club. He had completely forgotten that he even had the damn thing in his hand. He wouldn’t need her to stray from the path, it would only take a single blow to the back of her skull to put her down. He knew exactly where to hit as well. The fat bitch would go down like a felled elephant. Stephen slowed down, putting a few more paces between them, just to help him resist the temptation. Hell, he really would be put up against the wall if he tried anything so dumb.
 
   The lights positioned high above them began to dim. Stephen blinked. He took his eyes off his weapon and tilted his head back. That wasn’t supposed to happen. The lights were fixed to simulate the coming of dusk on a summer’s day. “What the fuck?” Stephen took in a deep breath. For the first time, he found his lungs full of cold air; he detected something else too, there was a breeze now.
 
   “Stephen!” gasped his wife. “We’re outside, how can that be right?”
 
   He ran up to Natalie and peered at the next stone archway, a couple of meters from their position. He took one step over the pathline and ran over to the structure, ignoring Natalie’s gasp of shock. He knew that the woman had got their assessment completely right. It didn’t matter about the impossibility; they were no longer in the studio. Stephen trailed his fingers down the cold rough archway, feeling the damp stone on the tips of his fingers. “Either dew or it was raining recently,” he murmured. 
 
   “Come back! You’re between two pits.”
 
   He shook his head. “No I’m not,” he replied. Stephen look up again. This time, he saw the twinkling of a couple of stars in the black sky. “This is just incredible. Do you know where we are, Natalie?”
 
   His wife looked as though all her self-esteem and confidence had been punched out of her. He looked at the club in his hand, knowing that he could dispatch the woman in seconds if he so desired. Why not? There were no cameras here. That much he did know. He smiled to himself. Stephen no longer desired to end her life, not now. Looking at this miserable woman, and seeing her deflated personality staring back at him, all he wanted to do now was to go over there and hug her.
 
   “Look at me, Natalie,” he said, walking back towards her. He lifted her chin and gently kissed her. “We’re not in the city anymore,” he said. “I know this place because I based the game zone on the layout. This is where I grew up. This is where I was born, honey.” He looked around the desolate landscape, feeling a shiver travel down his spine. That feeling of being watched hadn’t left him. Stephen pointed at the archway. “Come on, let’s get over there. I think it’s going to rain again. I don’t want to be caught in a downpour.”
 
   She refused to budge. “No, we stay here. I want you to stop and listen to the madness coming out of your mouth. We can’t be back where you live, even if by some magical way we had travelled a couple of hundred miles out of the city.” Natalie bent down and scooped up a handful of wet dirt. “My father showed me where you were born a few days after I brought you home. I think he was trying to prove to me that you were no better than the lowest servant in the household.”
 
   Stephen shrugged. She had never told him this information before but he had always assumed that her father had done his research anyway. “Okay, so you know where I was born, I don’t understand why you’re so agitated.”
 
   “Oh my God,” she hissed. “You mean apart from the fucking obvious? My father specifically chose this region as one of the anchor points during the plague.” Natalie gripped his hand tight. “This doesn’t exist anymore.”
 
   His blood ran cold. Stephen remembered the anchor points very well, they all did. It had been the city’s last ditch attempt to stop the millions of corpses from overwhelming the defenses of the last city. Hundreds of prisoners had been shipped out and secured in these chosen anchor points to guide the dead armies away from the city. As soon as those corpses had taken the bait, each anchor point was nuked. In one hour, their plan had vaporized millions of human bodies, both living and dead.
 
   He hadn’t been that high up in the chain of command to know the specific details of the plan, either that or his wife had just not allowed him to see that one chosen site. He turned away from her and looked back at the archway. “The town’s memorial must be nuclear missile-proof,” he murmured. Stephen spun around, not all that surprised to find his urge to kill the bitch had returned with full force. “So, he decided to murder this town, just in case any of my family still lived here? After all, it was bad enough to have his daughter marry scum, the last thing he needed was for my relatives to start knocking on his door, asking for a loan.”
 
   His next volley of insults never left his mouth. Stephen’s heart beat double time when he saw a lone figure walking towards the pair of them. The man, dressed in ragged leather armour, carried a double-bladed axe in his right arm, while holding a studded shield in his other hand. What stopped Stephen from speaking was that the man looked exactly like him.
 
   “Stephen, what is it?” His wife’s eyes shifted from his and she started to turn her head. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
 
   He dug his fingers into her soft flesh, feeling her whole body stiffen. “Don’t even think about it,” he hissed. Stephen pulled her close as he walked backwards, keeping his gaze fixed on the approaching figure. “Please, just keep up with me, Natalie.”
 
   The woman responded by struggling out of his grasp and twisting her head savagely around. Her reaction to the impossible appearance of the other Stephen made his whole body feel like it had just been pushed through a giant sieve. He gaped in utter dismay as Natalie ran over to the other man, who had already opened his arm to receive her. “No way,” Stephen muttered, his saliva drying up. “I refuse to believe it.”
 
   His wife sighed loudly and nuzzled into the man’s thick chest. She wriggled then turned around, running her hands up and down the other Stephen’s heavily muscled arms. “It’s not like I’ve been cheating on you, Stephen,” she said, giggling. Natalie purred and visibly shuddered when the man grabbed her breasts and squeezed them together. “It’s just that this Stephen knows how to please me.”
 
   The other Stephen rested his chin on her shoulder and gave him the once over. If it came to a fight, Stephen knew that he wouldn’t last two minutes with this brute. Just one look into those hard, lifeless eyes told him that much. The fact that he also looked as though he’d been carved out of solid granite was just window dressing.
 
   “Natalie, did you bring any more tablets?”
 
   She turned around in his arms and kissed the tip of his nose. “Honey, I had no idea that I was going to end up in this world.” The woman snapped her head around and glared at Stephen. “You always told me that you wanted to hurt your duplicate from my world. Well, here’s your chance.” Natalie pulled herself out of his embrace. “He was up to something and I’d like to know what he had planned.”
 
   The acid pouring from the eyes of his other self gave Stephen a pretty good idea what would happen if the meathead did grab him. Stephen turned around and raced towards the nearest building, daring not to look back. There was no point, he could hear the pair of them right behind him. Stephen found hidden energy resources from somewhere and skidded to the left, just praying that this place really was just like where he’d grown up. Stephen promptly took a left and burst through a narrow gap between two stone buildings, feeling a large degree of satisfaction when he heard both of them fill the air with harsh obscenities. 
 
   “Fuck the pair of you,” he growled, jumping onto a tipped-over bin and reaching for a set of black metal ladders. Stephen leaped up and lunged for the first rung, crying out in triumph as his fingers wrapped around the cold, round metal. He pulled them down and scrambled up and onto the fire escape. The pair of them ran into the alley, just as the ladders swung back up into place.
 
   He raced up the rest of the ladders, heading for the roof, knowing that his lucky escape would be short-lived if he didn’t put a good deal of distance between him and his other self. Stephen pulled his tired body onto the ledge and stood on the lip of the building; he leaned over, watching the man unsuccessfully try to reach for the ladders. It appeared that, this time, the bastard’s huge bulk was not working in his favor.
 
   “I hope you fall over and break your neck, you fat bastard,” Stephen snarled before spinning around and racing across the flat roof. His blood ran cold when he heard them finally succeed in bringing down the ladders. Stephen looked desperately to his left, seeking out a very special flat rectangular skylight. “Why are you even bothering?” he muttered. “Your special hidey-hole was vaporized in a nuclear fire.” He stopped in the middle of the eight skylights and spun around, searching for the marks. Stephen’s grin widened when he saw them. He dropped to his knees and traced the tip of his finger across the scratch marks made in the hard plastic. He vividly remembered scratching his name and the name of the girl that he was going to marry into the skylight, when he was just fourteen. He looked down and saw his name, then he frowned. “Who the fuck is Andrea?” he murmured. “It should say Debbie.”
 
   He looked over towards the edge of the building, listening to the other Stephen’s panting. Fuck, it was the brute who had scratched this in, not him. He dug his fingers under the edge and tugged, lifting the skylight off its holder a few inches. He pushed his hands right under and pulled the plastic up, giving him just enough space to slide his body under. 
 
   “He’s going to know what you’re doing, he’s you.” No, fuck him, he wasn’t Stephen at all. He climbed through the gap and gritted his teeth at the sudden shock of the edge of the skylight falling onto the tops of his fingers. He counted to three then let go, hoping that in this world there would still be a floor beneath him.
 
   His feet hit a pile of clothing. Stephen collapsed his knees and rolled over, watching two silhouettes run past the skylight. “Fuck the pair of you,” he whispered, smiling. “So much for the other Stephen being just like me.”
 
   Where the hell was he? He looked around the dim room, trying to figure out just what the place held. He walked along the bare floorboards, gazing in confusion at the large wooden crates, each one overflowing with rotting clothing. The stench wafting from the material made him gag. It didn’t take a great leap of faith to work out that all of these pieces must have been pulled off corpses. Stephen had no idea why anybody would even think of doing such a pointless act.
 
   He shrugged to himself; like it really mattered. His only concern was to find some way out of this place. The thought of him actually being in another world now scared the crap out of him, but it was also exciting. He had heard all the tales about these two other places. Everyone who worked in the upper commands had heard about them, but nobody would dare openly speak of the concept; it just wasn’t worth it. You learned from a very early age that a loose tongue could get you put into the wrong end of one of Rossini’s game zones.
 
   Stephen stopped, bent down, and picked up a woman’s leather boot. As he turned it over in his hands, he wondered if Rossini knew about this place. He sighed to himself. More than likely, Stephen was probably the only one who didn’t know. By the looks of it, his dirty fucking wife was very intimate with this world. Now he saw what she’d meant when Stephen accused her of having an affair.
 
   “You sneaky bitch,” he muttered. Stephen saw a flash of movement in the corner of his eyes and hurried around the back of one of the crates. Watching the familiar shape of his wife walk towards where he was hiding. Stephen slowed down his breathing, listening to their footsteps stop. They were on the other side of the crate. Even with the foul stench coming from the decaying clothing, Stephen could still detect his wife’s perfume. It annoyed and upset him to realize that he would never again smell that scent on her naked body, not now, not after what had happened tonight.
 
   “I still don’t understand how this can be a mistake, Natalie.”
 
   Stephen got ready to run, just in case the other Stephen suddenly decided to take a quick peek around the corner. He had no wish to meet his maker at the hands of himself. He blinked, finding a bubble of hysterical laughter rising up his throat. He slammed his palm against his mouth and thought of just how sharp that axe of his would be. The vivid thought of that blade cleaving his head in two soon helped him regain control of his traitorous body.
 
   “It looks like one of our members hasn’t been listening to reason,” growled Natalie. “You remember Joseph? Well, he got the stupid idea that he could find more worlds, some lovely little paradises that haven’t had to suffer this fucking plague.”
 
   Stephen heard the withering sarcasm dripping from her every word. It was obvious that she didn’t approve. He had no idea why, though; finding another world that didn’t have the living dead shambling around would solve all of their problems. He closed his eyes, remembering what it felt like to walk through fields or woodland without having that oppressive fear that an attack could happen at any moment. He’d do anything to relive that experience.
 
   “He was warned of the potential consequences. Joseph knew full well that if he tried to alter the devices, the skin around the three worlds would start to split open.” She sighed. “Come on, Stephen, he’s not here. I want you to take me to your house. I’m suddenly very tired.”
 
   “I don’t care about how tired you are, Natalie.”
 
   Stephen heard the woman let out a surprised yell. It appeared that this other Stephen wasn’t quite as timid as he was. The image of his other self using his axe on her swam into his mind. Stephen smiled.
 
   “You can sleep later on. We need to find a way back to your world. If I don’t get my clan members more of your tablets, most of them will be dead within the next couple of weeks.”
 
   Stephen looked down at his mud-caked boots, wondering how he was going to get out of here himself. The urgent tone in the other Stephen’s voice reminded him that he wouldn’t last that long without his supply of tablets either. Although the idea of just disappearing into this world did have a certain amount of appeal, he’d much rather stay alive by going back to where he came from. He listened to the sound of their rough kissing before quietly running over to the next wooden crate. 
 
   In all the years he’d been with Natalie, he had never once raised his hand to her, no matter how much the provocation. In truth, Stephen had always been aware that the woman had the temper and strength to punch him into next week if he had decided to get violent. It looked as though the strange woman actually had wanted him to slap her around.
 
   “I hope you’re both happy together,” he whispered, as he reached the next crate. Stephen ran around the back and leaned against the wood, trying to work out his next move. He didn’t want to spend his final hours wandering around this strange but familiar place until he keeled over and died. Stephen searched his pockets in the vain hope that he had a couple of spare tablets tucked into the corners. No such luck though, all he found in there was a single folded-up piece of paper. He pulled it out, not sure where it had come from. He knew for a fact that he hadn’t placed it in there.
 
   There was a single scrawled word, written in blue pen: Convergence. He looked at the word for a few more seconds before tucking it back into his pocket. Stephen heard the sound of their footsteps receding and peered around the corner, watching the pair of them head back to where they’d come from. 
 
   He followed them, thinking that they would have a better idea of how to get out of there than he did. There had to be another way back to the game zone. His wife obviously thought so, and she knew more of what was going on here than he did. By the sounds of it, everybody knew more than him. If he did manage to get back, Stephen would have to have a little chat with Rossini, preferably with a gun pushed against the side of the man’s head. 
 
   Stephen reached the open doorway, suddenly remembering just how enthusiastic his partner had been about the disposal of his wife. Sure, they would both profit from the operation, but now he wondered exactly how else Rossini would have profited. He turned around, gazing at the rows upon rows of crates, each one full of clothing. Did he really want to know their purpose?
 
   He grabbed the door frame to stop himself from hitting the floor. The shock of recent events must have decided that this was a great time to pay him a visit. His nails dug into the rotten wood as violent shakes surged through his body. It wasn’t just his present situation that had set this off, that much he did know. His whirling mind saw Rossini and he standing over that pit, watching the resident dead things finish off what was left of his wife’s body.
 
   Only there would be no celebrations. Not from Stephen. It was obvious that Rossini would have never allowed him to live to collect Natalie’s vast family wealth, or take her seat on the council. Stephen would have found himself being pushed into that pit to join his wife for the final time.
 
   “I’m such a fucking idiot,” he snarled, straightening his back before leaving the room full of clothes. Thanks to his decision to climb into bed with Rossini, even if he did find a way back to his world, his life expectancy would be measured in minutes if that man caught up with him. “What am I going to do now?”
 
   Stephen followed the red-painted path between the huge, silent machines that dominated this room. Like the crates full of clothes in the other room, he had no idea what their purpose was for. He stopped and turned around, moaning when he saw there was no longer a doorway to the clothes room. “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” he said. Had he just moved back? Stephen walked off the path, subconsciously aware that this pathway might serve a similar purpose to the path in the game zone. “Don’t be so fucking stupid,” he laughed to himself nervously, still taking the time to examine the grey-pitted concrete floor just in case there were any tell-tale signs of any pits by his feet.
 
   There was something else that he’d just noticed too. On the far stone, behind the huge hulking metal contraption, Stephen saw a tiny crack of light illuminating a patch of floor behind the machine. Curious, Stephen walked towards it, seeing that the closer he got, the more detail emerged. It wasn’t stone after all. The light was coming from a painted-over window. He stopped directly in front of it and ran the tip of his finger across the paint, stopping when his finger covered over the light. He scraped off a few more flecks of black paint, smiling as the blazing sunlight streamed through the now clean glass.
 
   He wasn’t back home, that was for sure. It shouldn’t be daylight for at least another few hours. Stephen bent down and gazed through the glass. He saw fields and trees and in the distance, a collection of old-fashioned cottages.
 
   “Fuck, this is so beautiful.”
 
   “Looks can be deceiving, Stephen.”
 
   Yelping, he spun around and caught sight of a vague human shape sitting on a metal platform that ran along the room, connecting the machines.
 
   “Don’t be too alarmed. I mean you no harm.”
 
   Stephen squinted and forced his eyes to the floor when a powerful flashlight beam was shone at his face.
 
   “Sorry, just making sure that I had the right Stephen.” The man placed the flashlight in his lap. “I’m glad you’re still alive and that the others didn’t catch you. That would have been …” he paused. “It would have been most unfortunate.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   The man chuckled to himself. “That’s a very good question. Let’s be honest here, I think you’ve had enough information tonight to last you a lifetime.” He stood up and started to climb down the ladders bolted to the machine. He jump off the last couple of rungs and walked over to the man.
 
   “You’re Joseph!” said Stephen.
 
   The man smiled. “Well, I’m one of them. Welcome to my world, by the way.” He thrust his hand into Stephen’s and enthusiastically shook it. “Well, not that it is our world anymore. Your world kind of owns us now, I suppose. The official designation for this place is now Food World. We supply all your city’s meals.”
 
   Stephen looked at the vast machine behind him. “I suppose that’s what these machines are used for?”
 
   Joseph nodded. “Yes, they’re processers.”
 
   “What do you process?”
 
   “Our dead.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    
 
   His wife’s eyes grew larger and larger until they melted together to form one gelatinous ball the size of Tony’s fist. He shook away the surreal image, ordering his tremulous thoughts to stay on track and commit to piecing his body back together. Did his arm belong behind him? Why did he only possess two hands? His mind refused point-blank to help him, its nebulous thoughts only focused on the underwater noises traveling through his segmented body.
 
   Ellen must have decided that he no longer wanted to play as he now watched her roll towards a large hole. The underwater sounds now had two beats. Tony wasn’t interested in the random announcements from his traitorous mind, he just wanted to see if his wife would actually fall into that hole. He wasn’t even sure that the vast ball of flesh was the woman he’d married all those years ago, considering that every part of her flesh had clumped together now. 
 
   Her marble-shaped body disappeared from sight, and seconds later, horrified screaming filled his ears. Too late for him to realize that she’d rolled into a zombie pit. 
 
   The sound of shrieks continued even though his perception began to alter, to take on the guise of reality. Tony fell a million miles from one inch above the ground to find his feet beneath his legs. His mind was no longer a separate entity, yet the screaming continued. He slammed his hands against his ear, silently thankful that his ears were back where they belonged. He turned around to see his two companions, both convulsing in the wet mud, their dirt-covered mouths both opening and shutting like starving fish. Their voices cut out and they stiffened like boards before sighing.
 
   So, they’d made it. Both his new colleagues turned to the side and threw up. Tony chuckled to himself, remembering his first time travelling the tablet express. Parts of their bodies and minds were probably still catching up. When they were whole, both of them would no doubt have a few choice words to say about this method of traveling. Most of them would not be too pleasant.
 
   Wherever they had landed, it seemed peaceful enough, which meant that at least they had time to recover. He sat up and placed his hands on the ground behind him while taking a closer look at their new environment. The first things he noticed were the dilapidated hulks of several cars a few feet away. Behind them were the remains of a row of tall stone buildings, their black windows revealing nothing of what lay inside them. Tony shivered. He couldn’t help it. Wherever they had landed, this was not a good place to stay for too long. No living human had been here for a long time. As for dead humans? Who knew.
 
   Did this place even have walking dead people? That blind optimism popped like a blood-filled balloon as soon as the all too familiar smell of bad meat drifted past his nose. Could they be back home? Tony studied the buildings around him. He didn’t recognize any of them, but then again, the capital wasn’t the only city in his world. “Oh fuck,” he uttered, when his thoughts turned towards home. His stomach folded in two and a small panic bubble expanded at the back of his mind. 
 
   What if this was another citystate? One of the many abandoned and left to the dead, ones truly dead and the ones still moving, Just great, he had traveled from one world to another and back again, only to find himself in one of the more dangerous places on the planet. Lady Fate certainly had a dark sense of humor; either that or the bitch enjoyed shitting on his head from a great height.
 
   He jerked his head away from his groaning companions, staring intently at one of the vehicles. He shifted his eyes from the wheels buried in the vegetation, pushing up through the crumbling asphalt, hoping that the movement he’d caught from the corner of his eye was nothing more than a patch of weeds brushing against the fender, or even better, a product of his hyper imagination.
 
   Tony scrambled over to the others, breathing a sigh of relief at the sight of the man beginning to show signs that he was coming out of the queasiness. He obviously had a more robust constitution than Tony did. 
 
   He gently placed one of his hands across the woman’s open mouth, effectively muffling her loud moaning. He felt her soft skin under the palm of his hand and thought of his wife, immediately feeling guilty, wondering if the bizarre hallucination that he’d experienced while traveling here was just his mind reminding him that he had other responsibilities. Tony hadn’t given hardly any thought about Ellen since the incident with Joseph. The poor woman must be out of her head with worry. He stopped and re-examined his thought process. Ellen had her meetings to go to today. Even with half the capital in flames, she wouldn’t have noticed. The woman would be in her element, doing what she enjoyed, partying with the elite and cozying up with any founders that might be close by. The chances were that she probably hadn’t even noticed he was missing.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he whispered, leaning closer to her. “As you and your friend saved my life, it’s only right that I try save yours in return. It would be a very good idea not to make any noise. I think that we’ve landed in another citystate. I hate to think how many shambling dead could be close by.”
 
