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To all the zombie
enthusiasts


out there who
continue to buy my books.                              I salute you.


















































































Prologue







The world ended on
October the seventh, 2011.  Not with a bang, as some theorists
predicted, but with a whimper.  There was no fruition of a Mayan
prophecy, no alien attack, no terrorist uprising, and no supervolcano
eruption.  It was a simple virus that finished mankind off; a
superflu that couldn't be cured once it had been contracted.  It
started in America, in a place called Burlington, Oklahoma.  From
there it spread North, taking out the surrounding states within
thirty-six hours of the first reported incident.  Within three days,
the entire United States of America was under attack, the infected
people – brothers, sisters, husbands, wives, children –
searching the wastelands for human flesh to sate their cravings.  The
rest of the world soon followed suit, and in less than a week the
survivors were outnumbered by the infected a hundred-to-one.  By the
end of the second week there were barely a hundred uninfected in what
were once some of the most populous cities in the world.  It has been
a month since that first known incident down in Burlington, Oklahoma.


	But to any
survivors, it felt like years.










































One







The streets below
were filled with Lurkers.  They were so tightly packed between the
dilapidated stores that there was hardly room for them to manoeuvre,
and they bounced off each other the way cells did beneath a
microscope.  That was what they were; a strand of vehement flu with
only one purpose: Search and infect.  When the outbreak first
happened, Shane Bridge was incarcerated, awaiting his release date
with excitement and hope.  Now, with his legs dangling out of the
side of the helicopter and an M1919 Browning machine-gun between his
legs, there was very little left to hope for.


	'No target practice
tonight?' a voice said through Shane's headset.  It startled him a
little, and his trigger finger tensed, firing off a single round that
was meant for nobody in particular.


	The pilot, Kyle
Poulson – or Flyboy as he was affectionately known –
banked the helicopter slightly, taking them away from the crowded
streets and towards home.  If, in fact, you could call it home.


	'Not in the mood,'
Shane said, taking his finger away from the machine-gun.  In truth,
Shane knew that wasting ammunition for the sake of it was no longer
the wisest thing to do.  There would be a time when bullets are
nothing but a memory, and when that time came Shane would like to be
the one to stand up and proudly announce to the world that he had not
wasted one fucking cartridge.


	'Well,' Flyboy
said, 'I'm taking us in.  There's no chance of grounding this beast
tonight, and I sure as fuck ain't setting her down just for the sake
of a tub of antibiotics.'


	'I'm sure there are
some knocking around the barracks,' Shane said, pushing himself back
into the helicopter.  He shivered as Flyboy dropped the chopper fifty
feet; it was getting colder by the day.  Shane could tell that it was
going to be a bad Winter, worse than ever before.  It was the first
Winter with the Lurkers, and keeping warm had already begun to become
a problem in the barracks.


	It was the reason
they had been dispatched.  A few people were starting to get sick
with chest-infections and flu.  The antibiotics would have seen them
through the Winter, providing they snared a decent haul of them.  Of
course, you could never predict the state of the streets, and setting
the helicopter down next to the pharmacy would have been suicide.


	It would have to
wait.


	'I do believe,'
Flyboy chuckled into his microphone, 'that this is the seventh day in
a row that you've volunteered for scavenger-duty.'  He laughed,
before adding, 'Any particular reason why you won't let one of the
young grunts have a go?'


	Shane didn't want
to tell Flyboy his reasons for leaving the barracks, so he made
something up, and it came out so naturally that he almost believed it
himself.


	'I've just got out
of prison,' Shane said.  'I guess you could say that I'm trying to
repay my debt to society.'


	It was bullshit,
but it didn't stink.


	'Ahhhh,' the voice
crackled.  'And you think that being the hero and bringing these good
people what they need to survive is somehow making up for the fact
that you fucked up in the first place.  I can see where you're coming
from, although I'm not quite sure I'd be doing the same thing if I
were in your shoes.'


	The lie was about
to thicken, and Shane couldn't believe it when words started falling
out of his mouth.


	'I promised myself
while I was inside,' he went on, 'that I'd make up for what I did. 
This is my way...this is the punishment that I deserve.'


	Shane sighed,
covering the tiny microphone dangling in front of his mouth so that
the pilot didn't hear.


	'Well, all I can
say to that is Bravo,' Flyboy said, and the sound of hands
clapping together came through to Shane's earphones.  The helicopter
did a little shift to the right, which made Shane grab onto the
leather handle next to him.  Flyboy was a good pilot – possibly
the best pilot they could have been left with – but
Shane wasn't sure how stable he was when it came to flying with no
hands on the controls.


	'Just keep this
bitch under control,' Shane said.  'Otherwise neither of us'll return
heroes.'


	As the chopper
drifted homeward, Shane thought about the real reason why he had
optioned for scavenger-duty every night for the last seven.


	He was restless.


	And he believed, in
his heart of hearts, that his wife and daughter were still out there,
somewhere.  Whether they were alive was another matter, but he could
feel them, beating inside of him, their souls still connected to him
in some sense.  The nightmares that he had suffered, the endless
visions he had been plagued with for almost a month, were taking
their toll.


	He knew he had to
do something.


