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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 a 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. 


       


     Thank you for reading. 


       


     Don’t forget to Sign up to the mailing list to receive a complementary copy of The Undeath Chronicles! 


       


       


  


images/00002.jpeg
RO

AN

SRR
LR \

Y a
.-

5y

MOUTHFUL

| AN O LEWIS





images/00001.jpeg
3
S8

IAN WOODHEAD