   The picture of his wife’s eyes, growing larger every second, thrust to the front of his mind as he reluctantly moved his hand away. The girl must be conscious enough to realize the ramifications of his statement. He slowly removed his hand, then helped her to sit up. She muttered a quiet thanks before crawling over to the other man. Tony wondered if they were husband and wife.
 
   He tucked himself behind the remains of a tumble-down wall, avoiding the sharp stones, and peered over the top, looking back at that car. It must have been his imagination; there was nothing moving over there. He kept watch, just in case. None of them were in any fit state to start battling dead people, all desperate to sink their teeth into their sweet flesh.
 
   Why couldn’t he have landed back where he’d left from or, even better, in his own apartment instead of here, wherever ‘here’ was. He studied the surroundings one more time, just in case anything around him did look familiar. He sighed, irritated with himself for even allowing such a ridiculous thought to enter his stressed mind. The very few cities that he had visited before the whole world turned to utter shit wouldn’t have remained in the same pristine state, not after all these years.
 
   Even so, it would have helped to have known how far they were from the capital. The relative distance between this city and their home could mean the difference to whether they lived or ended up as zombie fodder.
 
   The forgotten cities closest to the capital had been largely depopulated. The dead things had migrated across the empty land, making their way to the capital’s fortified walls. In the beginning, the border guard had almost been overrun by the countless masses of corpses on more than one occasion. 
 
   The corpses had slowed down to a trickle once the authorities had detonated the nukes over the few selected cities. His wife had regaled him with quite a few horror stories from her team, of sightings of strange mutated nightmares inhabiting the lands surrounding these radioactive melted areas of twisted slag. Perhaps he should be thankful that they hadn’t appeared in one of those places.
 
   He decided to be optimistic for a change. He hadn’t seen any walking corpses so far, and they have been here for a few minutes now. They must be close to home. If that was the case then there couldn’t be more than a few hundred zombies in this city. If they were quiet and careful, they might be able to make it out of here without getting eaten.
 
   Kenny tilted his head back and yawned before looking directly at the woman. “How do you feel?” he whispered.
 
   “I feel like I’ve just fallen down a flight of steps.”
 
   The man turned to look at Tony. “Thank you,” he said, coughing. “It looks like you’ve saved our lives.” He blinked. “I’m not sure how you did that but thank you anyway. I don’t think those other people were going to treat us too courteously.”
 
   Tony shrugged. “You’re right there. My other self had already explained to me in graphic detail where we would end up.” He shook his head, surprised at how easily he was able to believe all this nonsense of there being more than one world. “I just said ‘my other self’ like it was a perfectly normal thing to say.”
 
   “Do you know where we are?
 
   He gazed at the other man. “I would like to say that it doesn’t matter as long as we’re not in danger.” He paused. “Thing is, I’m not sure we really are out of danger, just yet. Not if this is one of the forgotten cities.” Tony slowly got to his feet, looking around them for anything that would serve as weapons. He wasn’t all that surprised to find it was a futile gesture. Even if there was anything lying on the ground, the weeds and wild grass would have covered it up.
 
   “I know exactly where we are,” muttered the girl. She got to her feet and walked up to Tony. “I have good news and bad news.” She bent down, picked up a rock, and dropped it into the palm of his hand. “We are not in one of the forgotten cities. That much is obvious.”
 
   He looked at the rock. The weight was all wrong; no rock should be this light. He looked at her grim smirk. He extended his finger and pressed the tip against the rock, watching his finger push all the way through.
 
   “We’re in one of the city’s game zones,” she said. “By the looks of it, this is Celebrity Slaughter.”
 
   The other man chuckled. “I don’t believe this,” he muttered, “we’ve just walked through parallel worlds, only to end up in the next fucking studio? Somebody up there really does like to play games.”
 
   “Are you part of all this bullshit, Tony?” she asked. “If that really is your real name.” She pressed her hands against her stomach. “God, that hurt. Look, I’m thankful for you getting us out of there, really I am, but you have to admit your sudden appearance complete with a few magic pills that conveniently brought us back into the game is a bit too much to believe.”
 
   Would this orange-scented girl be satisfied with the simple response of providence? Judging from her pout, Tony guessed not. “I don’t have any answers for you, lady,” he replied. “Only that I am not part of any bullshit. I’m in as much danger as the pair of you.”
 
   “Come on, Diane,” chuckled the other man. “What happened to your unshakable beliefs? It doesn’t seem that long ago when you were accusing me of not believing what my eyes showed me.”
 
   The woman’s features rippled through a medley of conflicting emotions until her face settled on what looked to Tony like defeat.
 
   “So, we’re all in this together,” Diane stared at Tony. “And if you’re really telling the truth, I guess that means you’re not really a streetscreen addict?” She looked him up and down. “No, of course you’re not. Those clothes are expensive. Don’t you watch any of the shows at home?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, I can’t stand them.”
 
   “Great,” she muttered. “Well, if we don’t get our wits back, these games will soon make us all the very dead.” She walked into the middle of the overgrown road and turned to face the pair of them. “Right now, I think we’re safe. I don’t think anyone has noticed us, even the show monitors won’t be aware that they have extra guests on the show.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   Diane smiled at Tony. “Can you hear any alarm bells? We must have ended up in one of the few areas in the zone that’s blind to the cameras. Not too sure how we’re going to get out of here though. As soon as we start to move, they’ll see us.” She walked back and extended her hand. “I’m Diane, by the way, and this is my brother, Kenny.”
 
   Kenny nodded to him and grinned.
 
   “I’ve already told you my name and I’ve figured out your names already. Still, it is nice to be formally introduced.” Tony turned to Kenny. “We have to get you two back into the city. There’s a man who’ll be very interested in you, Kenny. I believe that you could be the answer to all of our prayers.”
 
   Did he really just say those words? Tony turned away from them and looked over at one of the buildings. They must think he had lost his mind. To Tony’s ears, he had just sounded like one of those Jesus freaks that used to knock on their door every Sunday morning back when he was a kid. 
 
   “I’ve already figured that out,” replied Kenny, his voice was barely audible. “I mean, we now know that these pills and tablets, as well as the injections, all come from the same source.”
 
   Tony looked back at Kenny. “Enlighten me.”
 
   Kenny’s sister sighed quietly. “Three brothers were discovered who were immune to the plague. They used their blood to create an antidote, a vaccine. Only it didn’t work out the way they hoped. It didn’t destroy the virus, it only took it back to an embryonic stage. Stop taking and we all know what happens.”
 
   “Then let’s get out of here,” said Tony. He hurried over the road, trying to see a way out. “How do we escape?”
 
   Diane pulled him back. “Not like that, you’ll only end up getting us all killed.” She pointed over to a street corner. “We need to go that way. Just not yet. Listen.”
 
   He heard approaching footsteps, Tony ducked behind the car, watching a man and a woman skid around the corner. The woman stumbled and would have fallen if it hadn’t been for the timely intervention of the thickly muscled man who grabbed her. Tony felt Diane’s hand grab the back of his shirt.
 
   “Stay down,” she hissed. “I know her.” Diane looked back at her brother who looked more scared than she did. “Look at his clothes.”
 
   Kenny nodded. “Oh God, I see it,” he whispered. “I think we just escaped from all of his pals.”
 
   Tony watched them slow down, both of them continuously looking behind them. He knew what the others meant. That man looked just like those bastards who had thrown him in that room. Thing is, how the hell did he get here?
 
   “Believe or not, that’s my boss,” whispered Diane. She looked at the pair of them. “She is one of the city’s major players. Hell, the nasty bitch probably owns half of the city.”
 
   “And yet here she is, running for her life,” murmured Tony. He knew real fear when he saw it. That woman was absolutely terrified. As for the man, well, from what he’d seen on that other world, they probably did this kind of thing every day. The pair of them ducked into an open doorway, and seconds later the darkness swallowed them. Tony still couldn’t move.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Diane whispered, “I can hear more voices.” She pulled him further to the ground. “Oh fuck, look at them!”
 
   Tony peered around the side of the car and saw another eight people race around the corner, each one dressed in identical, light blue jumpsuits. It then occurred to him that the others were wearing jumpsuits as well, only the dirt and mud covered up most of the yellow. Tony looked at Diane, hoping that she could supply a decent explanation. The woman shrugged.
 
   “I don’t have a clue what’s going on,” she answered. “Nothing makes much sense anymore.” She moved closer to him. “Those idiots are definitely hunting those two though. That much I do know.”
 
   He half-recognized two of the women lagging behind the three men; all of them were armed with high velocity pistols. They would come in very handy. “What do you want to do?”
 
   Kenny pointed over to the corner. “I think we should follow their route backwards, it’s bound to go back to their dressing room or something.”
 
   Diane shook who head. “What about those two? Surely we can’t let these five clowns kill them?”
 
   Kenny nodded grimly. “Why the fuck not? Hell, I hope they all end up dying, those privileged fuckers don’t deserve to live. Besides, I do remember you telling me that she was a complete power-crazed psycho.”
 
   “I know I did. I’m not arguing with you, Kenny. I want them to die too. Only who better to give us a better clue as to what the fuck is happening right now?” Diane slowly got to her feet and skirted around the side of the car. “Are you guys going to stay down there?”
 
   Kenny looked at Tony before rolling his eyes. Tony guessed that this kind of conversation happened a lot between them. He followed Kenny towards the building, listening to the contestants bumbling their way through it. One thing was sure, their quarry would have no problems hearing them coming; neither would they have any problem in following them. Even so, he wasn’t too keen on any of them finding a bullet lodged in their brain. He caught up to Diane.
 
   “This game that we’re playing, does it have zombies as well?”
 
   She nodded. “Oh yeah, they all do. Hell, they add excitement to any game.”
 
   He heard the deep sarcasm and decided not to pursue the subject. Tony listened to one of the women yell out. “That was directly above us,” he said, looking up at the rotting ceiling. Tony ran towards the staircase. He jumped onto the second step and turned around. Through the open doorway, above his head, Tony saw splashes of red coating the filthy walls. “Oh hell,” he hissed. Tony ran up the remaining stairs. As he approached the exit, he heard the familiar sound of wet chewing. It didn’t take a genius to work out what had happened here. 
 
   Tony edged along the wall, seeing the shape of two bodies come into view. The one sprawled on the floor belonged to one of the weather girls from Channel 27. He watched a gaunt corpse burying its head deep into her open chest cavity; she wasn’t going to be giving out any more forecasts. He ran into the other hallway, careful not to slip in any of her blood, and scooped up the dropped pistol. Tony pushed the muzzle against the side of the dead thing’s head and pulled the trigger, nodding with satisfaction as its putrefied, jellied brain splattered against the wall beside it. Tony then fired a single shot into the girl’s forehead as well.
 
   He spun around, almost putting a round in Diane’s face when she bounded up the stairs. “I don’t believe that they just left her here,” he said.
 
   “I do,” replied Diane, “they’re all idiots, but they pull in the audience, so what can you do?” She looked down in distaste at the two corpses before stepping over them. Diane pointed up at the corner of the wall.
 
   “By the way, we’re now on camera.”
 
   Tony instinctively looked away, thinking of his wife sitting down to watch this rubbish and seeing her husband on TV. “It doesn’t matter,” he replied. “The important job is to get your brother out of here.” He looked down at the two corpses. “She didn’t deserve that.” Tony frowned. “Come on, let’s get a move on. I don’t want the producers to rush in here and capture us.”
 
   “I’m not even sure that will happen. I guess their ratings will have just gone through the roof with your surprise appearance.”
 
   He looked behind to see Kenny slowly making his way up the stairs. “Are you okay?” 
 
   The man nodded. “Yeah, I think those two people have slipped the chasers. I think I saw them racing across the street.” He looked over Tony’s shoulder. “What happened here?”
 
   His sister steered him back towards the stairs. “It doesn’t matter, Kenny.”
 
   Tony followed them back down the steps. This time, he kept his ears and eyes alert. That dead thing could have jumped out on any one of them. 
 
   “There they go!” shouted Kenny.
 
   He jumped down the last few steps and ran over to the window. The pair of them raced along the empty road. Tony shook his head in wonder. The woman wasn’t exactly a small lady, yet she had no trouble keeping up with the large man. It seemed so weird to see anyone well fed in a city where most of the population survived on rationed food. He secretly wished that a bunch of zombies would jump on her. After all, if it was right about her being part of the elite, she wouldn’t be a very pleasant individual. “Diane, I’m confused now. If she’s one of the main city leaders, what the fuck is she doing getting chased by a bunch of Z-list celebrities?”
 
   “I think the celebrities are confused. They are supposed to be hunting zombies. That’s the idea of the game. The individual with the most kills, wins.” She leaned out of the window. “I’m guessing that those two must have travelled the same way that me and Kenny did. The woman has a jumpsuit on, remember.”
 
   Tony bit back the sarcastic reply and silently sighed. “Yeah, I figured that already. What I mean is, why the hell are they still playing the game? You said that there are cameras everywhere, surely they must have seen who those dumb bastards are trying to take out.”
 
   Diane bit her bottom lip. “Maybe we should just get out of here?”
 
   “Getting out of this building would be a good start,” muttered Kenny. “We’re not alone.”
 
   Tony spun around and saw three zombies lurch through the doorway above them. There were more behind them; the only reason they were following was because of the corpse on the floor. Five of them dropped to their knees and took over from where the now dead zombie had begun. “Good idea,” he said, hurrying down the rest of the stairs. They ran out into the street without looking back. The siblings turned right and ran towards the street corner. 
 
   His adrenalin helped him keep up with them as they approached the end of the buildings. Tony heard the zombies behind them but paid them little attention. Unless any of them happened to stumble, those things wouldn’t be able to catch any of them. Even if they did, Tony still had the pistol.
 
   They all emerged into the middle of a huge arena, which belonged more in some kind of twisted ancient Roman town. He stopped and turned around. The sudden change in scenery caused him to wonder if they had just shifted again.
 
   As Diane hadn’t even blinked at the sudden change in scenery, Tony assumed that this was still part of the game zone. 
 
   “From what I can remember, I don’t think the way out is that far from here.”
 
   “What do you mean, you think?”
 
   Diane sighed. “Kenny, it’s my flatmate who watches this shit, not me.” She pointed at a white stone jutting out of the corner of the building to their left. “Believe it or not, there’s a camera behind that false stone.” She grinned at Kenny. “I do remember some bits of trivia that fell out of my annoying flatmate’s mouth. They have hundreds of camera positioned around the gamezone, which they switch to as their quarry moves around the arena. If the action is on the other end of the gamezone, they won’t even notice us sneaking out.”
 
   Tony just nodded, staying silent. Her logic was sound as long as they didn’t think about the girl’s gruesome death at the top of the stairs. Surely the studio would have highlighted that? That meant they would be following them. The cameras seemed like the easiest way of doing it. He squinted at the white stone fixed to the side of the building, trying to spot the lens up there. He walked closer, watching intently.
 
   The girl ran over to him and guided Tony back to Kenny. She didn’t say a word, there was no need. Just behind them, he saw the celebrities running past the corner of the building. Two of them turned and fired. 
 
   “Don’t just stand there, Tony!” shouted Diane. “Get under cover.”
 
   The siblings had already taken shelter behind the building but he couldn’t move. Deep down inside his bones, Tony felt a low vibration threatening to separate his body. He reached out and grabbed the corner of the stone and squeezed as tight as he could; the celebrities were motionless as well. They all must feel the same sensation. Tony knew what was about to happen, and judging from the panicking voices, those idiots had no clue.
 
   Two realities were about to collide.
 
   “What the fuck is happening?”
 
   Tony took his eyes off the bodies to pull Diane closer to him. “Watch and you’ll see.”
 
   A dark blue explosion of light rose out of the ground, next to the two men who had fired at them. A dozen decaying arms pushed through the whirling color and the men vanished, howling into the vortex.
 
   “It hasn’t finished yet,” he murmured. The blue light shifted behind the remaining celebrities and grew wider. From where Tony stood, it was obvious that none of them had even noticed the phenomenon. They were all gazing at him as if he was the one responsible for the sudden disappearance of their colleagues. Their glares soon halted when they found themselves being pulled back into the light. 
 
   “This isn’t part of the game,” whispered Diane.
 
   “No shit,” muttered Kenny. “That must be how we moved out of the other arena the first time. Look at them all, there must be hundreds of the things.”
 
   “Yeah, and they’re all coming this way. The bastards must be able to smell us.” Tony pushed back the panic and turned around. He raced along the side of the building, hoping that Diane was right about this leading to a way out. The gaudy colors of the scenery were giving him a headache. “Are they still there?” He shook his head, of course they were, he could smell the rot coming from their putrid bodies. He daren’t think how many there were now.
 
   “Are they from another world?”
 
   Tony stopped and turned around. “Diane, didn’t you feel the effect on your body when that hole behind them opened up? Kenny was right, that must have been how you moved.” He nodded to the dead things. They hadn’t moved that closer to them yet. “I’m sure you’ve seen the vast hordes of corpses shambling across the landscape on television. Millions of them, all grouped together. It must be the same on the other worlds as well. I think one of your holes has emerged right inside one of these hordes.”
 
   Diane paled, “You mean there could be millions of them about to come through?”
 
   “It’s possible.”
 
   “Fuck, as if we didn’t have enough to worry about.”
 
   Kenny was not with them. Tony looked past Diane to see the back of his head, still peering around the corner of the building. “What is the fool doing?” 
 
   “I’ll go get him.” 
 
   He shook his head. “I’ll do it.” Tony ran past her and caught up with Kenny. “Come on, man, we can’t stay here.”
 
   “We can’t go, not yet.”
 
   The two other runners had made the unfortunate mistake of been seen by the dead things. They didn’t stand a chance. Tony turned away, not wanting to watch as four of the vile corpses closed in on their new victims.
 
   “You’ve got to stop him!” Diane shouted.
 
   Tony looked back to see that Kenny had ran right by him, racing across the asphalt and heading towards the man and woman. “You insane bastard!” He set off after him, watching hundreds of heads shifting their gaze away from their original targets and looking at Tony instead. A low collective moan erupted from the mouths of the growing horde, as Tony attempted to catch up with Kenny. At least ten of the things broke away from the main pack and began moving towards him. “Kenny, for fuck’s sake, we can’t save them.”
 
   From his limited vision, Tony watched the big woman punch one of their attackers to the ground, while the heavily muscled man next to her sliced through the necks of two more dead men. His fighting spirit didn’t recede when the remaining zombie lunged at the man and bit into the side of his stomach. The man let loose a shriek that overwhelmed the zombies’ mass moaning. He brought his fists together and slammed them down on its head before it could bite him again.
 
   The ten heading for Tony were now just a few meters away. He put on a burst of speed and caught up with Kenny. 
 
   The vibration inside Tony’s bones returned with a vengeance. He cried out and dropped to the ground, fully aware that those ten dead things were just a couple of feet from him now. He couldn’t move. It felt as though his whole body was coming apart at the seams. The smell of death now covered him like a decaying blanket; he was about to end up as food and there was nothing he could do to stop them. Tony couldn’t move a single muscle. His eyelids slid down, saving him the humiliation of seeing them bite into his flesh.
 
   The inevitable agony of feeling all those ragged teeth never came, and the vibration died down. The only moans he could hear now were human, and they were coming from his mouth. He reluctantly opened his eyes and found the only dead that remained was the one the man had put down. 
 
   Diane reached down and picked Tony off the ground. “Are you alright?”
 
   He wasn’t sure how to answer that question. Tony sighed and shook himself down before looking around the landscape. They were definitely alone again.
 
   “They all just vanished, Tony. I saw you fall and I ran to you.”
 
   Tony smiled, “Thank you. Wait, where’s Kenny?”
 
   “Look behind you.”
 
   Kenny crouched in front of the big man, inspecting the wound in his side. As Tony and Diane reached them, the woman looked up.
 
   “Thank you for trying to help us,” she whispered.
 
   Diane joined her brother. The thing had managed to bite off a small chunk of the man’s flesh. Tony watched the big man’s eyes flicker; he didn’t have long to live now. His size would help. Tony knew that if he’d been in his place, he would have already succumbed. 
 
   “Do you have a knife on you?”
 
   He blinked before shaking his head. “Kenny, we really should go. I’m sorry but there’s nothing we can do now. We all know he can’t be saved.” Tony listened to the woman’s sobs get louder. “Honey, come with us, you don’t want to be around him when he changes.”
 
   Kenny looked at him sharply. “So what?” he snapped back. “I was bitten too. You’re the one who called me the chosen one.” He pulled the man’s axe out of his hands and ran his thumb across the blade, hissing in pain. He dropped the axe then held his bleeding thumb over the wound.
 