	It was the
not-knowing that was killing him.


	The helicopter
sliced through the cold midnight air towards the barracks, where sick
people were waiting for medicine and would be severely disappointed
when the scavengers returned empty-handed.
















































































































TWO







Marla heard the
helicopter approaching and rushed out into the freezing night.  There
was already a small gathering of people awaiting the scavengers
return; they were clinging to each other for warmth, and despite the
fact that they were wearing coats that were several sizes too big for
them, and blankets which they had stripped from their makeshift beds,
they shivered and clenched their teeth together uncomfortably.


	'How long have they
been gone?' Marla asked the crowd; one of them would know down to the
exact second.


	'Only two hours,'
Victor Lord replied.  'There's no way they've made a thorough search
in that time.  For fuck's sake!'


	Captain Victor Lord
was, to all intents and purposes, the man in charge.  His military –
or ex-military, as it now was – background made him the ideal
candidate to run the show, although some of his methods left a
helluva lot to be desired.


	Marla didn't like
him.  It wasn't the fact that he constantly chewed on an unlit cigar,
or the way in which he combed his hair across to cover what was
obviously a bald-patch.  It was because he was a cunt; the kind of
man you couldn't trust as far as you could throw him.


	Shane didn't like
him either.  He had never said it, not in as many words, but Marla
could tell just by the look in his eyes whenever Lord was talking, or
barking orders – as was usually the case – that Shane was
just as wary as she.


	'Right, all of
you,' Victor said, chomping his rudimentary cigar as if his life
depended on it.  'I want you to go back inside.  The last thing we
fucking need is more of you getting sick.  Shit, this flu's going
round quicker than a Vietnamese lady-boy.'


	The crowd glanced
at each other, as if to test the Captain's resolve, but eventually
dispersed, shuffling slowly towards the doors that led back into the
barracks.


	Marla didn't know
why Victor had to be so mean all of the time; they were in it
together, and it was nobody's fault, at least none of the people who
he had just ordered back inside.


	'You're not gonna
make many friends talking to people like that,' Marla said, trying to
stand her ground.


	Victor seemed to
grow an inch as he turned to face her.  His eyebrows knitted
together, and when he took the cigar out of the corner of his mouth
Marla wished she'd kept her own mouth shut.


	'Listen, lady,' he
spat.  'I ain't here to make fucking friends.  I'm here to make
survivors.  If they don't like the way I talk to them, then they can
ride on out of here and find a nice farmyard somewhere to live the
rest of their days.'  He paused, shoved the unlit cigar into the
corner of his mouth, and said, 'But I can guarantee you this: They'll
wish they fucking listened to Captain Victor Lord.  When those
creatures are tearing out their insides and chowing down on them like
a bagful of noodles on Chinese New Year.'


	Marla tried not to
smile at the metaphor, but it was difficult to stare into such
meaningful eyes when such bullshit is dropping out just a few inches
below them.


	'So why don't you
run along with your friends,' he made quote-marks with his
fingers to reiterate his intentions towards the rest of the group,
'and I'll keep us all alive.  Feel free to thank me later.'


	Now he had pissed
her off; royally.  It was no use arguing with him, though.  He was
ex-military, as stubborn as they came, and he liked to think that the
world owed him something.


	It didn't.


	The helicopter
appeared just as that moment, which was lucky as Marla was about as
frustrated as she possibly could have been.  As Victor stepped away
from the helipad and edged closer to the roof's end, Marla had the
urge to accidentally nudge him over.  She was pretty sure that nobody
would miss him; fuck, the rest of the group might worship her
like a goddess.


	As the helicopter
touched down, kicking up a miasma of dirt that whirled and danced in
the night air, Victor turned and made little walking-legs with his
fingers.  This only served to infuriate Marla even more, but she knew
she'd be the first to hear from Shane if there was a problem.


	She turned,
shivered as a mixture of gale-force wind and rotor-spin caught her
full on at the nape of her neck, and headed indoors.


	Victor Lord
sneered.  'Fucking nuisance,' he muttered, although it was barely
audible as the sound of the helicopter powering down filled the
night.


	Shane lowered
himself from the side of the craft and zipped up his Parka.  He began
to unload rucksacks – most of which remained empty – and
ammunition.  Flyboy dropped down from the pilot's door and offered
the captain the cheesiest grin he could muster.


	'Bit fucking cold,
ain't it?' Flyboy said, glancing towards the stars as if he was a
seasoned astronomer.


	'Never mind the
fucking weather,' Victor said, closing the gap between the edge of
the roof and the now-dormant helicopter.  'Please tell me you got the
fucking antibiotics.'


	Shane stepped up;
he was in no mood for this, not now.  'You think you can do better,
Victor.  There she is,' he pointed to the helicopter.  'Take her out
for a spin, but I'll warn you, the city is swarming with Lurkers. 
You'll be lucky to set a foot on level ground before you get bit.'


	Victor grimaced. 
'So you got nothing?' he said.  It was less of a question and more of
a reproachful statement.  'Well ain't that just the best goddamn news
I've heard all fucking day.'


	Shane hoisted the
backpacks up onto his shoulders and lifted an ammunition box to
balance himself.