   “What the fuck are you playing at?” screamed the woman.
 
   “I think I can save him,” Kenny replied. He looked at Tony. “You had all better move back in case this doesn’t work.”
 
   The man opened his eyes wide and howled out in agony. His whole body convulsed. The woman tried to hold him down but she couldn’t keep hold. He flayed his arms out and Tony jumped back to avoid the big man’s fists. The man’s eyes closed and he settled down.
 
   Instinct told Tony to run, to get away before the infected man woke up. It took a huge amount of self-control to keep his feet fixed to the ground. Diane jumped back as the man’s eyes opened. Tony saw none of the usual signs of death. He blinked a couple of times before staring in wonder at Kenny. 
 
   “You’ve just brought me back!”
 
   He couldn’t say any more as the woman flung her arms around his neck. “I thought that I’d lost you!”
 
   Kenny stood up. He walked over to the woman and held out his hand. The woman looked a little uncertain before she started to grab it. Kenny pulled his arm back. “No, you don’t understand.” Kenny dropped to his knees and placed his bleeding thumb over one of the multiple cuts on her arm. “I want to cure you as well.”
 
   “I haven’t been bitten though. I’m not sick.”
 
   “We all are,” Kenny replied. “You should know that better than most.” He looked at his sister. “Diane told us that you’re one of the people that runs the city?”
 
   The woman slowly nodded.
 
   “So why those were poor fools trying to kill you?”
 
   Tony watched the woman’s features twist into a grimace. For the first time, he now saw exactly what Diane meant. The woman now looked like a hellish demon.
 
   “That fucker Rossini wants me dead, that’s why,” she spat. The woman dragged herself to her feet and eyed Tony’s weapon. “Give me your gun,” she demanded. “I have someone to kill.”
 
   He backed away, not intending to give his gun to anybody, especially her. “Not a chance,” he said. “I need this.” Tony spotted movement to the left of them. He spun around and saw more dead things shambling out of one of the buildings behind them, as well as a group of uniformed men running towards them.
 
   Two of them raised their weapons. Unlike the now eaten celebrities, these guys wouldn’t miss. He looked at the gun in his hand before throwing it on the ground. He had no wish to get shot. 
 
   As the guards sprinted towards them, Tony’s guts whirled as the feeling of separation ran through his body one more time. “Oh please, not now,” he moaned. Tony jumped at the sound of an explosion of air behind him. He turned to see Kenny and Diane were still with him but the others were gone. “What the fuck happened?”
 
   Kenny pointed at the wall. “They fell through that.” The man’s face suddenly grew pale. “Oh fuck, not him.”
 
   Tony turned to see a large man with long pale hair walking towards them. He knew him. He’d seen Rossini’s face dominating the posters for a long time. He wasn’t too shocked to see that the sudden disappearance of the other two hadn’t fazed the big man.
 
   “Hello there, Kenny. Did I not say that you were going to be my biggest star? You won’t believe the viewing figures.” Rossini nodded to one of the uniformed goons and the others grabbed the siblings and began marching them down the road. Rossini’s fingers wrapped around Tony’s arm when he tried to follow them. “Wait for one minute, you. I have a couple of questions first.”
 
   Tony jumped when shots rang out and he saw three zombies hit the floor.
 
   Rossini chuckled. “Calm yourself, young man. I have no intention of killing my new stars. You though. Well, you need to give me a very good reason as to why I should keep you alive.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out four large pills. The man nodded to himself. “Yeah, I thought you’d recognize them. We took them from your friend, Joseph. He refused to tell me what they were used for. Perhaps you will be a little more cooperative?”
 
   Tony kept his mouth shut, hoping that this goon didn’t have the sense to decide to search his pockets. All he needed was for Rossini to release his arm for just a second and he would be out of there. 
 
   “Not too keen on talking?”
 
   From what he heard, this fucker already had Joseph, and if he wanted to keep Kenny alive and as long as Rossini didn’t work out when made him so valuable, there wasn’t much more he could do. Tony gazed at the tablets in the big guy’s hands. He licked his lips, trying to think of how to play this.
 
   “If I tell you, then you’ll have no use for me.” Tony looked at the wall beside them. “I’ve seen how you treat the people who piss you off.” He smiled. “That’s why you set those dim-witted fools on her, isn’t it?”
 
   “It’s not a wise idea to assume the worst, young man. Prepare for it, yes. But try not to believe that’s your sole remaining option.” Rossini pulled Tony away from the wall. “Joseph was trying to reach out and find new unexplored worlds to visit. All the city elders knew that much, mainly because he wouldn’t shut up about it.” He held one of the tablets between his thumb and forefinger and crushed it. “I’ve had this analyzed already. It’s exactly what we expected to find.” Rossini then stopped and turned around. He pushed Tony towards a depression in the grass. The man bent down and picked up half a brick, which he threw into the air. The brick landed in the middle of the depression and a circular area of grass and soil dipped, revealing a deep hole.
 
   “There’s quite a few of these dotted around my arena, Tony. Would you like to take a closer look?” He forced Tony’s head forward. “Look at them all down there, young man, just begging for me to throw you down to them. I’ve watched them take a human body apart, you know. People want to believe that it’s a quick death. Believe you me, it isn’t. The wild ones will go for the throat to make sure you don’t get back up. You see, they don’t want any more like them, all fighting for the same food supply. Down there though? They know you’re not going anywhere, so they’ll take you apart slowly, bite after bite.”
 
   Tony strained against the man’s hold.
 
   “Now you can assume the worst, young man.” Rossini picked him up as if he weighed no more than a small child, and held him over the pit. “This pit was reserved for Natalie and her Source World boyfriend. They have evaded me this time but they’ll be back.” He turned him around and leaned forward. “Now tell me what those fucking tablets do to you!” he screamed.
 
   Tony saw movement behind them. He could hear the things below him, straining to reach his feet. Despite his predicament, he furnished the man with a slight smirk after making sure he had a firm grip on Rossini’s wrists. “I don’t assume the worst,” he said. “Look behind you, Rossini.” His smirk widened into a grin as the man yelped and stumbled back, bringing Tony safely away from the pit.
 
   “Your guards are gone, Rossini,” he said, watching the huge group of dead things shamble towards them. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his remaining tablets. “You wanted to know what these do? Keep watching.” Tony pushed the two tablets into his mouth and chewed before swallowing. He watched the background begin to fade. “It’s such a shame that you crushed yours.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Mortimer opened his eyes; it took him a few seconds for his view to solidify. His stomach and his head felt as though they had swapped places. “I want to die,” he uttered. Mortimer quickly turned his head and leaned over, waiting for his guts to realign. His eyes traced a single dark red trail along the filthy concrete floor. Mortimer followed it until the path stopped at a man-shaped bundle of clothes. “Please,” he moaned, “I don’t want to be here again.”
 
   There was no stopping his gaze from following the clothing until he looked, once more, into the flat eyes of his dead brother. “It’s not him!” he cried, shuffling back until he reached the far wall. Mortimer then yelped out when a hand landed on his thigh. 
 
   “Why are we here again?”
 
   Just the sound of his brother’s voice, even layered with trepidation as it was, had a cathartic effect on his frayed nerves. His heart still refused to slow down but now he could at least attempt to take stock of their situation without feeling like a lost lamb, hearing the sound of wolves howling.
 
   Mortimer ran his tongue over his cracked lips. “Daniel, you scared the shit out of me.” His voice echoed through the dank cellar. His only source of light filtered down from the stone steps to the left of where they lay. The filtered daylight wasn’t strong enough to banish the long shadows cast from their decaying companions, but there was enough illumination to see that the enquiring voice did issue from his brother’s lips.
 
   “Mortimer, why are we here?”
 
   “Since when did I become the font of all knowledge?” he snapped. “Hush your flapping mouth and let me think.”
 
   The arm attached to his body, as well as the pudgy hand now covered in black dirt, could not belong to anybody else but him. Like his brother, this truly was the real him down here. With his comfort barrier snatched away, Mortimer’s anxiety quadrupled. Without that glimmer of uncertainty that they could still be inside a digital playground, the lost lamb sensation threatened to take control. He’d be a fool to believe that wherever they were, wolves weren’t nearby.
 
   “I don’t like it here,” whispered Daniel.
 
   “I’m not that keen either, but it’s infinitely preferable to where we just came from.” Mortimer stopped talking and turned back, intending to ask Daniel if he felt any different. He couldn’t shake the feeling of belonging when he gazed around this cellar, no matter how bizarre that sounded. His question died on his lips when he saw his brother’s eyes, grown to the size of marbles. 
 
   “They’re not all truly dead.”
 
   He hoped there’d be more time to prepare before the meeting with his first wolf. The stink of death increased and he heard a single low moan coming from the other end of the cellar. As Daniel whimpered, Mortimer frowned. He used his brother’s trembling body for support as he got to his feet, turned around and shook off Daniel’s hand. 
 
   “What are we going to do?”
 
   Another hand, followed by a skinny arm, pushed up from between two bodies. “You idiot, Daniel.” He jumped over the bodies and grabbed the arm, wrapping his fingers around the wrist. “It’s Joseph. Don’t just stare, help me get him out from under here.”
 
   With his brother’s help, they pulled the unconscious man out from under the corpses and dragged him over to the stairs. The man moaned once more but didn’t regain consciousness. “We ought to count our blessings, Daniel,” Mortimer said, pulling Joseph onto the first step. “Can you imagine appearing under a pile of corpses, unable to breath, feeling their weight holding you down? I’m glad the guy isn’t awake.”
 
   “None of this makes any sense to me, Mortimer.” Daniel lifted Joseph’s face. “You know he only gave us the same tablets that Martin freaked out over. How did we both end up back home?”
 
   This experience was turning into one serious head fuck. Daniel’s words circled his mind, each revolution confusing him more and more. He could still be inside that fucking device, hell, he might not have even left it. A game within a game? Why not? If the designers were able to construct such an elaborate scenario in the first place, it would be easy to fool the user that they had woken up, not once but several times. 
 
   “Could we still be sitting in our chairs?”
 
   Mortimer looked into Daniel’s eyes, looking for any signs of real life. If he was still in the game, the original one, then this Daniel was just another digital representation, just like Joseph. As for the tablet they took to supposedly get them into another world, now that did sound contrived. How opportune was it that this Joseph had them upon his person? If this was a game, those pills would make a convenient plot device.
 
   “Why are you looking at me like that?”
 
   Mortimer shrugged then lashed out with his left leg, his foot connecting with Daniel’s shin.
 
   “You fucker!” he squealed, dropping Joseph and jumping back. 
 
   He then threw a punch that Mortimer easily dodged. “Calm down. I was just testing out a theory. I wasn’t sure if you were really here or a collection of pixels.
 
   “If you hit me again, I’ll stamp your pixels into the fucking dirt.” Daniel picked up Joseph by the shoulders and dragged the man up the rest of the stairs. “So let’s say we get out of this house and we’re attacked by a load more dead things. It’ll be okay if they kill us all, ‘cause we’ll wake up? You think about stuff, Mortimer. That’s always been your problem. Stop pulling it all apart and go with the flow. Fuck, it’s all we can do anyway.”
 
   “How can you stand there and spout all that bullshit? Just look around you, for crying out loud. We both know this can’t even exist. It’s an impossible place and we both know it.”
 
   “We can’t walk about with our heads in the clouds, hoping everything will turn out for the best. If we don’t work this thing out, we’ll both end up like Martin.”
 
   “That’s utter bollocks. Martin ended up fucking dead ‘cause he did try to work this out.” Mortimer looked at his brother scornfully. Why was he even trying to have a debate with Daniel? He followed him up to the top of the stairs and pushed past the pair of them. Mortimer pulled open the cupboard above the microwave and pretended to look inside. The door provided a convenient obstacle so he wouldn’t have to look at his brother’s simpering face. As he tuned out Daniel’s continued bleating, Mortimer examined the contents of the cupboards.
 
   “Shut up a minute, Daniel, and come here.” He leaned back and grabbed his jacket, trying not to get angry when the man flinched. “Look at this, come on. Tell me why this doesn’t look right to me.”
 
   Daniel shrugged off his hand. “What am I supposed to be looking at?” He moved closer to the cupboard. “There’s nothing out of place, it’s just like I always remembered it. Mom’s well stocked cupboard, overflowing with goodies, strikes again.”
 
   His reaction to the obvious abnormality here reinforced Mortimer’s theory that this really was only a digital representation of his brother. He silently sighed; but then again, maybe not. Daniel had never been that great at picking out the obvious. He lifted out a large square tin. “Nothing out of place, you say? Have you any idea what sliced beef is? It’s from a cow. Come on, who the fuck eats cow meat?”
 
   “What are you talking about, Mortimer? That’s your favorite food.”
 
   “Oh is it? Well how come I don’t know this?” Mortimer dropped the tin and jerked his head towards the ceiling. “Did you hear that?” he hissed.
 
   His brother nodded. “Yeah, we’re not alone in here.” Daniel grinned. “Come on, let’s go explore.” He hurried over to the door. “Look on the bright side. If it is a bunch of zombies upstairs and they do snack on us, at least we’ll end up back on our couch.”
 
   Mortimer shook his head, wondering if he could take out his brother with a couple of well-placed cow meat tins. He followed Daniel up the stairs, despairing at the fact that he was making no attempt at being stealthy. “You’re only saying that because you miss your Legos, you big girl,” he whispered.
 
   Daniel chuckled. “I have a box of the stuff under my bed. It’s a win/win situation for me, Mortimer.”
 
   They both reached the landing. Mortimer sneaked over to the bedroom directly above the kitchen. He glanced at his empty hands and quietly cursed. Why didn’t he pick up a knife while he was in the kitchen? If there were any dead things in there, he and his brother wouldn’t stand a chance. It was too late to go back now; besides, he’d already been in here once, the last time, and he hadn’t found any zombies. Mortimer stopped at the doorframe. Could dead things climb stairs in this world?
 
   “Screw it,” he snarled, walking into the room.
 
   “It’s just like I remember,” said Daniel, looking over his shoulder.
 
   “How can you say that when we both know that this is supposed to be your room? All this gear belongs to Martin.”
 
   “Don’t blame Daniel, Mortimer. It isn’t his fault.”
 
   “How the fuck did you get up here?” Mortimer blinked. 
 
   Joseph smiled back at him and leaned back, resting the back of his head on the wallpaper. “I wasn’t sure if you’d both leave without exploring the house.” He idly entwined his fingers in the dark blue quilt cover. “I’m glad I stayed now. Come on in, it’s okay. After all, it is your house.”
 
   “You haven’t answered the question,” said Daniel. “How did you get up here without us seeing you?”
 
   Mortimer sighed. “It’s another Joseph, you idiot. Wait, how can this be our house?” He flicked his eyes at Daniel. “I mean, if we really are here, then doesn’t this house belong to the corpse lying on the cellar floor?”
 
   “The other one that looks like me is here too, I can feel him.” Joseph clenched his fist. “How is he doing?”
 
   Those eyes lost their familiar calmness, and iced-blue chips of diamond stared back at him. They were the eyes of someone who detested his other self. It took a lot of restraint for Mortimer not to ask how this Joseph could even know the Joseph from their world. “He’s out cold,” replied Mortimer.”
 
   “Yeah, I figured that would be the case. This will be the first time he’s been brave enough to bring all of him over, instead of his diseased mind.” He stood up and walked over to the two men. “Guys, I’m sorry to break this to you, but this really is your home. You both belong here, in this world.”
 
   Those cold eyes filled with warmth as Joseph delivered that earth-shattering news. It was clear the man believed his own words. “I don’t believe you,” Mortimer said, slowly. Even as the words left his mouth, Mortimer saw himself standing in this bedroom and looking through the crack in the curtains as the mobile euthanasia vans rolled past his house. He screwed up his eyes, wanting to block out the torrent of old images flooding into his mind.
 
   Mortimer opened his eyes. He looked at his brother and then at Joseph, hot tears rolling down his cheeks. He now remembered the terror he felt at seeing his neighbors all dying from the flu, of watching his mother being pushed into the back of the van, and Homeland Security aiming their assault rifles at Martin when he tried to stop them.
 
   “How much do you remember?” Joseph asked almost kindly.
 
   “Just fragments,” he whispered.
 
   “The flu virus almost wiped out our species. Despite all the horrors, we managed to keep going, to rebuild, and even started to repopulate. None of us believed it could get any worse.” Joseph laughed harshly. “Oh, how naïve were we? We weren’t the only ones who’d suffered an event of apocalyptic proportions.”
 
   Mortimer nodded. His mind had started to settle down. His brother squeezed his shoulder.
 
   “You OK?”
 
   Mortimer nodded, slowly. “How about you?”
 
   He shrugged, “It all came back, Mortimer, all my real memories are back in place.”
 
   “What happened?” Daniel said, looking at Joseph. “I mean, what really happened, that part still isn’t clear.” 
 
   “As far as we know, there are three worlds, each one linked. The one named Source World was just like ours. By that, I mean normal, I suppose. Just like us though, they suffered a catastrophe. The dead rose up and ate through the surviving population like a starving fox in a henhouse. No matter what they tried, their shrinking population couldn’t stop this vile plague. They should have all perished.”
 
   Joseph’s face crumpled up. “They would have all ended up dead if it hadn’t been for one man who saw a way out.” He shrugged. “The man was another version of me, another Joseph. He figured out a way to cross into other worlds, looking for other versions of you and your brothers. He knew that your blood held the key to a possible vaccine.”
 
   “He didn’t visit this world first, did he?”
 
   Joseph shook his head. “They couldn’t. This world and theirs are not directly connected. There’s another world that acts as a bridge. You know as well as I how twisted that place is.”
 
   “Look out!”
 
   Joseph swung around. Daniel’s warning saved his life as Joseph’s other self lunged for him, screaming while holding a large kitchen knife in his hand. Joseph dropped to the floor and rolled over to the window.
 
   Mortimer rushed up to the screaming man, wrapped his large arms around the man’s chest and squeezed tight. He shook him until the knife fell on to the carpet. As soon as his brother scooped up the blade, he released the man and violently pushed him forward. “Stop that, right now.” The other Joseph spun around and glared at them. Apart from their identical faces, there was nothing that connected them. This wild-eyed maniac, with his stinking, ripped, and filthy clothes looked more suited to life lining up outside a medi-center on that other world.
 
   “It’s all lies,” spat Joseph. “Everything he’s told you is utter crap.” He stood up and attempted to brush the grime off his clothes. “I look disgusting.” He shook his head. “He’s distorting everything, Mortimer. Come on, you know me.”
 
   The other Joseph got to his feet. “You just came at me with a knife, my friend. Does that sound like the actions of a man who’s in command of his wits? Joseph, our other self came to you from Source World, begging for your help.” He looked across at Mortimer. “There was a sickness in their world long before the death virus spread through their cities. The Joseph that came through that gate didn’t spread either.”
 
   He pointed at the other Joseph. “They did that. You see, the fuckers had already tortured the information out of our other Joseph and found out about the possible cure in your blood. They had all three of your other selves connected to drips and had already devised an inhibitor. All they needed now was to wipe out their local opposition.”
 
   The other Joseph screamed out and ran towards Daniel. He wrapped his fingers in his hair and slammed the back of the lad’s head into the wall behind him before racing out of the door.
 
   Mortimer ran over to his brother, sobbing at the sight of the huge pool of blood spreading out from under him. “No, this isn’t supposed to happen!” He gently stroked his cheeks, knowing he was dead. He lifted his head and stared at the stricken Joseph, his face wet with tears as well. “Please, tell me I was right and he was wrong. This really is a game and Daniel’s woken up to play with his Legos?”
 
   Joseph dropped to his knees and placed his arm over Mortimer’s shoulder. “Oh God, I’m so sorry about this,” he cried. “I shouldn’t have tried to be so clever. I should have secured him when you arrived.”
 
   He ran over to the bed and ripped off the cover and gently laid it over Daniel. 
 
   “Why don’t I feel anything, Joseph? There’s nothing inside me, nothing at all.” Mortimer twisted around. “What is wrong with me?”
 
   “There’s nothing the matter, Mortimer. Believe me, the fact that you’re questioning your apparent lack of emotions shows that you’re more balanced than most people. Just look around you, look at where you come from, hell on every world, there’s death everywhere you look. We’re all anesthetized to it.” He wrapped his arms around Mortimer’s shoulders. “We had better get a move on, young man. There’s still an incredible amount of work left for us to do.”
 
   “What about the other Joseph?” Mortimer felt his rage rising. He liked how it felt, even if it was anger, any emotion was better than feeling dead inside. “I want to kill the bastard.” He strained his neck, trying to see any sign of him through the window. He saw nothing. Had he expected the bastard to hang around outside, waving at them from the end of the garden? He’d be long gone by now. “Tell me how we ended up back here, Joseph.” Right now, he couldn’t care less but he though the sound of Joseph’s voice would help mute the screams detonating in his head.
 
   “There are invisible lines that connect us to our alternate selves. When we shift from each world, we invariably end up close to each other. When the first Joseph shifted for the first time, he appeared in his other self’s laboratory. We’re all very good at comprehending the science, you know. I believe that if the first Joseph hadn’t constructed the device then one of us would have sooner or later.”
 
   “You wish he had come here first?”
 
   Joseph nodded. “It isn’t physically possible but yeah, I do. Together we would have solved both of our problems. That other Joseph and his other citystate founders unleashed the virus on their enemies, having no idea of the repercussions. Thinking they could sit back and watch the other citiystates perish. They died alright, and the corpses then converged on their city, the last remaining source of food on their blighted planet. Hard to believe that those fools didn’t think this would happen.”
 
   “Jesus,” Mortimer muttered. “So they almost annihilated their own species?”
 
   “I wish they had, then they wouldn’t have found us. They invaded our world, stole you three, and unleashed the virus. Our growing population was reduced to almost nothing. They then enslaved the survivors and put us to work in the food factories.”
 
   Joseph walked to the door. “I really am sorry about your brother.”
 
   Mortimer closed his eyes, still not sure why he wasn’t grieving. He kept gazing at the shape of his brother’s body under that cover, expecting him to start moving at any minute. “So what do we do now?”
 
   “It’s simple. I want to close the bridge between here and the other world for good, but I still want to keep in contact with the Source World. I believe we can still cure this death plague. I just want the other world to be isolated so they can finish what they started and kill themselves off.”
 
   “You said it was impossible though.”
 
   “Not if we find another bridge.” The man placed both his hand gently on Mortimer’s shoulders. “Come, let me introduce you to my friends, although I think you’ll have already met them once.” He took him to the bedroom door and descended the stairs. Mortimer took one look at the cover before following Joseph.
 
   His mind still overflowed with a thousand unanswered questions, but before Mortimer could even spurt out the first one, Joseph had already left the house. He rushed after him and found a crowd of people standing on the sidewalk. Joseph had been right. There were a few standing amongst them that he remembered from before. Unlike that time, Mortimer saw no hostility in their faces. He discreetly scanned their arms to see if he could find the body that he’d been inside.
 
   He turned away. Why was he even thinking about that? He closed his eyes and tilted his head towards the blazing sun, feeling the warm rays massage his skin. The scent of flowers filled the air. Mortimer had forgotten the smell of the great outdoors. In the city, the stink of death coated everything, sometimes so strong you could taste it. Inside wasn’t much better; the air conditioning erased the stench of death but left a sterile environment.
 
   “My brother should be buried here. He would have liked that. We can’t leave him to rot like the other bodies in that cellar.” Mortimer snapped open his eyes and sought out Joseph. He found him standing at the back. “Wait, why are those poor people still down there?”
 
   “We weren’t allowed to touch them. We were – in a way still are – slaves to the masters of the city. The only reason why they are not here now is because they have other concern, and unless we find a way to stop them, they will be back. This time I suspect they’ll kill us all, especially since the other me is nowhere to be found.” Joseph looked grimly about.
 
   Mortimer saw that they were all staring at him.
 
   “At least we don’t need their tablets,” said Joseph, smiling at him. “Not now we have you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Their brief forced march came to an abrupt end when it felt as though the contents of his ribcage wanted to escape. Kenny knew that they were about to shift one more time. He refused to allow the unpleasant experience to distract him. This would be their only chance to get away. He could tell by the way his sister acted that she knew their location was about to alter as well. Kenny clenched his stomach muscles the best he could and prepared himself, praying that they wouldn’t land in the middle of a zombie horde.
 
   By their captors’ reactions, though, the goons didn’t have a single idea what they were experiencing.
 
   “Oh fuck, they’ve poisoned us!” gasped the huge blonde-haired youth who had secured Kenny’s arms behind his back. “Oh, this really hurts.” He leaned forward. “What have you done to us?” he demanded, spitting in Kenny’s ear.
 
   Kenny kept quiet and suppressed a triumphant grin, dropping his mouth in awe as the fake landscape surrounding the five of them blurred out of existence. The three men cried out, their voices lost in the swirling vortex. Kenny felt the grip on his arms loosen. He fell down, feeling his mind slip as well when he saw there was no ground beneath his body. Kenny forced his head up, and through the kaleidoscope of swirling primary colors, he saw that Diane had not moved, yet her captor crouched behind her, crunched up into a tight ball.
 
   He jumped to his feet, ran over to Diane and slipped his fingers into her limp hand. “We don’t have much time,” he whispered, starting as his voice sounded like it was coming from behind him. He shut his mouth, not daring to speak again. The vivid hues were losing their intensity.
 
   Kenny pulled her away from the three guards, knowing that it wouldn’t take them more than a couple of seconds for their collective limited intelligences to decide that losing their prisoners would be more harmful to their health than stepping into another world.
 
   The ground beneath his feet lost its spongy texture and solidified into rough rock. Kenny steadied his sister when she almost lost her balance. He turned to see the others had already regained their composure and sighed; he’d hoped for a few more seconds to get away from them.
 
   “Where are we now?”
 
   His gut feeling told him that they were back in the world where they’d last escaped from. The air smelled the same, and although they were now inside what appeared to be a cave, Kenny believed that they weren’t that far from that underground structure. He had no idea how he could even know this. Then again, considering what he and Diane had been through in the past few hours, he decided not to even bother looking for explanations anymore.
 
   “We’re away from the goons,” he whispered. Kenny looked beyond her shoulder, just to check that they really were alone. “Right now, that’s all that matters.” He took her hand. “Let’s go see where this takes us, and keep your eyes peeled for those guards.”
 
   “What’s so funny?” hissed Diane.
 
   Kenny put his hands up and traced the beaming smile plastered across his face with his forefinger. He extended his arms and placed them flat against the walls of the harrow passageway and turned around. His sister’s face, contorted into worry, gazed back at him. “I’m not laughing, hun,” he replied. How could he even explain his mood to her? That, from out of nowhere this torrent of positive feelings had just soaked into his body, like a dry sponge dropped into a bucket of warm water?
 
   “Come on, Diane. You of all people know how shitty my life has been recently. Just the fact that I’m still alive is a major fucking miracle.” He held his hand in front of his face, noting that his fingers now glowed. At least he had found out how they could see down here: the walls were covered in this stuff. “Diane, I’m cured. I’ll never have to have any more of that vile stuff in my body again.”
 
   “And you can stop other people from turning into monsters.”
 
   He nodded excitedly. “Exactly!”
 
   “And yet, instead of being treated as heroes, here we are, running for our lives.”
 
   “No shock there. They don’t know what I can do.”
 
   “How much do you want to wager? You cured that man in front of a television camera, I bet half the capital saw it.”
 
   Even the harsh reality of her words failed to dent his euphoria. “Fuck them, Diane. Look around you, we’re back in that other world now. These people will be grateful to have us.”
 
   “Wait, are you saying that we’re back in the place we jumped out of?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure of it.”
 
   “The fuckers were going to rape me, Kenny.” She shivered and pushed him back. “These bastards are no better.”
 
   “I haven’t forgotten,” he said, softly. He reached out and pulled her into his embrace. “I promise you that I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
 
   “How are you going to stop them?”
 
   “Would you want to upset the man who could eradicate the plague that’s destroyed their world?” He lifted her hand to his face and kissed it. “Focus on the certainties, Diane. Right now, the only one we know for sure is that those three guards are in here with us and they will not welcome us with open arms.”
 
   He wrapped his warm fingers around her hand. “Are you ready to carry on?”
 
   Diane sighed. “It’s not like we have any choice, is it?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, not at all.” Kenny took five steps forward, before stopping again.
 
   “What’s wrong, Kenny?”
 
   “Not sure. Don’t worry,” he said, when he felt her stiffen. “I haven’t seen our three friends. It just looks as though the tunnel is turning orange.”
 
   She peered over his shoulder. “Move forward! Can’t you see? We’ve found a way out, it must be a sunset, we can see!”
 
   Kenny chuckled, “I told you not to worry. Come on then, let’s go see what this world has to show us.” He wasn’t under any illusion what they would see after they emerged into the open air. From what they’d found from their last visit, the walking dead dominated this world. Was it really a good idea to follow this route? No place above the ground would be safe from them. Then again, it wasn’t as if they had any other options. If those guards weren’t in front, then they had to be behind them.
 
   “That’s not the sun,” he murmured. Kenny frowned, not sure of what he was seeing. He hurried along the passageway, watching the orange glow grow brighter.
 
   “Kenny!”
 
   The glow disappeared from his vision as his body jerked back. Kenny felt his sister’s arms encircling his chest. He blinked several times; the glow had lost some of its intensity and he now saw just how close he had been to falling to his death. This tunnel opened out into a vast, cathedral-sized cavern. He leaned forward; the path under his feet stopped at an abrupt ledge. He couldn’t see where the drop ended. 
 
   “That was close,” Kenny said. He turned around in her arms. “Too close, what the hell happened?”
 
   “I only saw the danger when your body obstructed the light.” He looked behind him. “Oh, this is just unreal, Kenny. What the hell is this place?”
 
   Kenny turned back around. The light had now faded altogether, giving him an unparalleled view of the cavern. Dozens of dark orange crystal shards hung down from the cavern’s ceiling. He tilted his head up, gazing in wonder at the spectacle. What were they? The ceiling had to be at least a hundred meters from where he stood and yet some of the thicker shards grew down, past his eye line, disappearing into the blackness. 
 
   “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my life,” he said, tracing the smooth line of the closest shard. The edge looked sharp enough to split light. He reluctantly took his eyes off the structures and looked to his left, smiling when he saw the path wound around the rough cavern wall. At least this wasn’t a dead end.
 
   “Are you still feeling like you’re doped up, Kenny?”
 
   He nodded. “Right now, I feel like we’re in the presence of God. This is part of the reason why these three worlds were able to connect, Diane.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “It’s just a gut feeling that I have.” That felt like a lie. Kenny’s mind and body had altered when his other world sister had bitten him. The more he shifted through the worlds, the more his body adapted to the transition. It was as if he had become linked to all three worlds. Kenny smiled to himself, deciding not to share those thoughts with Diane. He had no wish for her to think that her brother was losing his grip on reality. His grin turned into a smirk when he realized that was just what was happening to him.
 
   “Come on, Diane, we need to keep moving,” he said, taking her hand. Kenny stepped out onto the ledge and flattened his back against the rock face. “Are you going to be okay here?”
 
   “I think so.” She followed him out onto the ledge. “You had better quicken your pace though, Kenny, I can hear footsteps.”
 
   He looked past his sister and saw shadows on the tunnel wall. Kenny slid his feet faster along the ledge, hoping that those bastards wouldn’t be able to see the cavern and would tumble over the crevice. He moaned when he saw a head appear. It glanced at the crystal formation for a second before turning to face them. 
 
   Kenny saw the man slowly grin before squeezing his body onto the narrow ledge. The other two followed him out. Kenny moaned again and tried to increase his speed. Unlike him and Diane, the men were choosing their steps carefully; they had no other option. Each guard equalled at least three of Kenny in body mass. 
 
   “Why are you even doing this?” Kenny shouted. He saw them all look up in surprise. He guessed that none of them thought that their prey would ask them questions. “Look, can’t you see how dangerous this ledge is? Just go back and say you lost us. Who’s going to know? Come on, you all must know that there’s a good chance that you could fall here.”
 
   None of them bothered to respond, not that that surprised him that much. They had their orders. Kenny pushed on, noticing that the ledge had started to narrow. Would those clowns attempt to cross that? “You had better watch your step here, Diane,” he whispered. “Our journey is about to become rather tricky.”
 
   “It’s not like we can go back, is it,” she answered. “Stop worry about me, you’re the clumsy one. Just try not to take me with you if you do lose your balance.”
 
   “Oh my, you are so compassionate.”
 
   “Come back right now, and I promise we won’t damage you.”
 
   Kenny looked past his sister. The three of them hadn’t moved forward. Kenny nodded to himself; perhaps they had more sense than he gave them credit for. The blond man’s face suggested to Kenny that he wasn’t finding this very funny. The man reached to his side and pulled out his gun.
 
   “No more warnings!” he shouted, pointed the evil-looking device in Kenny’s direction.
 
   Kenny sighed and turned away; he remembered what Rossini had said. These clowns wouldn’t dare shoot them.
 
   “Don’t you turn your back on me, you little fucking shit!”
 
   He yelped as a flake of rock close to his face fell into the abyss when one of the goons fired. His foot slipped. If it hadn’t been for Diane slamming her arm against his chest, he would have followed that tiny piece of rock. He couldn’t believe that they had actually fired on them.
 
   The others followed Blonde Bastard’s example and steadily raised their weapons. It only took a moment for Kenny to realize that he should have kept his mouth shut. The man’s slow brain had eventually reached the same conclusion as Kenny. They wouldn’t be able to reach them; this ledge would not hold those guys. 
 
   “Fuck, Diane, we’re going to have to give ourselves up,” he muttered. “He missed once, but I doubt we’ll be that lucky twice.” 
 
   His sister wasn’t even looking at him. He gritted his teeth, watching them take aim. “Don’t sho…” An explosion of gunfire silenced Kenny’s words. He gaped in astonishment as the blonde man fell to his knees, dropping his gun. He fell forward, lying on top of his weapon.
 
   Kenny twisted his head and found another group of men on the other side of the cavern, every one of them armed with rifles. “Where did they come from?” he muttered. The man at the front of the group took a step forward, brought his rifle up and pushed the stock into his shoulder. He felt his sister stiffen.
 
   “Oh no, not him.”
 
   Kenny took her hand. “It’ll be okay, I won’t let him touch you, I promise.” He saw that the man’s actions were enough to get the two remaining guards to stumble back, before they both spun around and fled back through the passageway. 
 
   “It’s going to be alright,” Kenny said. The man lowered his weapon and stood back to allow two very familiar people to show themselves. Kenny smiled to himself at the sight of the thick-set man standing next to the other Tony. 
 
   Kenny squeezed his sister’s hand. “Are you okay to continue?”
 
   She took her eyes off the man holding the rifle and slowly nodded. “There’s no other choice, is there?” Her face darkened. “Just be sure of this though. Kenny. If he even leers at me, I’ll push him off that fucking ledge.”
 
   The large man held out his hand. “I’m happy to see you two again.” He looked at the man standing beside him, then frowned at Kenny. “What happened to the one who looks like my Tony?”
 
   Kenny shrugged. “I don’t know. We got separated and we lost him.”
 
   “If he’s anything like my Tony, he’ll survive.” The big man nodded to himself. “If he does come through, I believe he’ll show up close to us, anyway. It looks as though we are all destined to be together.”
 
   The man with the rifle clicked his fingers and his men ran past them. Kenny felt his sister cringe when her attacker squeezed past her. The big man frowned, switching his gaze from Diane to the man at the back of the group. “I heard there was trouble while I was away,” he said. “I think I can guess what happened, Diane.” He nodded at Kenny’s sister. “Mistakes were made, although one particular incident will not go unpunished. You have my word on that.”
 
   The big man wrapped his arms around Kenny. “I owe you my life,” he said. “What is mine is now yours. As for your friends, my men will deal with them. Come on, I think you should follow us. I have something to show you that will blow your mind.”
 
   He spun around and walked back through the entrance. Kenny took one last look at the unusual rock formations before he and Diane hurried after them, his statement about them always meeting up with the same people stuck in his throat. Kenny stopped dead and looked back at those formations. “Why haven’t I run into another version of me?” he said. “And how come you know my name?”
 
   The man sighed. “I thought that you would have already worked that out, Kenny. The other Kenny died during the outbreak.” He walked back and placed his hands on Kenny’s shoulders. “Our Joseph made me promise to find you and make sure you were safe.”
 
   “But why? I really don’t understand any of this.”
 
   “Come on, It’ll be better if I just show you. This is going to blow your mind, son.”
 
   “Hush down, Kenny,” whispered his sister. She took his hand. “He’s already told us that he’s going to answer your questions.” She paused and tilted her head. “Is that rain?”
 
   Those crystal shards called to Kenny. Each one resonated with a unique song. He knew the others had left the cavern; even his sister had abandoned him. He didn’t care about such trivialities. The songs were all that mattered. Their calling compelled him to move as close as he dared to the edge of the precipice. Even under their spell, Kenny wasn’t stupid enough to allow their seduction to cover his senses with their beautiful voices. There was another voice demanding to join the choir. Compared to the harmony of the shards, this voice sounded like nails screeching across a school blackboard. His bones vibrated as the harsh voice continued to torment his ear. Kenny grounded his teeth and slammed his hands against the side of his head, cutting off all sounds.
 
   The sea of silence was only interrupted by a soft splashing of raindrops into small puddles all around his crouching body.
 
   “Where did you go?”
 
   Kenny reluctantly raised his head. Although the drops of florescent liquid forming a hand-sized pool directly in front of his head was infinitely more appealing than replying to the voice, he knew his mission couldn’t end here.
 
   “You said that I ask too many questions,” he said, watching the glowing rain. It felt rather pleasant to feel it land on his face. Kenny tilted his head back even further and opened his eyes as wide as they would go, needing to feel the warm liquid drip directly into his eyes. His desire never came to fruition as a black shadow obscured his vision before forcing him back up onto his feet and dragging his limp body out of the cavern and into another passageway.
 
   With his back slammed against the rough wall, he found a deeply lined face staring into his. Kenny’s dreaming mind followed the wrinkles, seeing cracks in stone. Had the rock come alive? He heard a deep voice, presumably belonging to the cave monster, telling the blackboard voice a story about how some of their wildlife under the earth could affect how some individuals perceived the shards. Kenny closed his eyes, picturing himself dancing through a glowing forest of bright orange crystals.
 
   “Please, I need you to snap out of it.”
 
   “Is there any sign of activity?”
 
   “Stephen, what happened to him? Seriously, I need to know the truth.”
 
   Kenny heard the voices; they blasted through his brain like bullets, ripping holes in the comforting fabric of clarification that had settled over his tired body the moment the liquid in the cavern had begun to fall.
 
   His lifted his eyelids, looking past the faces of Stephen and his sister. 
 
   Cave Monster and Blackboard Voice.
 
   “Where am I?” The shard voices hadn’t left him; he didn’t think they ever would, not now, but their soft tones now competed with human sounds and mechanical interference. He blinked, enjoying the confusion rippling over Stephen’s rugged face. He did feel a twinge of guilt at the sight of his sister’s agonizing worry.
 
   His world righted itself, showing him the interior of a grey-painted room. When he lifted his body off the cold, hard floor, evidence of his whereabouts wasn’t hard to spot. Where the rocks jutted out from the flat surfaces, they had either been painted over or covered with fabric, as if the designers were ashamed of the room’s origins.
 
   “We haven’t gone very far, Kenny.” Diane’s face threatened to crumple. “You really had me worried, you idiot. As soon as all that water fell and you started to stumble, I honestly believed that you were having a fit.”
 
   Kenny wrapped his arms around her body, noting that his wet clothing retained a little of the liquid’s fluorescent properties. “It’s okay, Diane, really it is. I’m fine. I guess my body is taking time to adjust, that’s all.” Even to his ears, his voice sounded false. There was nothing he could do about that. It was ironic that Stephen was going to show him something that would blow his mind and in the end, it was the very objects themselves that opened him up like petals on a yellow rose.
 
   The other voices in this dull room belonged to strangers, except for one. Kenny offered a tentative smile at Stephen’s partner, standing in the middle of a group of young, dark-haired men. Her own smile, directed at Kenny, caused him to sigh with gratitude, pleased that the woman hadn’t come to any harm. The woman gave Kenny one final nod before she resumed her previous task. 
 
   “You’re not the first, Kenny. Those unique rocks have a power greater than you could ever imagine. Over the years, they have melted the minds of at least a dozen individuals.” Stephen leaned over Diane and pulled him to his feet. “I’m just glad to see that your mind hasn’t been turned into Jell-O.”
 
   Stephen clicked his fingers and one of the young men wheeled a black chair across the tiles. It amused Kenny to notice how out of place this group of men looked in comparison to everyone else he had met in this world. With their pressed trousers and gleaming white shirts, none of them would have looked out of place sitting at one of the terminals on the floor where he worked.
 
   “I think that what I do have to show you, Kenny, will turn your mind into Jell-O though. I hope you’re prepared.” 
 
   Stephen carefully picked what looked like a rock fragment off a metal desk to the left of him. “This is our good luck memento,” he said, smiling. “It’s the only piece that we have ever been able to retrieve.” He approached Kenny. “Open your hand please.”
 
   He did as instructed and flinched when the man dropped the rock into the palm of his hand. Apart from the weight, Kenny could tell immediately that this wasn’t rock; it felt soft against his skin, like an overripe pear. 
 
   “Is this part of one of the shards?”
 
   The big man grinned, while nodding. “Our Joseph used that to start up his project.”
 