	'There are hundreds
of them out there,' he said.  'Maybe thousands.  The city is off
limits, at least for now.  Tomorrow morning me and Flyboy will go
back out, try to find a quiet residential zone.  There might be some
pills there.'


	Flyboy was about to
argue the toss, but knew it would do no good.  'So I guess we're
going back out in the AM,' he said to Victor.  'I tend to work better
on four hours sleep, anyway.'


	Shane began to
march towards the doors, laden with around a hundred pound of
weaponry and useless implements.  What he would have given to be
carrying at least a box of medicine.


	'You're not going
anywhere, tomorrow,' Victor suddenly snapped.  Shane stopped
walking and spun around.  His face suggested that he was not to be
pushed further.  Victor decided not to heed the warning.  'I'm
sending my men.  At least they won't come back empty-handed.'


	'Your men will get
themselves fucking killed out there,' Shane said, lowering one
of the backpacks to the floor just in case he needed to use his fist.
 Respect your elders?  Shane didn't think that Victor Lord
qualified; he was ageless, and a prick, and Shane would much rather
smash his head in with a brick than offer him any sort of respect.


	'Now you listen to
me,' Victor said, adjusting himself for the impending confrontation. 
'I run shit around here.  It's the reason why so many fucking people
are still alive.  You think you could do any better?  Last I heard
you were busting out of jail with your fellow villains.'  He pointed
to the door across the roof; the villains he was referring to were
Jared, who was nothing of notability, and Terry Lewis, who had once
again found God and was about as vicious, now, as a poodle in a
marshmallow factory.


	Shane could have
launched at Victor, could have beaten him to a bloody pulp right
there on the roof, but if there was any way of proving Victor right
then that would have been it.


	He took a deep
intake of breath and exhaled, the ensuing mist emerging from his
mouth like cigarette smoke.


	'I'm sending my men
in the morning, my way.  Your little friend over there,' he jabbed an
arthritic finger towards Flyboy, 'is the only pilot we got, so I
don;t have much choice where he's concerned.'


	'Thanks,' Flyboy
sardonically said.  'If you want me to teach one of your grunts how
to fly her, just let me know.'


	'Son, I wouldn't if
I were you,' Victor sneered.  The loose skin that had once been taut
to his face wobbled as he spoke.  To Shane, he said, 'So are we going
to have a problem?  Or are you gonna do what I say, when I say it so
that we can all just get along.'


	A hatchet, Shane
thought.  That would do nicely; right in the top of the head so that
his eyeballs popped out of their sockets and dangled around his chin.




	'We're not gonna
have a problem,' Shane lied. 



	'Then, it's
settled,' Victor said, with an expression that suggested he was more
than satisfied with himself.  His reluctance to back down against
someone twice his junior made it feel as if he were back in charge of
his old platoon.  'My men leave at dawn, with you,' he pointed to
Flyboy again.  'And you can try to stay out of my way from now on,'
he said to Shane.


	Shane didn't think
it warranted a response, so didn't give one.  He picked up the
rucksack and made his way inside, to where the rest of the group were
waiting, hopeful and tired.







*







The main electricity
had been down for almost two weeks, and the entire compound was
operating thanks to the perpetual rumblings of three 20kw generators.
 The only problem with these, however, was that they used diesel, and
at some point or other they would consume whatever fuel they had,
which would mean that a scavenger would have to attempt to locate
some replacement fuel.  Nobody in the group seemed to know how the
generators worked; just that they did.  As long as there was
light, and a few bars of fire, the survivors were happy.


	Terry Lewis liked
to sit down in the basement alone.  There was something about the
steady, rhythmic hum of the gennies that relaxed him.  He even had an
armchair down there.  Granted, it wasn't the comfiest of seats –
although he was hoping that he might stumble across one soon, perhaps
in an antique furniture depot? - but it was his, and as he sat,
listening to the monotonous rumbles kicking out of the three huge
machines that shared the room with him, he read the bible.  It had
been a gift from Shane, who had discovered it while they were still
behind bars.  Terry didn't treasure any of his other possessions;
what was there to get attached to?  A pair of shoes?  A new cane?


	But if anyone tried
to relieve him of his bible, he knew that he would kill them.


	As the generators
slowed to a less frantic pace, Terry flipped the page and found
himself staring down at the beginning of Revelations.


	Like he needed to
read about the four horsemen.  He began, though, because things had
changed so drastically now.  Everything was different.  The world,
and all of its glory, had ceased to exist as they knew it.  They were
at Ground Zero, and the only way to look was forward.


	And the bible,
Terry Lewis's most treasured possession, was different now, too.  Now
that the apocalypse had arrived – and it had, with great
presence – the bible made more sense.  Perhaps Terry was
interpreting it the way he saw fit, changing the text to suit the
event, but no matter which way he looked at it, the bible appeared to
have been written for this very time.  With hope, Terry read further
into Revelations, for he knew that somebody, somewhere out
there, was doing exactly the same thing.


	'Terry?' a voice
called from the head of the metal staircase.  Terry jumped with a
start before placing  a bookmark between the pages of the bible and
closing it.  'Are you down here?'