   Kenny gently touched the fragment, watching his finger sink though the surface. “Oh fuck,” he muttered, jerking his finger back, “it’s as cold as ice inside.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, the fragment lost its warmth about a week after Joseph found it.”
 
   “Oh fuck, it died!” Kenny buried his head in his hands. He looked up. Both Diane and Stephen’s bemused expressions told him that they had no clue as to what he meant. “It should have a voice!” he shouted, “a resonance!” Kenny stood up and placed the fragment carefully back on the desk and walked over to Natalie. He looked up at the black, loose-woven fabric hanging from the ceiling. His bones had already told him what lay beyond it. There were no jutting-out rock pieces concealed under this piece.
 
   “This is what you wanted to show me, isn’t it?” One glance at the woman’s face told him he wasn’t wrong.
 
   She looked across at Stephen before ripping the fabric away. Despite already knowing and preparing himself, Kenny still fell back, hitting the chair, awed by the sight of every shard filling his head with their endless harmonic tune. Kenny tore his gaze away and focused on the hard rock edge, seeing the stones formed into an arch over ten meters high and six meters across. From this perspective, the shards lined up, continuing the archway into what appeared to be infinity. “This is how Joseph was able to move from this world to ours.” The songs flowing from the shards would never be in sync. Kenny saw that now. That man had not found the fragment, as Stephen had claimed. He’d ripped it off one of the shards and it was their new frequency, their imperfection that had broken the skin from this world to the next.
 
   “Is there any point in me talking, Kenny, you seem to know everything now.”
 
   “I don’t know when your plague almost wiped out your population,” said Kenny. Shallow circles rippled across the skin of the shards. Their tune shifted frequency. He took two steps back, feeling the hairs on his head vibrate.
 
   “It’s been at least a decade now, Kenny. Look, I’m not sure what any of this has got to do with anything. We need you. Joseph told us what you would eventually be.” Stephen gripped his shoulders, blocking the gateway from Kenny’s view. “We can shut off the gateway at any time, but if we did that, we would all be dead. It’s only the medication from your world that’s keeping us alive.”
 
   Stephen’s fingers dug deeper. “Will you help us, please? If we don’t sever the cord, they’ll turn what’s left of this world into a charnel house; they won’t stop until they bleed us all dry.”
 
   “How do they enter your world? Do their soldiers come through this gate?”
 
   Stephen violently shook his head. “No, it’s one way only. This location is one piece of information that they were never able to torture out of Joseph. We have no idea how they travel here, the bastards just appear.”
 
   “You might want to revise your information, Stephen. Look at the archway.”
 
   The big man’s fingers gripped Kenny tight. “Oh fuck, I can feel the vibration!” He slowly turned his head. “No, no way.” Stephen ran over to the archway. “We have to get out of here, I mean, right now.” His fingers danced over several buttons on the fist-sized console embedded in the pillar next to the archway. “They’re coming through the gateway! It’s not possible, how did they manage to open it?”
 
   A single scream ripped through Stephen’s frantic cries. Kenny spun around and ran over to his sister, grabbing her wrist and pulling her away from the wall. He felt the change in the air and knew what was coming next, and it wasn’t going to arrive through the archway. A pair of dead-fish eyes materialized next to a technician.
 
   “Move out of the way!” The man had no chance; the rest of the dead thing appeared as soon as Kenny shouted out his warning. It lunged at the unwary man and bit into the side of his neck. Three more dead things appeared behind the first one and fell onto the shrieking man.
 
   Every guard in the room opened fire, filling the small space with the deafening sound of automatic gunfire. They didn’t discriminate; the guards took out all four dead things and shot the technician as well.
 
   “Not again,” cried Stephen. He left the archway and rushed over to Kenny. “Turn around, you idiot! There’s two more behind you.” Kenny moaned and grabbed Diane, pulling her back as the dead things rushed them. Stephen blasted the closest one in the head, then pushed the pair of them to the side and kicked the remaining zombie in the face. Kenny heard the crunching of teeth as it flew backwards, then watched Natalie rush over and stamp on its head.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” whispered his sister, showing Kenny her bloodied arm. “The bastard bit me. It’s too late.” Tears ran down her cheeks. “I’ve failed you.”
 
   “Stop that, right now,” he hissed, following the others over to the open door. Kenny pulled Diane out of the room and gently sat her down, leaning her back against the wall. Kenny jumped when the door behind him slammed shut. He looked at the survivors, horrified to see that there were only four of them left. Kenny nervously glanced both directions down the hallway, hoping that those things wouldn’t appear out here as well. 
 
   He turned back to Diane, pulling out his knife. Kenny sliced the blade across his palm and clamped the hand tight around the bite mark, praying that this would work. He heard two more gunshots but didn’t bother looking up. He should have known better than to believe that those fucking rotting bastards would only appear inside that room. The two survivors would be able to deal with them.
 
   “I feel so cold,” Diane said.
 
   He took off his shirt and wrapped it around the wound, pressing it tight, and kept his hand on her neck, waiting for her pulse to stop. “Don’t worry, you’re not going to die on me, Diane. I cured Stephen, I can cure you as well.”
 
   The woman’s eyes flickered and her head slumped forward. “No, you’re not dead, please, you can’t be!”
 
   He felt someone pull him up. Kenny tried to shrug off the grip but he couldn’t move.
 
   “Leave her,” shouted Stephen. “I’m really sorry, but she’s gone. We have to go. There’s more of them coming this way.”
 
   “I’m not leaving her!” Kenny shouted. “You go take care of them, I’m not going anywhere without my sister.” He cried out when the man point the gun at Diane. “Don’t you fucking dare!” he growled.
 
   “Stop it, you know the fucking rules, we can’t have her rising!”
 
   He screamed and thrust his head back, feeling it connect with something that crunched. His grip was loosened enough for him to fight his way out of the man’s grip. 
 
   Kenny wrapped his arms around Diane’s body, growing more desperate when he realized that he could feel her heart beating. “If you want to shoot, then go ahead and fucking shoot. You’ll have to kill me as well.” 
 
   Through the thick blood streaming down Stephen’s face, Kenny clearly saw the man sneer. He raised his gun.
 
   “Don’t be a fool!” shouted Natalie, slapping the big man’s hand down. “Just look at her.”
 
   Kenny spun around to sees that her eyes had reopened. He saw only warmth in those blues orbs. She smiled weakly before leaning to the side and throwing up. He pulled up and helped her get back onto her feet. Kenny hugged her tight. “Oh God, I thought I had lost you forever, Diane.”
 
   “We’ll all be dead if we don’t get away from here,” shouted Stephen. The man wiped away some of the blood and flicked it onto the floor. “Look at them all!” He aimed his gun at the mass of shambling corpses filling the corridor, then sighed. “Fuck! Come on!” He turned and ran in the opposite direction.
 
   Both Natalie and Kenny helped Diane along by grasping her under an arm, and they all followed Stephen. The big man skidded to a halt at the next doorway. He pushed it open and held it open as the others filed inside.
 
   “We can’t go back, not yet,” he said, looking at Diane. “Not in your condition. Those things will shamble right past this door. The outer guards will deal with them; we’re only a short distance from the main entrance. Those dead things will have already tripped alarms.” He smiled. “Don’t worry, everything is going to be okay.”
 
   Kenny had doubts about that but kept silent; he had other things to worry about. He guided Diane over to a chair and sat her down. “Tell me how you feel, Diane.”
 
   “I’m just a little tired,” she whispered. “Thanks to you, I’m alive though, that’s the main thing.”
 
   Stephen sighed. “I’m sorry about that, really I am.” He looked over at Natalie and shrugged. “I know you saved me, but I was out of it while you were doing your thing. I couldn’t believe that you could save her. I suppose two decades of built-in survival is hard to break.” The man pushed his axe under the door handle and walked over to Kenny. He leaned over and offered his hand. “Next time, I’ll listen to you, I promise.”
 
   “There’re in here as well!” shouted Natalie.
 
   Stephen turned and tried to dive away as two zombies lunged out of the shadows. He tripped over Kenny’s body and fell on him, forcing all the air out of his stomach. Kenny couldn’t breathe, he certainly couldn’t crawl out from under the man.
 
   Natalie pulled the axe out from under the door and rammed the pointed end into the head of the zombie closest to Stephen. The big man rolled to one side. Kenny took in a huge lungful of air and crawled over to his sister, intending to pull her out of the remaining zombie’s reach. It literally fell on Stephen as he was still on his knees. He shrieked out as it bit into his shoulder just before Natalie cleaved the dead thing’s skull in half.
 
   The bitten man staggered back, falling against the far wall. Kenny ran over to him, trying to open the wound in his hand. Stephen held out his arm.
 
   “Oh no, I can fee…” His words just stopped.
 
   Kenny watched, unwilling to believe his own eyes as the man’s body slumped to the floor. His skin bubbled up in huge, weeping red blisters and then ripped open. He grabbed Natalie’s arm as the crying woman ran past him. “Don’t,” he warned. Deep red flesh pushed out through the multiple rents in the torn skin before changing to a consistency of pork jelly.
 
   Kenny spun the woman around and pushed her face into his chest, unable to take his eyes off the dissolving mess spreading out from the corner of the room. His sister caught her breath.
 
   “That’s going to happen to me if I get bitten again,” Diane whispered.
 
   The door bounced in its frame, then slowly began opening. Kenny ripped the axe out of Natalie’s hand before pulling the woman away from the door and over to his sister.
 
   “It’s okay,” she whispered, shrugging off his hand. “Since when did dead things open doors? It’ll be our men, looking for us. We’re in here!” she called out.
 
   The door opened wide. Kenny moaned at the sight of Rossini framed in the doorway, his grinning face looking like a skull mask. Beside him stood Joseph; he too shared Rossini’s grin. They both moved to one side to allow three armed men, all clad in black body armor, to enter the room. One of them pulled the axe out of Kenny’s numb hands.
 
   “That’s most interesting,” said Joseph, looking into the corner. The man stood back, smiling as they were escorted out of the room. He pulled Natalie towards him. “What is it with you? Seriously, I mean what do we have to do to make you lie down and die?”
 
   Rossini pulled out a pistol and pointed it at her head. “I can do that for you, Joseph. It’ll only take a little pressure with my finger.”
 
   “Will you put that gun away, you stupid fat bastard? How will we get in that room without her codes?” He pushed her into Rossini’s arms. “If you want to do something, get her to talk.” 
 
   Rossini shrugged and pushed his gun into his belt. “Whatever you say, boss.”
 
   Joseph growled, “And stop calling me that. While we’re at it, I thought I asked you to get rid of that jacket? It makes you look like a game show host.”
 
   “I’m an entertainer,” snarled Rossini. “What else do you expect me to wear?”
 
   “You look like a big fat clown.”
 
   Another two men entered the room and stood beside Joseph. Kenny barely noticed the two new arrivals; he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. From what his colleagues had said about this Joseph, the guy had no power; he just stayed in the background. From what Kenny could tell, he stayed in the background all right. He stayed there and ran the whole operation.
 
   The two new individuals hurried up to Kenny. He shivered at the sight of their dead eyes. The zombies showed more animation in their features than these two. 
 
   “Stretch out your arm, Kenny.”
 
   He glowered at Joseph before he did as he was told, realizing that cooperation was his only option. He now saw that it didn’t matter what Rossini said or thought. He had finally met the true power.
 
   “Have they told you that I’m infected?” he whispered to the tall grey-haired man who was trying to take his pulse. “It would only take a few drops of saliva to make their way into your mouth.”
 
   The man’s cold smile froze Kenny to the spot. “We’re all infected, Kenny,” he replied. “Now I would advise you to do as you’re told. Your sister is very pretty, young man.” The man leaned forward. “Try to keep your dirty mouth in check and be compliant; otherwise, me and my colleague will play with her before feeding your sister’s body to a group of dead things.”
 
   “Are you having trouble there?”
 
   “Not at all, Joseph,” replied the grey-haired man. “I was just having a little chat with our friend.”
 
   The other man stepped up to Kenny and pushed a needle into a vein on his arm. Kenny took a deep breath; the sharp sting brought back so many uncomfortable memories. He had truly believed that his days and nights of having needles pushed into his flesh were well and truly over.
 
   “Well, do you have an answer for me?”
 
   The two men released Kenny. The one holding the vial of blood pushed the glass container into a palm-sized machine and studied the display before giving Joseph a quick nod.
 
   “I can’t be sure of this, Joseph, but the initial results do confirm your theory. This man does have a variant of the antigen in his system. I’ll need to run more tests to be sure though.” He looked at the grey-haired man. “As for whether it’s compatible with our existing vaccine, well, I really can’t say.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?” Rossini licked his lips. “Does he carry the ultimate cure or what?”
 
   “Did you even listen to what he just said?” replied Joseph. “Try to be a little more optimistic. We just need to catch up with the brothers.”
 
   “What if they’re dead, Joseph?”
 
   Joseph shrugged. “Within the next couple of hours, we’ll be able to snatch as many Mortimers and Daniels as we want. Okay, take him back.” Joseph turned around and walked over to Natalie. “It’s been fun playing you, playing all of you. Now though, the game is closing.” He placed both hands roughly against the side of her head and turned her to face the locked door. “Give me the codes.”
 
   “Fuck off,” she snarled.
 
   Kenny bit his bottom lip and tried not to cry out when two of their guards dragged the other Tony into the room. They forced the man to his knees before Rossini rammed his gun into the back of his head and fired. 
 
   “Okay, let’s try this again. This time, if you don’t tell me the codes to your door, I’ll kill everybody in your world. Now, one more time, Natalie.”
 
   “No!” she screamed. “I’m not going to tell you anything, you’re going to kill us all anyway! At least we all die knowing that you will perish with us!”
 
   “You really are a very brave woman, Natalie. It is very touching, and I’m shocked to see one of the council members with so much integrity. Okay, get them out of my sight.” Joseph paused and walked up to Kenny. “You have jumped through every hoop I put in front of you.” The man laughed. “Natalie, it was him who helped us get inside here. He’s the only reason why you will all die.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Only two weeks ago the two men before him had done their hardest to get him thrown out of the inner-core affiliation. Joseph’s blood had boiled at their impudence. If it hadn’t been for his breakthroughs, Reuben Chan and Cameron Blake wouldn’t have been sitting in their plush, leather-bound chairs located at the head of their table.
 
   These two were the last ones on his list. It seemed only fitting that he’d reserved the worst fate for the last two members of the inner-core. His predatory grin displayed the warmth of a frozen dagger as he leaned closer to the monitor screen. Their arrogant smirks were long gone now; only silent screams remained. 
 
   Chained to a revolving drum suspended over one of Rossini’s zombie pits, the men’s naked bodies rotated once every minute. As each rotation completed, the drum dropped down one notch with a sudden jolt.
 
   He had one last piece to dispose of and that piece stood right next to him, his eyes full of excitement. The fat fool reminded him of a spoilt kid watching a spider run in a circle right after he’s pulled off seven of its legs. Joseph wasn’t fooled by this man’s idiot savant expression though. Rossini wasn’t stupid. He’d proven that by somehow managing to take over Natalie’s controlling interests.
 
   That freak now had way too much influence and power. Not that Joseph was overly bothered. He’d already devised three plans, all ready to execute when his partner had lost his usefulness.
 
   Joseph held back his trademark, disarming smile. He needed to restrict his use of acting like the harmless, young scientist for when he really needed to fool this large freak. Right now though, he found it difficult to be able to read the man. 
 
   Mulling over Rossini’s recent irrational behavior took up way too much processing power. What a dilemma. Without the psychotic, egotistical individual’s assistance, Joseph would have never been able to pull this off. It irked Joseph to know that he still needed this maniac. He needed to tread lightly and take baby steps to dismantle Rossini’s powerbase and influence.
 
   “You surprise me, Joseph. I know these pricks did everything they could to humiliate you in front of the others, so I know how much you hated them.” Rossini chuckled. “It just goes to show that you can’t judge a book by its cover.” He faced Joseph and tapped the monitor screen. “This tells me that despite your own put downs and efforts to humiliate me, you do possess a creative side, obviously not as refined as mine, but it is there deep inside you.”
 
   Underneath those brusque words, Joseph clearly heard the threat. This fat clown had made plans of his own. He wanted to bite off his tongue; Joseph should have foreseen this outcome. The two terrified men occupied Rossini’s attention; perhaps he should dispense with his strategy and kill the bastard here and now?
 
   “I’m impressed. They still haven’t given up hope.”
 
   Joseph took his hand off his knife and watched the two men desperately trying to stop their hands from slipping off their sweat-soaked thighs.
 
   The camera panned down from the chains securing their ankles, down their bodies. Joseph sighed heavily as the lens passed over their genitals. “I didn’t need to see that,” he muttered.
 
   The camera paused on their wide eyes. “That’s a good shot,” said Rossini, “you can’t fake that look of pure horror showing in their fat faces.” He turned to Joseph and laughed. “I just have to see how our ratings are doing!” He beamed. “I’ve never seen the figures so high. Almost everybody has tuned in to watch these two fat fuckers die. Even the ones not in the comfort of their homes will be glued to the street-screens.” He rubbed his hands in glee. “I can’t tell you how exciting this is. I wish I was there though, presenting the show. With my charisma, I believe I could ensure everybody would watch.”
 
   This man’s self-image defied description. Joseph took his eyes from the camera as it now moved further down the pit until the upturned faces of the dead appeared on screen. He shuddered and imagined how everyone else watching this would be doing the same, especially the ones who were related to the zombies. These weren’t wild ones, brought in from beyond the thick walls. The guards had captured these from within the city. Joseph squinted and leaned closer to the monitor, sure that the one in the middle, reaching up, trying to grab hold of the shrieking men, used to be one of the gate attendants from the building opposite Government House. “The only way we could increase ratings now, Rossini, would be if we strapped your naked body to that metal drum.”
 
   The man’s fists trembled. Joseph decided that this would be an opportune time to allow one of his disarming smiles to brighten his face. “Relax, Rossini, you know I’m only playing with you.” He smartly spun around and walked towards the outside window, happy that the fucker had been put back in his place.
 
   His time to die wouldn’t be that long now, a few days, if that. As soon as Rossini’s usefulness was at an end, there’d be no delay. No rotating drum for him though, the best he’d get was a bullet in the head, followed by feeding to the dead. It’s all he deserved. Apart from the two men slowly being lowered to their death, Joseph found the glorification of death most inane and bothersome. Rossini’s TV programs served as the sweet to the savoury dish of keeping the population under control. Pretty soon, the man’s pride and joy would be as irrelevant as Rossini himself. It amazed Joseph that the man behind him hadn’t realized that yet.
 
   Stability was yet to return to the streets below. He watched a young couple race across the road, followed by a stray dead thing. Although he’d closed up all the reality fractures, not all of the off-world individuals had been dealt with, both human and dead. By the end of the night, that little matter should be close to finishing, at least with the dead. As for their visitors, well, they’d just have to adapt to their new life.
 
   His only concern now was this damn regression. Nobody had been able to give him any satisfactory explanation as to why the tablets were failing to work on a minority of people, or why that minority was slowly growing.
 
   The comments made by Natalie bothered him. They bothered him a lot. Sure, she knew as much about the regression as the rest of the inner core, it was just that her tone suggested that the traitorous bitch knew a little more than he did. He turned away from the window, wondering if he should have allowed Rossini to hang her from that metal drum as well.
 
   One of the victims’ hands had slipped down. His body convulsed as two of the dead things fought to bite out chunks of bloodied meat from his dangling limb. Rossini shook his head in annoyance when a dead thing fastened onto the man’s wrist. His teeth clamped tight as the inside of the pit as well as two of the cameras were doused in blood.
 
   “Damn it,” muttered Rossini, “change to the next feed, you fucking retards.”
 
   Rossini’s anxiety over Joseph’s last comment had apparently been forgotten, not that Joseph minded. Another casual remark regarding the fat clown’s mortality would soon bring back the man’s unease. “If you have quite finished, we do have important work to do.” 
 
   It did occur to Joseph that Rossini’s involvement with the crucial work still to be done was, at best, minimal. Hell, the idiot’s only participation so far had been to hold a couple of test tubes for him. Any of Joseph’s many assistants would be able to do that. The truth was obvious; he still needed to keep a very close eye on the devious snake. Despite his rather average intelligence quota, many people had made the mistake of underestimating Rossini. He wasn’t going to be another one.
 
   Another camera zoomed in on Reuben’s weeping eyes. Joseph’s heart lifted at the sight of the man’s large tears rolling down his cheeks. Revenge really was the greatest medicine there was. 
 
   “Two more minutes, Joseph, please? I need to see him die first. Look!” He pointed. “There he goes, he’s just given up. He’s lost his will to live. That relaxing of the muscles, coupling with the vacant smile, is an obvious sign that he’s getting himself ready to meet his maker. Trust me, I’ve seen this action so many times before.”
 