	It was Jared,
Terry's ex-cellmate back in Jackson.  He was a good kid, albeit a
little wimpy and naïve.  Jared treated Terry as a father-figure,
somebody to look up to, to aspire to, to keep his ass alive for long
enough to reach middle-age.


	'I'm down here,'
Terry said, pushing himself out of the armchair and stretching like a
cat who had just roused from a particularly pleasant nap.


	There was footfall,
a metallic tap-tap-tap as Jared edged down the stairs and into the
basement.  When he appeared, Terry could see that he was
disappointed.  His face hung low, with a jaw that threatened to drop
off at any given moment, and his eyes were sparkling with impending
tears.


	'What's the
matter?' Terry said, closing the gap between them.  'You look like
you've been diagnosed with fucking cancer.'


	'Shane and Flyboy
are back,' Jared said.  'Shane reckons the city is filled with
lurkers.  They didn't get anything tonight.'


	Terry relaxed a
little.  'Thank fuck for that,' he exhaled.  'For a minute there I
thought you were gonna tell me one of them had been bit.'


	Jared smiled.  'No,
nothing that bad, but it ain't exactly good news, either.'  He
dropped his shoulders, clearly disappointed and visibly despondent. 
'I don't know how much longer some of those people up there are going
to last without medicine,' he continued.  'Old man Martigan is on his
last legs.'


	'He'll be fine,'
Terry said, hoping that he was right.  'Old man Martigan has survived
wars worse than this one.  I don't think he's going to let a little
cold finish him off, do you?'


	Jared
shrugged.  'I guess not.'


	'Right,' Terry
said.  'I'm going to have a word with Shane, see if there's anything
I can do to help.  In the meantime, I want you to go to sleep.  You
look like a fucking addict.'


	This brought a
chuckle out of Jared who, up until that point, looked apt to burst
into tears.


	'Haven't touched
anything in years, man,' Jared whispered.  'One thing good about
prison.'


	Terry sighed and
smiled, both of which were perfunctory.  At least he had succeeded in
making Jared feel a little better.


	He headed up the
stairs in search of perhaps the groups' least favourite man of the
hour.














































































































































THREE







The main hall was a
hive of commotion.  It looked as if everyone, children included, had
made their way in to discover just how badly the night's scavenge had
gone.  Shane was at the side of the room, trying to calm himself
down; it wasn't good practice to kick off against the enraged
survivors, but their lack of understanding was justified.  If they
had seen, though, the mass of lurkers beneath the chopper,
they would have been offering him congratulations on a decision
well-made.


	As it stood, they
were just feeling sorry for themselves.


	Arguments around
the room were erupting into actual violence; a fight between two of
Victor Lord's men became the main focus of attention, with children
trying to get a better view of the tussle.


	Ah, well,
Shane thought.  While they're watching those two dickheads kick
the shit out of each other they're not questioning me.


	Terry
Lewis, complete with bible, sidled up next to Shane.  He was,
perhaps, the only man in the room that Shane wanted to talk to right
now.


	'Bad night, huh?'
Terry said, glancing down at the leather-bound cover of the love of
his life.  Shane wondered if Terry would ever stop with the
gratitude.


	It
was a book, for fuck's
sake!  Nothing more than words.


	'You could say
that,' Shane grimaced.  He reached into one rucksack and pulled out
two bottles of water.  Handing one to Terry, he said, 'There were
just too fucking many of them.  We wouldn't have stood a chance.'


	'If
it helps,' Terry said, unscrewing the bottle and taking a small sip,
'I don't blame you.  Some of these people,
they don't have a clue what we went through.  Most of them were
picked up before it got real ugly.  Shit, I'd be surprised if even
half of them have seen a horde, yet.  Shock the shit out of 'em, that
would.'  He took a larger swig of water before continuing.  'I'm not
sure who these people look up to, but it sure as shit ain't any of
us.  That sonofabitch captain thinks he owns them; treats 'em like
goddamned POWs, or something he just trod in.'


	Shane nodded. 
'He's got it coming,' he said.  'I could have tossed him off the
fucking roof a half hour ago.'


	Terry laughed. 
'Why didn't you?'


	Shane looked down
to Terry's bible and tapped the cover.  'If all of this has taught me
one thing,' he said, 'it's that demons and angels exist.  I'm pretty
sure I don't want to come back as one of those fucking things, so I'm
trusting the man upstairs to take care of me.'


	'The
man upstairs,' Terry smiled, 'would have probably made you his
right-hand man if you'd kicked that prick's ass over the edge.  Now,
I am a man of God, and I don't condone murder, at least not anymore,
but do you really think he'd
be missed around here?'


	Shane shrugged. 
'Hope we find out soon.'


	Just then, Marla
Emmett paced the length of the room.  Her beauty, even with
flesh-eating bastards roaming around outside and the apocalypse
nigh-on in full-swing, was something to admire.  Shane could see it;
he'd noticed it back in Jackson, where Marla had worked in the
infirmary.  The only difference now, though, was her clothes, and the
fact that she had managed to obtain a purseful of cosmetics.  Her
natural beauty had always been there, but with make-up and a nice
dress she was divine.