   He sounded like a kid asking to stay up to watch TV for a few more minutes. Joseph smirked to himself. Rossini had never shown this side of his personality before. Sure, Joseph had suspected the man really did get off on all of this cruelty, but he’d been very careful not to let the insanity rise to the surface. 
 
   He walked over to Rossini, having difficulty reining in his emotions. He’d just had the most incredible idea. He was annoyed that he hadn’t thought of this brilliant scheme until now. “How many are watching, right this minute?”
 
   The big man gazed down at the corner of the screen. “The count had dropped off a little. The thrill seekers are still hanging on, waiting for the man to drop his arms, but we’ve lost a percentage because he’s already given up on life.” Rossini shook his head and sighed heavily when the man did drop both his arms. “And there goes the ratings. I doubt that we’ll see those numbers again, it’s such a shame.”
 
   “My original question was how many tuned in? I want the exact amount.”
 
   “Our highest figure was just over half a million. That’s ninety percent of our population, although that figure could be higher. We lost a few of our inhabitants during your Shift testing and it doesn’t take the streetscreen viewing into consideration.”
 
   “You do know there is potential to increase your ratings to billions. Once the convergence is over and the other worlds are under our control, it won’t take much technical wizardry to beam your shows to the other worlds. Just think of the ratings then, Rossini!”
 
   “But they’re not even human,” he replied. “How can pale shadows even appreciate my work of art?”
 
   Joseph hadn’t expected that response. Did Rossini really believe the propaganda that Joseph had hastily assembled once the news had broken about the first visit from Source World? Even back then, before their visitor’s plague fucked up most of their planet, Joseph had no wish to watch any of his personnel disappear through the gate, never to be seen again.
 
   The situation became ever more urgent when they found the gate that led to Food World. All those vast stretches of unspoiled land, basking under blue clouds and hot sun, was enough to tempt even the most devoted of guards. 
 
   His ridiculous story of telling the travellers that they were about to enter a demon dimension populated by shape-changing monsters had scared the crap out of his intrepid explorers. Not that their reaction had surprised him; his soldiers were picked for their bulk and unswerving loyalty. They weren’t supposed to have too many brain cells. Rossini though, well … he’d thought the man had a bit more brains than his soldiers. It looked like he’d been wrong on that as well.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Joseph replied, looking disgusted. 
 
   His loathing of his companion’s ignorance vanished when the alarms in Government House begin to blare through the building. He ran over to the doorway and cursed as the security door slammed down, trapping them inside.
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” Rossini left the console, now showing a dozen screens of static, and joined Joseph at the door. “Get this fucking thing open. I need out, right now.”
 
   The years fell off Rossini’s face, regressing him back to that of a small child. Joseph saw a terrified kid, pleading with his dad to check under the bed for monsters. He pushed that image away, not needing any irrelevant thoughts cluttering up valuable processing space. He spun around, wishing he could delete Rossini as well. The man was destined to be a nuisance until Joseph could figure out how the defense systems had been tripped.
 
   The override had better work. A bead of sweat dripped down his forehead; he angrily wiped it away and forced himself to calm down. Unlike the fat fool behind him, trying to open the door, he could solve this simple problem through rational thought. He reached the main console and slowly typed in his personal code sequence, allowing the briefest of smiles to play across his face as nine images of the most important areas of Government House replaced the static. All he saw was more sheep-like behavior from the other members of the staff polluting the visible portions of the interior. He flicked his gaze from one monitor to the next until he stopped at the screen showing the secondary auxiliary generator. “That sly bitch,” he muttered. The panels of instruments that controlled the environment systems for the entire building were now just a collection of melted wiring, twisted metal, and a lot of broken bodies. There had been eight personnel in there overseeing the running of the systems. Not one of them had survived.
 
   “Was it a bomb?”
 
   Joseph nodded, not even bothering to supply a sarcastic answer. “It looks like our Natalie had more than one trick up her sleeve.” 
 
   “It’s getting colder in here.”
 
   “What do you expect, Rossini? The environment controls are fucked. What do you want me to do, get you a fucking blanket?”
 
   “No, you don’t understand. What about the experiment? You’re the one who said that your equipment needed to stay fucking warm!”
 
   Frantic movement on the screen to his left caught Joseph’s attention. The canteen two floors above them had just erupted into frenzy at the sudden appearance of two dead things crawling out from under one of the tables. The panicking staff all ran over to the main doors. Joseph winced as one middle-aged man tripped and several screaming women trampled over his body in their desperate attempt to flee. The fat bastard was right. The cold temperature had reactivated his equipment. The holes into the other two worlds were reopening. Oh, this was not good.
 
   “This is a fucking disaster, Joseph!”
 
   He switched his attention back to the canteen, fascinated by how the staff were reacting to their new occupants. His saw that the dead things weren’t as clumsy as the ones he’d experienced before. They certainly had no sense of urgency in their movements, yet they weren’t all heading as one group straight into the middle of their food.
 
   “Why don’t they fight back?” gasped Rossini. He stabbed his finger on the left of the screen. “There’s a whole tray of sharp knives there. Fuck, how stupid are they? Hell, I could take them out with a fork.”
 
   The zombies started to fan out, creating a single advancing line. Their terrified victims, pressed up against the door, screamed as the dead things reached them. They abruptly changed from lumbering and slow as the zombies lunged at the humans. Joseph saw a ravaged dead thing of questionable gender sink its teeth into the cheek of a young blonde woman, then release her and take out a chunk of flesh from another woman’s thigh. The other dead things were employing the same tactic, merely wounding their victims instead of devouring them.
 
   “Look at them go, it’s a feeding frenzy in there.”
 
   Joseph shook his head. “No, they’re working to increase their number, to gain strength in numbers, attempting to ensure their survival. It’s just astonishing; I’ve never seen this behavior before.” He looked closely at the corpses. Judging from their condition, these things had been dead a long time. He’d put money on the fact that these could even be remnants from the original infestation on Source World. Their abnormal behavior worried him. Could they be learning how to hunt like a pack of predators? He shivered to himself. He fucking hoped not.
 
   “They all acted like frightened lambs! The fuckers all deserved to die, none of them had a backbone. If I had been in there though, oh, things would have been so different. The dead things wouldn’t have stood a chance,” Rossini boasted.
 
   The scene had quietened down. The zombies had now bitten every one of the people in that room, and thanks to them bunching up it had only taken them a few seconds. Rossini was right though, they had acted like complete idiots. Then again, Joseph had expected this. Despite the world they all lived in, the fear overloaded their systems, effectively shutting them down and blocking out any instinct to survive. 
 
   Rossini should have known this would happen as well, considering he was supposed to be a master of understanding the heightened emotions of his fellow humans. 
 
   “We’d better arm ourselves,” muttered Joseph, “they’ll be arriving in here shortly.” 
 
   “Here.” 
 
   His colleague handed Joseph a broken chair leg. He wasn’t surprised to see that Rossini had found himself a lump of metal piping. “Wait, I think you can do the braining, Rossini. It’s what you’ll be best at.” He gave him back the chair leg. “Here, you’re going to have to protect me, anyway. I still have to find a way to get those doors open.”
 
   “Make it quick,” Rossini growled. He stepped forward and swung the wooden weapon into a shimmering figure appearing directly in front of them. The chair leg connected and a wet meaty sound echoed through the room. The sudden movement impressed Joseph; perhaps he’d been a little premature in judging Rossini. The fallen shape of a gaunt woman, who looked like she had died in her mid-twenties, stared back at him with her dead-fish eyes.
 
   He’d been right. Those people in the canteen would have had nothing to worry about if Rossini had been in there with them. Joseph jumped as the big man ran forward and pushed the splintered end of the leg through the skull of another zombie that scrambled out from behind a computer terminal on the other side of the room.
 
   There was no sign of the child now. Rossini had been given his role and he was revelling in it. Like an oiled machine, he attacked them and put the things out of action with the minimum of effort. Joseph returned to the console and attempted to shut out everything but the matter at hand, not allowing the distractions behind him to interrupt his processing.
 
   He gazed at the multiple monitors, each one now showing no humans left breathing, before returning to the monitor showing the blasted console room. She had done a thorough job in disabling the whole of the internal systems; every door must have been triggered and locked. Joseph turned around, smiling. The woman wouldn’t have locked every door. 
 
   Rossini hadn’t noticed him grinning like a loon. The chair leg, now coated with a thick layer of black goo, was stuck in the head of a shrivelled-up old man. He had found a glass paperweight and had already stopped a young girl wearing the remains of a frayed yellow dress. 
 
   The big man’s grin did unnerve him just for a second, until Joseph realized that, like him, he’d found his focus. Joseph’s fingers played the console like a concert pianist reciting a piece of music. The answer was right in front of him, all Joseph needed to do was to allow his mind to readjust, to switch from administrator to scientist.
 
   “Welcome back, my old friend,” he said, grinning while equations rolled out in front of him, giving him the answer to their dilemma in seconds. “Rossini, how many are in the room?” Joseph heard a single sickening thud.
 
   “None now.”
 
   “Then brace yourself, the lights are about to go out.” He didn’t give the man time to reply. Joseph fed in the last of the number sequence and the power in the entire building died. The overhead lights went out, plunging them into complete darkness.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?”
 
   “A system reset. Stop talking and listen. You can’t see them but you’ll hear their groans.” All Joseph could hear was the sound of his colleague’s panicking breathing. Was Rossini scared of the dark? Oh, this would be another valuable fault that he could file away. Joseph started to count; it would take a while for the systems to realign. He wasn’t too sure how long though, this had never been performed before.
 
   “Hurry up!” hissed Rossini.
 
   Joseph didn’t reply, as his ears picked up a wet sound coming from the other side of the room. They had company. He turned around, keeping one hand on the console. “Rossini,” he whispered, “there’s one of them in here, with us. I’m going to reach out and touch your shoulder so you know where I am.”
 
   His colleague’s breathing quickened. Joseph slowly swung his other arm around until it connected with material. “There you go.”
 
   “I can’t feel it.”
 
   Joseph jerked his arm back and fell backwards when he realized what he’d just touched. Harsh bright light dazzled him and he watched as Rossini spun around and slammed the paper weight into the face of a fresh dead guard.
 
   “It almost had both of us.” Rossini pulled Joseph back onto his feet. “Has that worked?”
 
   Joseph kicked the dead guard and spat at it. “I couldn’t even smell you. That was too fucking close.” He slammed his hand down on the door release, nodding in satisfaction as the two doors quietly slid open. “We’d better get this mess sorted out, Rossini.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   His nostrils quivered at the familiar scent of his wife’s favorite perfume. Tony frowned. There was a hint of another smell as well, like sour sweat. It didn’t take him long to realize it came from his own body. Tony opened his eyes and stared at the living room ceiling. This position could only mean that he was lying on their table.
 
   The light dimmed when Ellen leaned over his prone body. 
 
   “Welcome back to the land of the living, dear husband,” she said. “It’s been two days since you left for work.” Ellen chuckled. “I think that your lunch might be a little cold.”
 
   He shifted his head to the side and saw another shadow just beyond his vision. As he tried to sit up, Tony found a strap over his neck. “What the fuck is happening here?” He struggled, finding his arms and legs were strapped down as well.
 
   “They found you on Food- World, my darling husband. You were mumbling incoherently while rolling about in your own shit. Luckily for you, my soldiers found you before the dead things did. They also knew how important you were to me so they didn’t take you back to either Joseph or Rossini.”
 
   Had the shock registered on his face? It must have; how could he have been so unaware just how deep her involvement with the elite really was. Ellen coughed and she fumbled in her pocket, bringing out three pure white tablets and pushing them into her mouth. Now he saw Ellen hadn’t noticed his shock. Her body had gone beyond needing the usual amount of medication. 
 
   While she busied herself with swallowing the pills, Tony tried to remember what had happened to him on that other world. Only fragments pushed through the fog. After watching Rossini’s fat face mash into a sea of pink, he remembered waking up inside a large mill, the sound of heavy machinery filling his ears. He then caught the words of two people talking. Tony had crept under the nearest machine and listened as one of the men explained how they were tainting the food meant to be shipped to this world with the bodies of their dead. Tony bit his bottom lip trying to remember what else. Nothing appeared though, no matter how hard he forced it.
 
   It did explain why so many were getting sick though. It was the ultimate revenge. “Ellen, why have am I tied up like this, I’ve done nothing wrong.” He waited for her to regain her composure before opening his mouth again. “I’m your husband, for crying out loud!” He saw no warmth in those eyes. She was as expressionless as the dead thing that she was so close to becoming. He thought about Kenny and Diane and how devoted they were to each other. He had nobody close to him. It saddened him to think that his wife probably had never really loved him all that much, even to begin with. “Please, will you let me go?”
 
   “There isn’t a hope of that happening,” she said, shaking her head. “You see, I know that you’ve been a very naughty boy, Tony. You’ve been holding back on me.” She leaned closer to him.
 
   He had to hold his breath. Now he knew why she had covered her body in perfume, it was to mask the stench of rot. Her body had already started to deteriorate.
 
   “How nice of Joseph and Rossini to commit the largest purge in the city since the start of the fucking outbreak! All of my allies are now dead. That fucking maniac even had two of them executed on live TV. Not that you’ll know about that.” 
 
   She stood back and Tony saw that shadow return; it belonged to a hard-faced goon clad in the traditional uniform of a government security guard.
 
   “Thing is, my darling husband, there’s only a few of us left now, and to stand any chance of getting rid of those two fuckers, we need to know what you know. For a start you can explain to us how the fuck you traveled over to Food World without using the gates.” 
 
   “Get me out of these straps, you bitch. I ain’t telling you shit.” His pleasure at seeing Ellen stunned at hearing her meek husband bawl quickly vanished when the big goon casually backhanded him. Tony felt like he’d been smacked in the face with a lump hammer. He whipped his head back around and through his tear-blurred vision, Tony saw the goon pull his huge fist back. “No, don’t hit me again!” he shouted, fearing that one more blow would probably smash his jaw to pieces. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. Just don’t hit me again.”
 
   The meathead chuckled and winked at Tony before smiling at Ellen. “Yeah, I see what you mean now. The man really does have no balls.” He glared at Tony. “Right, this is your big chance to impress us. Make sure you don’t leave anything out either. I’m not in the mood for silly games.”
 
   Tony’s stomach turned over when the meathead wrapped his sausage-sized finger around his wife’s slender hand. “No, you have got to be kidding. You and him? Oh fuck, that’s close to bestiality.”
 
   “He’s just one of many, my dear. Oh, and it’s a good job that he doesn’t have a large vocabulary,” she replied, smiling sweetly. “Now, although I am sorry to see your fragile heart in two pieces, I would prefer you to start talking. Time is running out and we still have a lot to do. I don’t want you to get …” The woman coughed. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “You really don’t look too well, honey.” Meathead’s face was a mask of fury, the goon didn’t like Tony mocking his new girlfriend. As Meathead pulled his lips back to snarl, Tony saw the flecks of dried blood around his mouth. He also heard a quiet cough from behind his head. So, his lovely wife had brought more than the single guest into their apartment? That didn’t surprise him. “Hmm, let me think,” he said slowly. “You see I’m not entirely sure just what you want me to tell you. Considering you already know of the existence of the other two worlds. I don’t want to go over any subject that you already are very familiar with.”
 
   “He’s making fun of us,” growled the goon. He released Ellen’s hand, then stepped up to the table and raised his fist. “How about I start by pulling off your balls first, you little shit?”
 
   Tony grinned back at him. “You really don’t look too good, big fella.” The goon paused. “Honey, isn’t it strange how events have gone full circle? I felt similar to the pair of you this morning.” He sighed. “It feels like a lifetime away now, honey, does it not? I’m not a doctor, but I believe that you don’t have that long left. The tablets obviously aren’t working anymore, that much is obvious.”
 
   “Please, let me kill him. His annoying voice is going right through me.” The man wrapped his thick fingers around Tony’s wrist and squeezed. “I could crush your bones as easily as snapping dry twigs.”
 
   Tony gritted his teeth, not wanting this brute to see how much pain he was causing him. He then saw beads of sweat rolling down the guy’s face. It took effort, a large amount of effort to keep up the pressure. This man’s strength was failing, failing fast. “Go ahead then, if you think you can do it. Go ahead and crush my bones.” Tony bent his hand up and viciously pinched the flesh on the man’s own wrist, grinning when the man howled out in agony. He staggered back and crashed into the wall, holding his arm.
 
   Blood spurted out from between the man’s fingers. Tony sighed, watching his tormenter slump to the floor. “You’re all falling apart.” Tony winked at his wife. “You’re all slowly dying.” Two of the other guards unslung their weapons. He laughed as the men pointed their guns at his head. “You’re both shaking. Give it another hour or so, neither of you will have the strength to even hold your big guns.”
 
   His wife stepped up to the bed and started to unbuckle the straps. “This is what you want?” 
 
   She stroked her fingers along his exposed wrist. It took a lot of effort to stop himself from pulling his arm away. Her touch felt spongy as if she occupied the body of a three-week-old corpse left out in the sun. He was beginning to think that even if they all stopped eating the contaminated food, right now, it was already too late for them.
 
   “You always said that one good turn deserves another.” She smiled.
 
   The state of her teeth affected Tony even more than the disclosure that his so-called darling wife had turned out to be a low-life power-hungry slut. Ellen had always been so fastidious to the point of obsession over taking care of her lovely white teeth. Now they looked as though she’d swapped her mouth with a medi-center drop-out. 
 
   “And yet, just two minutes ago, you were quite happy to let your fat boyfriend beat the shit out of me?” He kept the tone of his voice steady, not bothering to allow himself to become angry. He had used up most of his emotions already, just by seeing how his own kind had treated the people in those other two worlds. Tony felt drained of feeling, just dead inside.
 
   Maybe not quite as dead as his wife and her goons now felt though.
 
   “Tony, you have no idea what it’s like being me,” she cried. “Look around you. Have you any idea how well I’ve kept you?”
 
   “You make me sound like a pampered pet,” he growled. His anger wasn’t as extinguished as he’d first believed. “Just listen to yourself. You really can’t see that the people you work for have done any wrong, can you? You think enslaving two entire worlds is somehow an acceptable act?”
 
   She shrugged. “We were at war, Tony, and our world won. Of course we should reap the rewards.”
 
   “Why am I even bothering?” Tony slid his body off the bed and walked over to the two men behind the table. He snatched one of the guns out of the closest guard’s hand, not too surprised to find the skin on the man’s trigger finger slid down the digit like a sock.
 
   “Okay, one good turn, you say?” Tony glanced at the slumped man. Judging from the lake of blood surrounding his large body, he must be close to death by now. It was tempting to hang around, just to see if he would rise as a zombie. 
 
   “It’s probably too late now but I would advise you to change your diet, eat less meat, definitely,” Tony said. He opened the apartment door and stepped out into the hallway. He closed the door, then fell to his knees and shook like a leaf, not believing that he’d gotten out of his apartment unscathed. How on earth had he managed to maintain his cool?
 
   He yelped at the sudden sound of a single gunshot blasting through the thin door. He scrambled to his feet and ran towards the doors at the end of the hallway, guessing that one of them in there hadn’t been too happy about his helpful advice.
 
   “What about me?” he asked himself, while pushing open the door. Tony looked down the empty stairwell, not wanting to think that what was happening to his wife and the others would soon be happening to him as well. Surely though, it would happen? He had never gone without food, and all that infected meat – he still refused to think of it as human – that he’d digested must have had some sort of cumulative effect.
 
   Tony pinched the webbing between thumb and forefinger on his other hand as hard as he could. It didn’t feel like squeezing raw pastry, it felt like skin, just as it should do. “What the fuck is wrong with this picture?”
 
   The closed doors painted him a similar mental picture of the tower block’s inhabitants all going through the same degradation. The moans and sounds of misery assaulted his senses, making him feel sick to the stomach. The simple fact was that everyone he knew would soon be dead. Judging by the rate of decay he’d seen with the big guy, by the time the sun came up there wouldn’t be much left of anybody apart from a pile of wet bones and scraps of rotting skin.
 
   “This picture needs to change,” he muttered, trying to keep his equilibrium steady. “What can I do though?” Tony rushed towards the partitioned mesh, having no idea where he was going or what he would do when he got there. The booth was unoccupied, not that this surprised him. He skidded to a halt and looked at the gun held in his hands. “They need to get off this world, every one of them.” Tony turned back around, remembering the words spoken by his wife. How had those soldiers found him? 
 
   “They asked me how I traveled without using the gates.” Tony leaned against the wall. “What fucking gates?” No matter how hard he tried, Tony could not picture those three men carrying his unconscious body all the way along the dark streets and through these corridors, not in their condition. “They must have appeared in our apartment then, it’s the only explanation left.”
 
   He raced back, hoping to get there before they all turned into puddles of lumpy soup. Tony slowed down when he saw movement. The door next to his swung inwards and his neighbor struggled out into the hallway. Her look of gratitude at the sight of him soon changed to utter terror when her eyes found their way to the large black rifle gripped in Tony’s hand.
 