	'I swear to God,
Shane,' Marla began, before realising that they were in the presence
of Terry.  'Sorry, Terry, I'm just a little worked up, is all.'


	'No offence taken,'
Terry smiled, and it was the smile of a wise man, the kind of
heart-warming expression you would get from your own grandfather. 
'Shane and I were just discussing our apparent President.'


	Marla
thought for a moment, and then it clicked.  'Oh, you mean
Victor-Lord-of-the-fucking-manor.  Do as I
say or my buddies will shoot you in the face, that one?'


	Shane smiled.  'And
how has your day been, Marla?'


	She
sighed.  'Apart from worrying my ass off about you
the whole time, and then finding somebody I hate more than Charles
Dean, it's been one of the best days of my life.'  Charles Dean had
been the governor of the prison at which she worked, and Shane and
Terry were incarcerated; one mean
bastard that wouldn't have looked out of place as a Bond villain.


	'Glad to hear it,'
Shane said.  His spirits were lifting by the second, which was what
decent friends were for.


	'From what I hear,'
Marla said, checking around to make sure that nobody was in earshot,
'you've been grounded.'


	'Hol-eeeee shit,'
Shane whistled.  'How many survivors we got here?  Thirty, maybe
forty?  And it's taken less than half-an-hour for that shit to get
back to me.'  He held his hands up.  'That's gotta be some kind of
record.'


	'Is it true?' Terry
asked with some seriousness.


	Shane shook his
head.  'Victor likes to think so,' he said.  'But you know what they
say: You can't keep a good man down.'


	Marla glanced
towards Terry.  His white beard was trembling, as if he were talking
to himself beneath it.  She turned back to Shane.


	'What are you going
to do?' she asked.


	Shane scratched his
head, and Marla could tell instantly that he wasn't comfortable with
sharing.  She was, however, pretty damn good at pushing peoples'
buttons, and if Shane knew anything about her – which by now he
most certainly should – it was that she wouldn't back down.


	He was better of
spilling now, otherwise it could get very annoying, very quickly.


	'I'm
going out,' Shane whispered.  Marla made out that she hadn't heard
correctly, even though she had.  Terry simply placed a hand on the
cover of the bible, as if in silent prayer for Shane.  'Oh, come on!'
Shane suddenly snapped.  'My
wife and daughter could still be out there, alive,
stuck somewhere, somewhere where I can get to them.'


	It was true; Shane
had spoken of his family a lot, and it was the not-knowing that had
started to take its toll.


	'You're not
serious?' Marla sneered.  'They could be alive, sure.  You knew that
anyway.  But say they are, huh, and they're out there.  Do you have
any idea how unlikely it is of you finding them?  They could be
fucking anywhere.  A needle in a haystack doesn't even begin to cover
it.'


	'She's right,'
Terry said.  'Even if you found them, you might wish you hadn't even
gone a-looking.  What if...what if they're turned?  What if you had
to look into your daughter's eyes and, I don't mean to step out of
line here, there's nothing left inside them?  Could you live with
that?'


	Shane knew that he
could; it would be easier to live with than what he was going through
now.  He hadn't expected them to understand, and he had prepared for
that very scenario.


	'I'm going,' he
said.  'I have to.  You're safe here, at least for now, and I'll be
back in a few days, with or without my family.'


	'Oh, hell no!'
Marla said shaking her head as if there was a piece of recalcitrant
gum stuck in her hair.  'I am not staying here with those idiots.' 
She gestured to the soldiers who were now dusting themselves down and
explaining themselves to Victor Lord, who looked furious.  'If you're
going, then I'm coming with you.'


	Shane was about to
tell object when Terry held his bible aloft.


	'Me, too,' Terry
said.  'We'll be taken care of; you have my word.'


	Marla gave Shane a
smug grin, one that said he had very little choice in the matter.


	Realising he was
stuck between a rock and a hard place, Shane sighed.  'Okay, but if
we're going to do this, then we're going to do it right.  I'm
thinking we leave first thing, before sun-up, that way we'll be gone
before that prick, Victor, gets up for his morning shit.'


	'I assume we're
taking a vehicle,' Terry said, not intending it to be a question.


	'One of the Jeeps,'
Shane replied.  He'd given it a lot of thought, and the Land Rover
Snatch was probably the most secure vehicle they had available –
armoured glass, mesh screen, Barracuda thermal insulation.  There was
no point taking one of the Defenders, of which they had two.  A
Defender was marginally quicker, but if a horde of lurkers managed to
get a hold of it they would tear it to parts in minutes, and then
they would tear the passengers into pieces in roughly the same amount
of time.


	'Victor is not
gonna fucking like this,' Marla said, although the way in which she
said it suggested a certain happiness at the fact.


	'We'll be gone for
a few days, a week at most,' Shane said.  'Jackson ain't that
far; we'll do it in twelve hours, max.'


	'Then we've just
got to hope that all the lurkers have headed on to somewhere else,
find your family, convince them to come back with us, and Bob's your
mother's brother.'  Marla didn't sound convinced with the plan,
although it had been her own idea to sign up.


	'Sounds like a
pretty fucking fine plan, to me,' Terry chuckled.  'I'll make sure
that Jared's awake in plenty of time.'


	Shane, for a
moment, forgot all about Terry's ex-cellmate.  It wasn't that he
disliked him, it was that he was liable to get them all killed. 
Jared was simply not up to busting zombie skull, and taking him along
was a risk that Shane hadn't even considered.


	'I know that look,'
Terry said.  'You honestly think he's going to stay here?  Especially
if I'm going.  Not a chance.'


	Shane sighed.  It
was cute, in a strange, ex-prison sort of way, that Jared needed to
be around Terry.  The father-figure element had a lot to do with it,
although Jared appeared to be more of a Mommy's boy.


	'If you think he'll
be able to deal with what we're doing,' Shane said through clenched
teeth, 'then he's your responsibility.  But, if I think for one
minute that he's slowing us down or acting the wuss, you're
taking the next fuelled vehicle we find and bringing his ass back
here.'


	'Agreed,' Terry
said, a smile creeping onto his face.  'I'll go talk to him, make
sure he understands your terms.  In the meantime,' he said, pointing
across to Victor Lord who was still berating his men as if they were 
at kindergarten, 'get what you need together, and stay out of that
prick's way.  If he gets wind of this he'll lock us all down, and I
don't know about you but I've had enough of metal bars and one
meal-a-day.'


	Terry turned and
headed off, through the double-doors at the opposite end of the room.


	'He's getting on a
bit,' Marla said.  'Do you think he'll be able to keep up?'


	Shane shrugged his
shoulders.  It was a good question, and one that he was a little
unsure of answering.  'Well, let's put it this way,' he said.  'What
choice has he got?'



















































































































































FOUR







The sweat poured
down his face and onto his pastel-blue shirt, staining it like a
Rorschach test.  God, it was hot, and yet he shivered, and as he
trembled with the uncontrollable spasms brought on by the flu he felt
a little squirt of piss escape into his pants.


	Great, Max
Martigan thought.  Survived two wars, made it all the way to
ninety-seven without so much as a hint of dementure, and all it takes
is a fucking cold to make me piss myself.


	He chuckled
to himself, which made him cough until he was red in the face.


	When he managed to
compose himself once again, Susie Bloom dabbed at the sweat on his
brow with an already sodden handkerchief.


	'What's the
matter?' she asked, referring to his sudden bout of hysterics.  'Told
yourself a joke that you hadn't heard before?'


	He shook his head,
fighting back another coughing-fit.  'I was just thinking,' he said. 
'Do you know how old I am?  I'll tell you.  I'm old enough to
remember the moon-landing as if it were just yesterday.  I can
remember hiding in the basement on my mother's farm when I was eight
years old, just in case those Nazi-bastards decided to drop a few
groundshakers on us.  I signed up for the next war just to get my own
back for all that time I spent in the fucking basement – pardon
my French.  And do you know what the funny thing is?'


	Susie didn't, but
she knew that whatever the old man said next probably wouldn't be as
funny to her as it was to him.


	'It's taken the
dead to rise to make me piss in my shorts.'  With that he burst into
yet another uncontrollable cackle.  Susie couldn't help but join in;
he was infectious, at least in the comedic states.  By God,
she hoped he wasn't infectious in any other way.


	Just then, as the
pair laughed together, Kelly Bloom appeared and sat herself down next
to Max.  Kelly was Susie's daughter, and despite her youth –
she was eight-and-a-half, although she would like to tell people she
was almost eight-and-three-quarters – she knew more than most
adults could ever dream of knowing.


	'What's so funny?'
she asked, smiling along.  It really was infectious. 'Max, you
look like you seriously need to take a breath.'


	He coughed,
spluttered, composed himself, and then started laughing all over
again.


	'Max and I were
just talking,' Susie said.  'He was just telling me about the war.'


	Kelly's expression
turned to one of confusion.  'Well, that's not funny,' she said,
arching her eyebrows.  'You old people sure do some strange things.'


	Max, still laughing
and choking, said, 'We do!  We really do, but you'll realise, young
Kelly, that when you reach my age, nothing really matters anymore. 
Somebody will be there, doing everything for you, wiping bits that
you haven't even thought about for over a decade, and in the meantime
you're left with a giant void to fill.  Take it from me, laughter is
probably the best way to fill the void.'


	Kelly had no idea
what the old man was rambling on about, but it appeared to make sense
to her mother, who was looking on with a mixture of intrigue and
acknowledgement.


	'Kelly, why don't
you go play with Sam?' Susie said as she wiped the sweat from Max's
face.


	'Mo-om,'
Kelly whined.  'I know he's the same age as me, but that
doesn't mean we have to be best friends.'


	'Nobody said that
you have to marry him,' Susie sniggered.  'Just go and talk to
him while Mommy finishes up over here.'


	Kelly sighed; a
massive exhalation that was both forced and exaggerated.  'Okay,' she
said.  'But I'm only doing it because you asked nicely, and if he
annoys me I'm going to tell him that he's an idiot.'


	Max laughed aloud,
so much so that his eyeballs bulged from their sunken sockets.  'You
make sure to tell him that,' he said.  'Tell him momma didn't raise
no fool.'