   “What are you doing?” she stammered.
 
   As he took a step towards her, she squealed and jumped back into her apartment. Tony ran forwards and pushed the door wide. He dropped the gun and ran towards the woman, grabbing her around her waist. “Will you please calm down, Mrs. Sykes? It’s me, it’s Tony. I’m not going to hurt you.” He spun her around and wiped the tears from her face. “Come on, try to relax. I want to help.”
 
   Her eyes flickered over to the bathroom. Tony guided her towards an armchair, wincing when he noticed her television was showing the grisly sight of a bunch of zombies fighting over lumps of meat in a large pit. He didn’t want to think about whom those vile things had just ripped apart.
 
   He kneeled in front of her. “What’s in the bathroom?”
 
   “Henry is,” she whispered. “There’s something wrong with him. He crawled in there ten minutes ago and refused to open the door.” She looked down at the ends of her fingers and moaned. “I’ve got it as well. I can’t feel my fingers anymore.”
 
   Her flesh had already partially melted. Just like all the others, she was going the same way. Tony took her wrist and pulled her up, realizing that there was no way he could leave her here. He then saw a wet trail leading to the bathroom door. He shuddered, knowing that her poor husband was beyond any help that he could give him.
 
   “It’s time to go,” he said, taking her towards the outer door. “I think I can help you, Mrs. Sykes.”
 
   Her protests fell on deaf ears and they quickly stopped when Tony retrieved the gun. It felt as though he was dragging a terrified poodle. “Don’t worry about anything. I’ll get you fixed up.”
 
   “What about Jacob? I can’t leave my husband, he needs me.”
 
   Tony didn’t answer her. It seemed like the wisest choice. His door to the apartment stood wide open and two bodies were lying in the middle of the carpet. They were both dead. He caught his breath with grief when the one sprawled across the floor in front of a guard turned out to be his wife.
 
   He stepped over her body, trying not to stare at her liquefying flesh dripping into the carpet fibers. The woman in his grip stopped, refusing to step over Ellen’s body.
 
   “What are you going to do to me?” she cried.
 
   Her terrified eyes stared deep into his. All he saw in there was complete fear. She had no comprehension of what was happening. Her conditioned, unsubversive mind saw the bodies and his gun and thought that all this was his fault.
 
   “I told you to come over here, woman,” he barked, raising the gun. “Don’t make me say it again.” He felt like such a shit for scaring her, even if it did work. Mrs. Sykes gracefully jumped over the melting bodies and allowed him to pull her quivering body further into the room.
 
   Tony skirted past the table and approached the only figure left in one piece, shaking his head in wonder at the sight of the big man still slumped against the wall. Although he showed more degradation than the others, somehow, the man was still alive; even more astonishing, he was conscious. He opened his eyes and lifted his head when Tony crouched down in front of him.
 
   “Tell me how you jumped! he demanded. “Come on, I need to know how you did it.”
 
   The man’s eyes glazed over. Tony fought the urge to punch him, believing that if he did that, his hand would probably disappear into his flesh.
 
   “Please,” he whispered. “Kill me, Tony. Put that gun against my head and pull the trigger.”
 
   “Your girlfriend is already dead, you know. So is the overman.” He ran his eyes up and down his degrading body. “Does it hurt?”
 
   The goon moaned weakly. “Please, just end me, I can’t take anymore.”
 
   “I think all of you have been very selfish. I mean, have you any idea of the mess you’ve made? You should have at least done this in the bath.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   He placed the muzzle of the gun against the man’s temple, his gorge rising when the metal sank into the man’s flesh. It was like pushing a pen into wet clay.
 
   “Do it.”
 
   “I will as soon as you tell me how you jump from one world to another.”
 
   “It’s already in your hand, Tony. The gate is built into the weapon. Disengage the side panel. It’s the grey block directly above the trigger guard.”
 
   Tony followed his instructions, grinning when the panel slid back to display a recessed compartment with two black buttons next to each other.
 
   “The one on the left will take you to the Source World.”
 
   Tony stood back and took hold of the woman’s wrist, keeping his hold firm, without squeezing. Her flesh now felt like warm wax.
 
   “You promised to end me!” cried the goon.
 
   “I know I did.” Tony said. He turned the woman around, then raised the rifle and slowly squeezed the trigger. The goon’s head detonated, splattering stinking, wet slop across the wall. “I just didn’t want your mess all over me.” 
 
   “I’m going to be sick.”
 
   “No you won’t,” Tony said, not unkindly. “Just don’t look.” He had the feeling that if she did throw up, half of her internal organs would follow her last meal as well. “Close your eyes, Mrs. Sykes, and don’t open them until I say so.” He hoped to fuck that this would work. Tony pressed the button and squeezed his own eyes shut as dazzling white light shot through his eyelids. He jerked his head down before tentatively opening them again. He smiled at the sight of bright green grass under his feet.
 
   They had done it. There had been a nagging doubt in his head that the gun might have self-destructed, a safety measure to prevent unauthorized persons from using the device. He grinned and breathed in a lungful of clean but cold air, feeling the pure atmosphere of this world cleanse the foul dirt that clung to his insides like mud sticking to a wall. Obviously their extreme paranoia didn’t extend to their goons. He looked up at the beautiful blue sky. Even so, those people could have flipped over here at any time and just lost themselves in this unspoilt world and nobody would have been able to find them. Was their brainwashing that secure?
 
   Tony blinked a few times, dismissing the thought. Who cared about them, he had more important priorities to worry over. He turned and watched the woman turn her head from side to side, taking in the landscape of endless green fields. He put his arm on her shoulder and turned her around. “I see you’re lost for words, Mrs. Sykes.” He looked at the clump of tall buildings to the left of them. Even from here he could see how the green had encroached into the city. The closest building had already lost the battle with nature. He squinted, leaning forward and staring at the vine-covered structure, sure that he had seen movement.
 
   “Have we gone back in time, Tony?” Mrs. Sykes uttered, “back to before all those horrible dead things came to life?”
 
   He lifted the woman’s hand to examine the ends of her fingers. The flesh had not healed, but it looked like the rot had stopped, at least for the moment. “When did you last take your tablet?”
 
   “A couple of hours ago, I think.”
 
   “And when did you have anything to eat?”
 
   “I can’t remember. I’ve never been a big eater. Tony, please, I don’t understand any of this. What has my diet have to do with any of this?”
 
   Being away from their vile world must have some kind of beneficial effect. He only needed to look at himself to see that. Perhaps being away helped the tablets to destroy the toxins present in the contaminated meat more efficiently. If that was the case, his sole survivor from his apartment building might even live, if she could get more tablets.
 
   “No, Mrs. Sykes, it doesn’t look like a scene from the past, but the explanation is more fantastical. We’re on another world, a world very much like ours. There are dead things here as well, just not as many.”
 
   “It’s so beautiful.” The woman stiffened and grabbed his arm tight. “Oh no, Tony, we’re not alone here.”
 
   Three figures approached them from behind the closest building. He knew he’d seen movement. There were a number of men, women, and children, all walking out of open doorways. What an incredible sight. Although the buildings were obviously close to collapse, none of the people seemed to care. He looked beyond them, looking for any sign of dead people but saw nothing. 
 
   “What do we do?”
 
   “Just relax,” he said, recognizing Joseph and Stephen. He gently pulled the hand off his arm. “They’re friends.” He walked over to the group, spotting another familiar face standing behind Joseph. He nodded a greeting at Mortimer.
 
   “I need your help, Joseph,” he said. “Please, we have to get our people over here before they all die.”
 
   Joseph shook his head. “Not a chance. This is what I want.”
 
   He gaped at the man. “But these are just normal people, they’ve done you no harm. The ones that run the city are all dead. Please, show mercy.”
 
   Joseph’s face gave nothing away. He stared at the woman for a moment before turning to Mortimer. “Take her back to the camp and make sure she’s treated well.” He stared at Tony. “I can’t help you. The process had already started and there’s no stopping it now. I’m sorry about your world, really I am but my priorities lie here, on my world.”
 
   “But you’re going to kill them all, they’ll all die.”
 
   Joseph nodded. “Don’t you think I don’t know that?” he shouted. “What else was I supposed to do? This is the fault of your people, not mine. Are you honestly trying to tell me that none of you had the balls to get rid of your corrupt regime? Fuck you all, thanks to your cowardice, those bastards almost wiped us out!”
 
   “So this is how it ends?”
 
   “No, it isn’t the end, this is a new beginning. We’re going to collapse the bridge to your vile world and open another one. I know what you must think of me, but I’m not the bad guy here.” The man held out his hand. “Tony, please stay here with us. There is nothing left in your world now but death.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   He ran to the far side of the room and pressed his face tight against the cold bars in an effort to see where the shouting was coming from. All Kenny could see were his two guards raising their blunt-nosed weapons and pointing them at the metal door that separated the cells from the rest of the building. The older of the pair, a thin man in his late forties, noticed Kenny staring and pointed his gun at him instead.
 
   “I only have to apply a tiny amount of pressure and your lovely sister’s face will be covered with your warm brains.”
 
   Kenny grinned back. “I’ve seen you around, you know. It took me a while to place your faces. It’s the uniform that threw me. You two are snipes.” Kenny chuckled. “They must be pretty desperate to trust you two scumbags with proper guns.”
 
   The man growled and ran over to the cage and smacked the stock against the bars. “I mean it, fuckwit, open your mouth one more time and I will kill you.”
 
   Kenny shook his head. “No you won’t, and we both know it. You touch us and Rossini will feed you both to the dead.” He cocked his head as the sounds of shouting got louder. “They’re coming to get you,” he said. “That’s my friends out there, on their way to fuck you up.” Kenny had no idea what the noise was. He did know that if he didn’t get him and Diane out of here, their luck would be well and truly over. Both of the men out there had been on edge ever since the lights went out. He figured that if he wound them up enough, then one of them might be foolish enough to open that cage door in order to dish out a beating. It was a long shot but he had no other viable plan.
 
   “Shut the fuck up!” screamed the other man.
 
   Kenny stuck his tongue out at him. That guy reminded him of the bastard who had been close to grabbing Kenny in that alleyway. They were of similar age. This dark-haired fool didn’t have the other snipe’s animal-like cunning though. “Is that one your son, buddy? I mean, you do look at lot like each other, you’re both fucking ugly for a start.”
 
   His insults didn’t appear to be having any effect anymore. Both guards had left their positions and had rushed over to the door, each one taking up position at either side.
 
   “Greg, as soon as they rush in, shoot that mouthy bastard and his sister.” The older guard chuckled. “We’ll tell Rossini that their friends did it.” He cocked his rifle and pressed his back against the wall. “Okay, get ready.”
 
   Kenny saw the gleam in the boy’s eye. He ran over to where his sister lay and dragged her into the corner of the cell. Perhaps the boy’s bullets would strike the bars first, giving their rescuers time to kill the bastard before he filled them full of holes. The bolt on the other side of the door slid back. Kenny wrapped his arms around Diane. Even if he died, at least his sister would survive.
 
   He heard the door slam back and the sound of automatic gunfire. Both Kenny and Diane screamed out, but despite anticipating the agonizing sensation of bullets thudding into his back, nothing happened. The gunfire deafened him. He looked into his sister’s eyes, seeing she was as confused as him. He turned his head and saw three dead things in the outer room. Two of them were already dead, but the other one had managed to grab hold of the older guy and had pulled him onto the floor. His younger partner sat in the corner, not moving, just watching the dead thing bite chunks out of the other man’s face. His mouth was frozen open with a silent scream.
 
   Kenny saw another figure enter the cell and smiled with relief at the sight of Natalie. She shot the dead thing once in the head before walking up to the young guard and kicking his weapon out of his hands.
 
   “If you move from that spot, little man, I’ll hurt you bad. Do we understand each other?”
 
   The young guard nodded.
 
   “I’m sorry I took so long,” said Natalie, rushing over to the bars. “Wait, where’s the lock?”
 
   Kenny tapped the metal panel next to her waist. “I think it’s magnetic. Joseph swiped a card over that plate after he threw us in here.”
 
   “So, why were they here then?” Natalie took a deep breath. “More to the point, why didn’t these doors open when I disrupted the power? Look, don’t worry. There’s more men coming from Source World. I’ll get them to open a hole into the cell so we can get you out before we collapse this bridge.” She turned around. “Hey there, little man, you don’t look so good. I don’t think any of them will last longer than a few more days now. It looks like the infected food has started to work.” The woman grinned. “It’s taken long enough, they’re been contaminating the supply for months now.”
 
   “How long do we have before the other guards get down here?”
 
   “Not long. Look, don’t worry. We’ll be long gone before they get down here.” She smiled. “We’ve done it. We’ve found a virgin world to bridge ours to Food World.” She pushed her hands through the bars. “It’s all thanks to you, Kenny.”
 
   “Me, what did I do?”
 
   “We have no idea what you did. Only that when we fought off their men and gained access to our gate, there was one more coordinate logged into the system. It checks out as well.” 
 
   “I don’t remember doing anything,” he muttered. Kenny thought back to being in that room, going over everything he’d heard. He had felt connected to the voices, that much he did know; he had no idea what the songs were, though, or for that matter, why they chose to sing to him.
 
   “Don’t let it trouble you. This is it, we’ve done it. We’ll get you joined up with Mortimer and together you two can save the rest of us. You both carry different parts of the cure to this thing.”
 
   “Kenny, move back!” 
 
   His sister ripped him off the bars as the cell door slid back. “How did that happen?” he said, looking at Natalie.
 
   She shrugged. “It wasn’t me.” She ran over to the guard and picked him up, dragging the youth over to the desk. “Log into your computer and find out what’s going on.”
 
   Kenny put his hands on Diane’s waist. “How do you feel now?”
 
   Diane lifted up her arm. “Take a look, Kenny.”
 
   As Diane pulled her hand away from the wound, pieces of her skin stuck to the palm of her hand. She hurriedly wiped it on her jeans. “What’s happening?” she whispered. “I feel like I’m falling apart.”
 
   The flesh around the bite now resembled a bright red sponge, full of black ink. “I don’t know,” he replied. Kenny ran over to Natalie. “Wait, what do you mean by infected meat?”
 
   The woman pointed at the now unconscious guard, lying by her feet. “Can you believe that he had no idea how to access this terminal?”
 
   His body no longer looked solid. The end of the guard’s fingers now looked like candle wax, held over a naked flame. 
 
   “What the fuck is happening to him?” 
 
   “Do you think that the other worlds would just allow this one to occupy and plunder them without fighting back? Food World has been contaminating the supplies they sent over here for months now.” She grinned. “It’s amazing what gets past as safe when the chief medical officer just happens to be me.” She dug into her pocket and pulled out a large tablet; she placed it in Diane’s undamaged hand. “Here, swallow this. It’ll slow down the effects of the contamination. Don’t worry, As soon as my men get here, we’ll take you to Food World and Mortimer will cure you.” 
 
   Kenny jumped as the outer cell door slammed shut. He turned to Natalie. “How did that happen?”
 
   She pointed to the now vacant cages. “It doesn’t matter. Look, here’s our ride out of here.”
 
   The air inside the cages shimmered and the shape of four uniformed men solidified. Kenny’s smile faltered as he recognized the uniform of prison guards. “What the fuck is happening?”
 
   All four of them rushed out of the cages, pointing their guns at their heads.
 
   “Turn around and do it now!”
 
   Kenny grabbed his sister’s hand then obeyed their command. He blinked at the sight of another door on the other side of the cell. He was sure that hadn’t been there earlier. Not that it mattered, it was an escape. He pulled his sister after him and raced towards the open door. As soon as both women were inside, Kenny slammed the door shut.
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   Kenny shrugged. “I’ve no idea, Diane. It doesn’t matter though, they can’t get us now.” He looked at their new surroundings, feeling a little confused. At first this narrow corridor seemed to be part of the prison, but if that was the case, why did it look like a hotel hallway? There was even green carpeting covering the stone floor.
 
   “Please, not this,” whispered Natalie. She turned and slammed her fists against the door. “Let us out!” she screamed. Anything but this.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   She spun around. “I can’t believe I’ve been so stupid. Those bastards have been playing with us all along. Those cages opened for a fucking reason.”
 
   The wall to their left grew transparent and Kenny saw two rows of empty seats on the other side of the partition. “It’s such a shame to see them empty,” announced a voice above Kenny’s head. 
 
   He looked up at the ceiling and spotted a microphone.
 
   “There’s nothing more entertaining than watching live kills. Don’t you agree, Natalie? How does it feel to be in the game instead of just watching? I will miss you. I’ll miss the tiny squeaks you made every time some dumb fucker ended up dead. I’ll certainly miss how hot you got me, Natalie.”
 
   “Let us out, Rossini!” screamed Kenny, “you’re lost, give it up, they’ve killed your audience.”
 
   “Yeah, I will admit that none of us saw that one coming. Still, I don’t suppose it matters that much now. Thanks to some new info that I picked up not that long ago, I’ll soon have a brand new audience.”
 
   Kenny slammed his hands against the wall. “Let us out, you insane bastard!”
 
   Rossini’s laugh echoed through the speakers. “Greetings, competitors! You’re now in the private viewing hall reserved for the elite, for the founding members of our magnificent citystate. Only the brightest, the fastest, and the most versatile competitors have the prestigious honor of being chosen to play in this arena. The games are tough but the rewards are even greater. Good luck!”
 
   “What is all this?” Kenny glared at the woman who stood shaking behind him. “Come on, this is your time to shine, honey!”
 
   “I had to play my part! Can’t you see that, Kenny? It isn’t a club that you can just drop out off.”
 
   “Leave it,” hissed Diane, standing between them. “Does it really matter anymore?”
 
    
 
   Kenny took a deep breath and attempted to get a grip on his emotions. It shouldn’t matter what Natalie had done in the past to keep her real identity a secret. Right now, they all needed each other. He glanced past the two girls and studied their current location. There appeared to be only one way out, another metal door at the far end of this corridor, about ten meters away. “Okay, I’m calm. Natalie, what do we do here? How can we get out of here in one piece?”
 
   She stared deep into his eyes. “I’m not sure it’s even possible, Kenny.”
 
   “Don’t you dare give up,” he growled.
 
   The woman shrugged. “How stubborn are you? They’ve been playing with us from the very start, why can’t you see that?”
 
   “Yes you’re right there, Natalie,” replied Diane. “Right now, they’re watching us three fight amongst ourselves and laughing while slapping each other on the back, because they are oh so clever.” She looked up at the microphone and grinned. “Those grins will soon turn to grimaces when you start to shit out your internal organs. Natalie. Fucking snap out of it and find us a way out of here. Come on, you’re supposed to be the expert.”
 
   She blinked and followed Diane’s gaze up to that microphone. “Kenny, there’s a metal panel, halfway down the corridor, on the wall. Will you be a sweetheart and fetch me the contents? Oh, and don’t walk past the panel. There are pressure pads hidden under the carpet.”
 
   He nodded and followed her instructions, listening to Diane’s soothing voice explaining to the woman how important it was to turn their tactics around. He reached the panel and turned the small metal handle. The panel dropped down to reveal a fire axe, strapped to the wall with fabric straps. As he released the straps, Kenny recalled how Diane had used a similar speech on him on more than one occasion. “What do the pressure pads do?”
 
   Natalie took the axe out of his hand. She grinned coldly and slammed the spike at the end of the axe shaft into the speaker. “Now they can’t hear us, at least not in here.” She gave the axe back to Kenny. “Get ready, young man. I’ll show you.” She walked up to the grey panel and turned around. “Can you see those two pillars at either side of the door? The pressure pads open them. Get ready.”
 
   “Get ready for what?”
 
   The woman just shook her head then slowly walked forward two paces. Kenny gripped the handle tight as the pillars slid back. Two dead things shambled out of their hiding places and lunged at Natalie.
 
   “Get back!” he yelled.
 
   Natalie stayed motionless as the zombies closed in on her. Just before they could reach the woman, their bodies jerked back and the dead things were dragged back towards the walls.
 
   “Get them now, Kenny!” 
 
   It took him a second to notice the thick elastic cords wrapped around their ankles. “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” he said. Kenny ran forward and pushed the spike into the closest zombie’s eye, then pulled and swung the blade, the razor sharp edge cutting through the remaining zombie’s head. It dropped to the ground. Kenny jumped back as the elastic pulled the bodies back into the walls.
 
   “What kind of sick fucker came up with that idea,” whispered Diane.
 
   “This is Rossini’s private game,” said Natalie. “You have no idea how many unwary victims that trap has taken.” She walked up to the other door and tapped three times. “Be on your guard, the pair of you. Shit like that is nothing compared to what’s behind here. Don’t trust anything.”
 
   The door slid back and a blast of cold air almost took Kenny’s breath away. “Are we outside now?”
 