	Kelly laughed,
although she had no idea why.  She stood, waved a tiny hand at Max
Martigan, kissed her mother on the cheek, and danced across the hall
as if she didn't have a care in the world.  



	'She's a sprite,'
Max said.  'You've done well with her.'


	Susie shook her
head.  'She can be a handful at times.  The thing about bringing up a
smart kid is that they soon become aware of just how fucking smart
they are.'  She straightened up Max's shirt as if she was preparing
him for his first day at school; he smiled as she did it.  'Once she
found out she was cleverer than your average whipper-snapper, it's
been a battle of wits.'


	Max pushed himself
forward onto his elbows.  Too long spent lying on the cold, hard
floor had numbed his ass to the point of no return.  'Well,' he said.
 'She should do just fine, despite this chaos.'


	Susie didn't like
to see the old man in such discomfort, but it was to be expected.  A
ninety-seven year old man, stricken with flu, could only put on an
act of defiance for a while; Max Martigan was reaching the end of his
bravery display.


	Susie knew that the
man would be dead soon.  Age wasn't the problem; it was the pneumonia
that would surely take a pop at him, or the toll on his brittle
heart.  It saddened her deeply to even ponder how long he had left,
but he didn't seem to mind.


	And he knew;
he knew better than anyone else.


	Perhaps it was the
fact that the planet had gone to Hell in a handbasket that removed
the fear of death.  At least he wouldn't be returning as one of the
infected, not if he died in the compound.  



	Susie knew which
way she would rather go, and it didn't involve being torn limb from
limb by a horde of flesh-eating zombies.


	'I don't suppose
there are any pills left for an old man like me?' Max grunted, though
he already knew the answer.


	Susie shook her
head.  'They didn't bring any back with them,' she said.  'I'll check
with the captain, but I don't think there are any left in storage.'


	She rolled back
onto her haunches and gripped his cold, rheumy hand between her own.


	'You're going to be
just fine,' she said, offering him the most reassuring smile she
could muster.


	'Kinda doubt it,'
he grinned, his teeth a little stained from years of dental neglect
and caffeine addiction; it was better than the alcoholism that he had
succumbed to in his earlier years.


	She left to find
out if there were any pills to ease the old man's pain and suffering.


	By the time she
returned, Max Martigan had died, peacefully, or at least more
peacefully than at the hands of the horde.


	











































































































FIVE







She moved through
the night, ignoring the groans floating along on the wind.  She
hadn't seen any creatures yet, which only served to put her on edge
even further.


	She could hear
them, though, which meant that they were local, probably sniffing
around the town for the remnants of flesh that were still edible.  As
the wind carried their moans across to her, a shiver ran the course
of her spine.  No matter how many days she spent hiding from them,
surviving them, killing them, she still feared each and every one of
them for what they really were.


	Crouching behind
an industrial-sized bin to catch her breath, she could see the store
hadn't been completely decimated, at least not yet.  When the madness
began the looters had stripped clean the electronics suppliers.  For
reasons unknown, armed gangs had been carrying televisions and games
consoles down the street, as if the whole thing would blow over
within a few days, and by then they would be sitting in front of a 42
inch plasma screen with the newest system hooked up to it.


	Fucking morons!


	But their
stupidity was a good thing; supplies were still quite easy to come
by, provided you didn't mind venturing out from safety to gather
them.  The water-supplies were dwindling, though.  One thing that the
looters soon realised was that the water-supply carried the
infection.  Bottled water was the only way, but it must have been too
late by then.  Half of the town had become infected.  Quite how the
supply had gotten tainted remained a mystery to her, but she imagined
somewhere, in the sewers – or at the purification factory, she
had no idea how it worked – there was a creature, bleeding out
into the water, its disease being sent direct to homes across the
town.  It was like the viral version of spam email; nobody wanted it,
but that didn't stop it from turning up in your inbox.


	Just as she was
about to move for the store, a creature rambled into view.  It was
still wearing the uniform it had no doubt been attacked in –
and why wouldn't it?  It wasn't as if they had the gumption to change
clothing whenever it got bloody or covered in visceral matter.  If
that were the case, the laundrette would have one helluva queue.


	This particular
member of the undead had been a paramedic; his green and yellow
hi-vis clothing now besmirched and torn.  He was moving pretty
quickly, considering the fact he was missing an entire foot.  Instead
of slowing it down, it dragged the stump along at staggering speed.


	She had never
seen one move so rapidly.


	It could become
a problem.


	She reached
across to her back and pulled out the machete which had been strapped
there.  Freshly-sharpened that very same day – she had been
bored out of her mind and reading yet another book about sparkly
fucking vampires just wasn't going to cut it – it was primed to
go, and she had the ideal candidate to test it out on.


	As the dead
paramedic shuffled forward at what must have been the zombie
equivalent of breakneck-speed, she waited, controlled her breathing,
listened to the pained vocalisations of other creatures in the area.


	They were
distant, and probably no real threat to her, although she hadn't
heard the creature she was now looking at.  It paid to be very
careful in the moments to follow.


	With its back to
her, facing the store and standing in the way of her and the vital
supplies which she needed to survive, she knew she had the best
opportunity she was going to get.