   The woman nodded. “Yeah, it’s a walled arena. Don’t let the lack of ceiling fool you though. There really is only one way through this maze.”
 
   Kenny followed her through the door and stopped and gaped. They were now in a fairground. He blinked several times before allowing his eyes to jump from one ride to another. He’d been here before, back when he’d been just a child. Kenny had forgotten all about this place. He bent down and scooped up a handful of dirt, letting it fall through the cracks in his fingers. Until he was left with two objects in the palm of his hand: a plastic toy ring and a small bone fragment. “Natalie, please tell me that Rossini only forced adults to go through this arena?”
 
   The woman stayed quiet.
 
   Diane picked the ring out of his hand. She placed it in her pocket, then gently pushed him over to the other woman. “You’re the only one with a weapon, Kenny. You need to stay focused.”
 
   He shook his head, then give his sister the axe. “I don’t have time for any more of this bullshit!” he screamed, marching past the pair of them. Kenny walked towards the huge carousel, watching two dead things crawling out from beneath it. “Is that the best you can do?”
 
   Kenny ran over to the first one and jumped on its head, feeling the skull crush under his boots. His sister screamed but he ignored the noise; she could take care of herself. He grabbed the other dead thing and pulled it out from under the ride. Kenny picked it up and slammed its head into one of the metal bars.
 
   “Enough of this bullshit, Rossini! We both know that you need me alive.” He glanced to his side, his eyes widening when he realized that the horses on the ride were more zombies, wired into the platform with the ornate poles pushed through their backs.
 
   “The others were right. We really do all deserve to die!”
 
   Kenny cried out in shock as a dozen floodlights blasted the area with intense white light. The carousel next to him begin to move. “You need me alive,” he hissed, watching as the other twisted attractions powered up. Kenny did his best to shut out the music accompanying the attractions, keeping his eyes fixed on one moving shadow walking past a Dodgems attraction. Why was he not surprised to see Rossini?
 
   His arms were wide open, the light catching his gleaming face. The man laughed. “You really are an enigma, Kenny,” he shouted. “As soon as I get my audience back, you’re going to be my star attraction.”
 
   There were over a dozen men behind Rossini, all of them armed. So much for his grand test. Kenny glanced over his shoulder. He didn’t think either of them had company. That soon changed. Natalie pulled the axe out of his sister’s hand. She jumped onto the carousel platform and ran through the attached dead things and jumped off, screaming. She swung the axe into the first soldier, the edge slicing into his shoulder. Then the woman ripped the gun out of his trembling hands.
 
   “You’re a fucking psychopath!” she screamed, heading for Rossini. Natalie lifted the gun to her shoulder and pulled the trigger.
 
   The man dropped to the ground and rolled to the side.
 
   “I should have killed you years ago!” she fired again.
 
   The bullet clipped the man’s shoulder. He screamed out in pain. The woman shouted out in triumph and fired again, but this time nothing happened. Rossini jumped to his feet and charged her. He snatched the gun away from her, gripped her head in his huge hands, then viciously twisted. Her body slumped to the ground. 
 
   Kenny took his eyes off the scene just in time to jump out of the way when another soldier came at him. He punched the man in the throat and ran back to Diane. “Time to go,” he hissed. Kenny jumped over the groaning man and pulled Diane through the closest door, into the hall of mirrors.
 
   “What do we do now?”
 
   He kissed the top of her head. “We do what we always do, we keep going and try to stay alive.” By the sounds of it, neither Rossini nor any of the men remaining had seen where they had gone. He grinned to himself. “Come on, let’s go see if we can find a way out.”
 
   “What just happened?”
 
   “He’s operating his own agenda. Even so, Rossini isn’t a complete idiot. The fat bastard knows that Joseph would slaughter him if he allowed me to perish. You two, though.” He sighed. “You two are expendable.” 
 
   “Do you think there’ll be any more traps in here?”
 
   “I don’t doubt it, Diane, but I don’t think they’ll be active, not now. Rossini just wanted to scare the shit out of us. How’s your arm?”
 
   She pulled back her sleeve. “It’s a lot better. I’m not sure for how long though.”
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll figure this out.” He said that with more passion than he believed. This world was going to shit. It wasn’t just this perverted fairground he had to escape from, he knew that if he didn’t get her off this world, she’d die, just like the rest of the people on this fucked up planet.
 
   His heart jumped at the sudden sound of gunfire. It sounded so close. “Come on, we need to move!” he hissed. Kenny didn’t bother to add that he still had no idea where they were going to go. His distorted reflections glowered at him as he passed through the maze. Kenny tried not to look at them, wanting to keep his mind focused on the task of getting out of this fucking madhouse. He found himself turning his head every few moments to find another Kenny grinning back at him. He stopped and grinned back when he found one vital piece of information slowly slotting into place. “I can’t believe I’ve been such a fool.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Kenny wrapped her arms around the woman and squeezed her tight. “You really don’t want to know,” he whispered. “Just take solace in the fact that I think I can save you now, if we can get away from that fat psycho.”
 
   Now that he had a goal, Kenny moved through the interior with drive, pulling his sister towards the exit. “There’s got to be some way out of here. I …”
 
   Diane pulled him back and pointed at the wall by her feet. “There you go,” she said.
 
   Kenny dropped to his knees and ran his fingers over the wood. “I don’t know what you mean, Diane.”
 
   She pushed him aside and kicked at the wall, twice. The sound echoed through the tent. “There you go.”
 
   Now he could see a spot of light shining through the wood. He pushed his finger into the crack that the toe of her boot had made, grinning when he discovered the wood crumbling at his touch. “It’s rotten!”
 
   Diane got to her knees and joined him, tearing at the wood; the hole increased in size. “Shit, I think they’re in the tent!”
 
   Kenny could hear their footsteps clearly now. He pushed his fingers further in. Although the wood was soft, old, and rotten, the thicker pieces would be easy to shift. The tips of his fingers were already bleeding.
 
   “They’re going to get us!” Diane wept. She then pulled Kenny away from the hole and booted the damaged area again. An ear-splitting crack echoed through the interior and the section of wall fell in. She grinned at him, then dropped down and crawled through the gap. Kenny dropped to his knees and crawled in after her, acutely aware they were almost on top of him now.
 
   Kenny followed his sister into a brightly lit hallway. The stark contrast between here and the other areas of the building dazzled him. It took him a moment to realize that they’d broken into one of the public areas of the government building.
 
   He heard a commotion and turned to see Rossini trying to squeeze his bulk through the small hole. He was tempted to run back and kick the bastard right in the face. The temptation only left him when his sister dragged Kenny out of the hallway.
 
   She pulled him over to a window. “Look out there,” she said. “Everyone is dying.” There were tears in her eyes. “There’s nothing we can do, is there?”
 
   “Yes there is,” he replied, looking over at a large ornate door at the other end of the reception room. He knew it led to the television studio. He sighed heavily, grabbed her shoulders and kissed her cheeks. “You have to go now,” he said, “we both know that they’ll kill you if you stay.” 
 
   “What are you talking about? There’s no way that I’m going to leave you, not now.” 
 
   He grabbed her wrists and lifted them up. “Just like the others, you’re starting to degrade, Diane. Look at the tips of your fingers. I don’t want to lose you.” He pushed her away and ran towards the huge door. He pulled it open, darted inside and bolted it from his side, before racing down the corridor. He stopped directly in front of the first room he came to. Opening the doors, he saw Joseph holding out one of the devices.
 
   “You took your time,” said Joseph.
 
   He nodded. “It took me a while to figure it out.”
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   He looked at the device, thinking of his sister and of all those people out there on the streets, all slowly dying. “Yes,” he said, taking the device out of his head. “I’m ready.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   It felt so good to feel the warm rain on his skin. Kenny opened his mouth and allowed a few drops to land on his tongue before he returned his attention to the congregation standing just a few meters from him and his companion. “This world is so clean,” he said.
 
   Joseph grunted. “Ours is clean, Kenny, it’s just not as empty as this one.”
 
   “Yeah, I remember you saying that there’s plenty of vegetation, just not many animals left.”
 
   “How long did it take you to remember?” Joseph turned to him. “I was beginning to worry. I had a lot of time to worry, Kenny.”
 
   “The main bits came back to me only minutes before escaping from the fairground. It hit me like a truck. I saw you standing over me, then crouching down and pushing a needle in my arm.”
 
   The image of the chase crashed into Kenny.
 
   It had been just eight days since the first sighting had been announced over the streetscreens. Kenny’s desire to continue looking for employment in the capital had vanished weeks before the first dead person had run rampant through the docks. His days had consisted of avoiding the patrols and hunting through restaurant bins, in the vain hope that they had thrown out anything edible. 
 
   On that fateful evening, Kenny’s luck had already taken a turn for the worse with the news that his sister wouldn’t be visiting him for another three days. His stomach had rumbled in protest, knowing that the prospect of a warm meal had been snatched away yet again. 
 
   His run of bad luck hadn’t finished with Kenny. He had decided to make his way towards the café section, deep in the inner zone, close to Government House. That area was well known for having the richest picking of anywhere else in the citystate. It was also the most dangerous place for anyone without a job or home to be seen. At the moment, Kenny hadn’t cared, the last meal he’d had was half a burger that he’d found discarded under a parked car. Although he knew it must have been there for at least three days, Kenny ate it anyway.
 
   The sound of shouting had injected running juice into his legs as soon as he entered the café section. Instead of diving under a car and fleeing back the way he’d come, Kenny hadn’t moved, his legs refusing to budge as two men ran towards him. They both wore the uniform of the security force and yet both of them had looks of extreme terror etched on their faces. They both raced past Kenny as if he wasn’t even there. The next thing he’d seen was another figure walking towards him. This time, he did move as soon as the stench of rotting meat flooded his senses.
 
   He turned around and ran into the arms of another one; it had fastened its teeth into Kenny’s neck.
 
   “Joseph, tell me what happened? Why were you there? I mean, in the inner zone. More to the point, how did you find me?”
 
   His companion sat down, tilted his head back, and closed his eyes. “God, how I have missed feeling the sun’s warmth on my face. It’ll be even better once we both cross over for real.” Joseph smiled up at Kenny. “You’ve traveled through the three worlds, that much I’ve already guessed. So you will have noticed how our other selves are attracted to each other?”
 
   He nodded, thinking of Tony.
 
   “Haven’t you figured that out yet, Kenny? Your body is immune to the virus. It’s always been immune. Only we couldn’t synthesize a cure. Your body lacked an essential protein, and …”
 
   “Wait a minute,” he growled. “How can I have always been immune? What about all that shit I’ve pushed into my veins, keeping me from turning into a dead thing?”
 
   “Kenny, I’m sorry, I really am, but you’ve never needed it. I arrived seconds after those two guards ran past you. I saw the dead thing lunge but I was too late to stop it biting you. 
 
   “Those two guards must have found their spine and came back. They put down the two dead things and were almost about to put a bullet in your brain. I distracted them, they gave chase, and before I shook them off and returned you had already gone. I searched everywhere. In the end, I returned to my own world. When I came back, I ended up in the lab that belonged to that world’s Joseph and after the fucker had tortured me, he locked me up.”
 
   “You asked me if I was ready, Joseph. Well, I am ready. Now tell me why you have taken our minds to this world.”
 
   “I don’t need to,” Joseph replied. “Look over there.”
 
   Kenny followed the man’s gaze. Stephen, Mortimer, and Tony were climbing over a mound of rubble, heading towards a hole in the ground.
 
   “Come on, you’ll want to watch this, it’s about to happen any minute.”
 
   “What is, for fuck’s sake!” Kenny shouted.
 
   Joseph stopped and grabbed Kenny. “When the power in the building was interrupted, I got out of my cell. Well, I didn’t stop to dance about in joy at being a free man.” He stared into Kenny’s eyes. “You are aware that they want to sever the bridge?”
 
   “Of course I do, we have to stop them!”
 
   “With luck, I already have. I made some adjustments to their plans. You see, I had no idea that they would contaminate your food. The city can’t be allowed to die, Kenny. No matter how these two worlds feel about it. I intend to bring them all here.”
 
   “So we just sit back and watch as these events unfold?”
 
   “Of course. Don’t you think you’ve done enough, Kenny? Just relax. For the moment, your work is over. Let the ants scurry about, believing that their work will save their two worlds. Come on, let’s go watch them, Kenny.”
 
   The landscape blurred, becoming a medley of greens and blue. Kenny clenched his fists and waited. This transfer was nothing as stomach churning as a physical shift, but the wild confusion of colors still threatened to scar his eyeballs. A soothing dull yellow of subtle autumn colors dominated his vision before he had chance to shut his eyes.
 
   The sharp cold hit him first, seeping through his body and settling on his bones. Kenny told himself that it wasn’t real, yet it didn’t stop him from shivering. He looked around, gaping at the very familiar structure. He shivered again but this time it wasn’t from the artificial cold. “Oh, I’m here again?” Kenny’s eyes stopped at where the archway should be. “Oh please, no. Not that!” 
 
   All that remained of those magnificent shards were a couple of blackened and broken stumps. He heard no songs; not one voice reached out to him. “What the fuck have those murdering bastards done to them?” he shouted.
 
   Joseph grabbed his shoulders and pulled him back. “We are still on Food World. Relax. The shards that sang to you are still there.”
 
   He couldn’t relax, although Joseph’s words did coat this vile abomination with a thin layer of sugar. He growled low in his throat which only increased in volume at the sight of the other Joseph standing with Mortimer and Tony, all crowded around a tall metal cylinder. At the top, Kenny saw a transparent casing with a piece of dull yellow shard glowing behind the covering.
 
   “The idiots have all lost sight of the true goal of trying to save our fucking species. Their hatred towards your world would have doomed them all. They’ll soon get their chance to settle their differences though.”
 
   He felt calm enough to speak. The sight of so much destruction had shaken him to the core. “What are they trying to do, Joseph?”
 
   “They think a new beginning is about to dawn. A new world to explore. The idiots believe they’ve been able to establish a new bridge,” he replied, smiling. “They are now in the process of severing the link to your world. Just look at that intense expression on Joseph’s face. I hope I don’t look that stupid when I’m focusing on a difficult problem.”
 
   “Wait, what do you mean they’re about to sever the fucking link!” Kenny yelled. What about my sister? Hell, we’re still there as well.”
 
   “Calm yourself, Kenny. The other Josephs are just as clever as me but they only know as much as I allow them to. That Joseph tortured me for months, using my knowledge to build his machines. Both Josephs farmed the shards from their worlds, Kenny, placing them into their devices. Both believe that they open a gate that opens and closes. They don’t understand that the shards are the fabric that holds the worlds together. When they travel, their journey punches a hole through that fabric. The tear does repair, but the new flesh is so thin. These idiots are about to discover just how thin the new flesh is, Kenny. Every repaired tear is about to come undone.”
 
   The surroundings bled into one blended shade of dark blue. Kenny thought that Joseph had yet another sight to show him, until a jolt of mind-searing agony detonated through his chest. Kenny shot up and ripped the black device off his head. Hot sweat poured down. He blinked several times, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dim light. 
 
   Kenny carefully placed the lifeless device on his lap and pressed the palm of his hand on his breastbone. Only the memory of the pain remained. What the fuck had just happened? He swiveled his head, expecting to see Joseph and hoping he’d supply the answers, but all he saw lying on the bed next to him was another black device.
 
   “Joseph?” he called. “Where are you?”
 
   He swung his legs across and carefully climbed off the bed, feeling his real aches and pains gleefully reminding Kenny that his body had mourned for the return of his mind. 
 
   He picked up the other device, noticed two spots of blood clinging to the inside, and dropped it. Joseph hadn’t informed him of his intentions prior to Kenny placing the device on his head. This certainly wasn’t part of the man’s plan, that much Kenny did know. He’d worked out enough of the man’s personality to realize that Joseph hadn’t finished showing off just yet; he hadn’t finished explaining how clever he had been.
 
   Kenny watched one of the blood droplets fall onto the couch. Somebody must have ripped that thing right off Joseph’s head. So why hadn’t the same happened to him? Nobody else was in here with him, and the chair that he’d lodged against the outer door hadn’t moved.
 
   They must be in one of the other rooms; it was the only other explanation. A couple of blood spots stained the side of the table standing in the middle of the room. Kenny walked over, gazing in bemusement at the piles of multi-colored Legos clumped across the surface.
 
   What was this place? He’d been too hyped up to give the interior much notice earlier. It looked like a children’s playroom. The building blocks certainly supported that notion, until Kenny saw the crossbow and the crossbow-shaped outline drawn on the wall with red crayon.
 
   Kenny discarded the purpose of this room. Like it really made a fucking difference? He had enough shit to worry about right now. Kenny hurried over to the interior door and pressed his ear up against the surface. No obvious sounds of movement or voices reached him but that didn’t mean that much.
 
   He closed his eyes just for one second and thought about his sister still out there, probably losing her mind with worry. “Come on, Kenny,” he muttered. “Just open the fucking door.”
 
   His cautious side refused to be browbeaten by a few hastily spoken words of support. Kenny rested his hand on the door handle, but no matter how hard he tried, he could not bring himself to open the door. “You fucking coward,” he hissed. He turned around and slammed his back against the door. What was it with him? He took a deep ragged breath, still feeling the sweat drying on his skin from when he’d been jolted back into reality. 
 
   Kenny reached for the crossbow, pulled back the bow, and slotted a bolt into the botch. He’d never fired one before but he didn’t think it would be too difficult. He then allowed a slight smirk to play on his face when he realized that he wasn’t being gutless at all. Not after he’d been through, today. He shook off the alien feeling, putting it down to a side effect of being under that device. Kenny kicked the door open and ran out of the room.
 
   Several dead things looked up from their meal and growled at him. It took him just two seconds to recognise the partially eaten remains of his companion. Kenny yelled out and fired the crossbow, the bolt missing all of the zombies and burrowing into the wall. Every zombie slowly got to its feet and fanned out. Kenny saw the ones on the edge, flattening their backs against the wall and sliding towards him.
 
   “You’re not supposed to be able to do that!” he moaned. Three in the middle then glared at Kenny and smiled before lurching forward. He dropped the weapon, spun around, and dived through the door. He didn’t need to look behind him to know that his pursuers were almost on his back. What the fuck had happened to them, how could they be so attentive?
 
   He reached the outer door, grabbed the chair, picked it up off the floor and swung it around, crying out as the closest dead thing actually tried to duck under the object. Kenny smashed it over its head before rushing out of the door. This time he slammed it shut.
 
   “Fuck you!” he screamed. “Rot in hell, you bastards.” Kenny moaned out in disbelief as the door handle turned. He reached out with both hands, holding it upright, stopping them from getting out of the room.
 
   “It’s not been one of your better days, has it, Kenny.”
 
   No, not him. He turned his head to see Rossini standing in the middle of the corridor with the other Joseph standing behind him, his hand placed firmly over Diane’s mouth. Kenny looked into his sister’s terrified eyes. “Please, don’t do this. Just let her go, let us both go.”
 
   Joseph laughed. “Listen to you! Oh, you really are a funny man. You are not going anywhere, don’t you see that? As soon as you let go of that handle, those Source World zombies will be on you in seconds. Have you seen how fast those fuckers can move, Kenny? Oh, you’re going to be ripped into tiny little bits and there really isn’t anything you can do about it.”
 
   “It’s ready,” said Rossini. “The coordinates have aligned.” 
 
   Joseph laughed. “Oh, that’s good news. It’s been fun!”
 
   Kenny blinked, watching the three of them vanish. “You bastard!” he screamed. “No, you’re not leaving me here to die.”
 
   The handle slid down, despite his best attempts to stop them. “You haven’t won,” he snarled. Kenny let go of the door and kicked it back, before spinning around and running in the opposite direction. 
 
   He charged down the hallway, painfully aware that the dead things weren’t far behind him. His body was close to collapse, he couldn’t keep this pace up for much longer, and with each faltering step they gained a few extra inches on him. Kenny’s adrenalin died at the sight of the barred metal door at the end of the hallway. “It can’t end like this!” he screamed. Kenny clenched his fists, then stopped and turned around.
 
   “Come on then, you undead bastards!” he snarled at the two approaching zombies. “You won’t take me without a fight.” Kenny glared at the closest dead thing, a tall, middle-aged man with long, flowing white hair. “You’re going down!” He sent a silent prayer to his sister before running forward, screaming at the top of his lungs.
 
    
 
   The End …?
 
    
 
   Bright yellow light speared through his closed eyelids. He turned his head to the side and yelled out when he ended up with a mouthful of wet grass. Kenny snapped open his eyes and sat up. The fields stretched for miles in front of him, but this time, they weren’t empty. Thousands of people just like him were getting to their feet, looking around in fear and confusion. 
 
   Kenny spun around and ran towards the small collection of individuals standing in front of a small grey building. They had already seen him and were making their way towards Kenny. He growled low in his throat, wondering which one to smack first, wondering how he was going to find out where those two had taken his sister.
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