	She sprang forth
from behind the bin, covering the space between herself and the
creature in remarkably good time.  It must have heard her, though –
or maybe sensed something was about to happen, if that were at all
possible – because it started to turn.


	She swung the
machete, whipping it through the air more accurately than she could
ever have hoped for given the fact that she was terrified.  Her
momentum – and the adrenaline pumping through her – kept
her aim true.


	There was a
choking noise as she landed a few feet away from the thing, and she
turned in time to watch the aftermath of what she had just done.


	The creature
stood, motionless, confused?  It stared towards her, its eyes glowing
eerily in the darkness.  Black ooze seeped from between its lips,
which had been torn open on once side to reveal a complete set of
teeth and half a jawbone.  It gurgled, staggered a few inches this
way and that, and then its head slipped aside, sliding down the
severed neck and landing with a meaty thump on the road next to its
still-standing body.


	She pushed
herself up, knowing that she had finished the fucker off adequately. 
The body fell, just crumpled like a sack of potatoes, and without
further thought she made her way towards the store, wiping blackened
thorax from the blade of the machete on her leg as she went.


	The store window
was smashed through, and shattered glass peppered the pavement,
crunching beneath her feet as she entered through the double-doors. 
Surprisingly, the doors remained intact, which just went to show the
mentality of looters; if in doubt, clamber through the window.


	She was
surprised to find that supermarket Muzak was still playing, albeit
quietly.  Nevertheless, it made the entire scenario that little bit
creepier.


	The lights were
off in the main shopping area, but the occasional luminescent flicker
from a room at the back provided enough light for her to work by.


	She travelled
light; these days, it was the only way.  If you find yourself bogged
down with items of indulgence and all of a sudden a horde descends on
you, the likelihood of surviving is greatly reduced.  Thus, she had
no means of carrying her intended items.  A plastic bag was
sufficient, although a bit of a giveaway on a particularly windy day.
 The creatures would hear its rustle and soon be on to you.


	She preferred to
use cloth – which is why she was grateful for the much-maligned
bag-for-life.  Found at the cash-register in all good stores, and
perfect for stealth and heavy objects, it was the first thing she
grabbed as she made her way through to the main shopping aisles.


	She ignored the
fridges, and the food contained within them.  It was dead food, no
good for anything.  She'd learned this the hard way, after a night of
utter madness and a cheese-and-onion pasty.


	Tins...they were
the only safe food.  She grabbed three tins of beans, one spaghetti,
several chilli, and an Irish stew.  She didn't want to carry too much
tonight; it was bad enough that she was out after dark, but sleep had
evaded her yet again and boredom had forced her out into the night.


	She located the
water and grabbed three bottles, one with a strawberry-flavoured kick
simply for something different.  She would have to remember not to
wash her hair with that one.


	With the water
and meals secured for the next few days, she had time to scan the
hardware section.  She was almost out of twine, and knives were
always useful.  She bagged them and managed to find a thicker coat in
her size.


	Fuck, it was
getting cold.


	Wearing the new
coat, and carrying pretty much everything she needed to get by the
next few days in reasonable comfort, she headed for the entrance,
machete drawn just in case the situation outside had changed any.


	Suddenly, there
was a clatter from behind.  She whirled on the spot, expecting to
find the worst.  She was relieved to be faced with nothing, at least
nothing in her general area.


	But the noise
came from somewhere.


	The room at the
end of aisle seven; from where the flickering light emanated.


	She sighed, but
knew that she had to take a look.  What if there were survivors? 
What if they were hiding out back after mistaking her for a creature?
 She had to know.


	Company would
not go unnoticed, good or bad.


	She edged closer
to the door, almost hypnotised by the intermittent flickering coming
from the room ahead.  The shadows cast by the shelves and the items
sitting on them played tricks on her mind, and a few times she found
herself clenching tighter on the machete handle, ready to fight
with...well, cereal apparently.


	There came
another clatter, and this one turned her legs to jelly.  She had to
pull herself together, and quick.  



	She edged
towards the light, which buzzed every time it flickered.  She was
like a moth, drawn to the luminescent glow.


	She reached the
doors and took a deep, silent breath.  Raising the machete to optimum
height, she slowly pushed herself into the room, which was a
stock-cupboard-cum-storage-depot.  She didn't have to look too
closely to locate the source of the noise.


	A rat –
no, several rats – had managed to chew their way through most
of the stock.  They didn't even realise they were being watched as
they tucked into a torn can of potato-chips.  The can rolled from
side-to-side as three miniature mouths attempted to get at the chips.
 One rat appeared at the tubular entrance of the can, crumbs around
its mouth.  Obviously, the best way to get at the food was to climb
in and work your way outwards.  The other rats seemed jealous and
confused, and scampered away in all directions, in search of other
tasty morsels.


	She turned,
smiling to herself.  How had she managed to get so worked up?  



	And then, she
was them.  That, that was how she had managed to terrify herself, and
that was the reason why the rats were hanging around.  They just had
to wait for their food to die, die properly.


	Two girls,
Asian, small, were chained to the far side of the storage-room.  They
began to growl as she made her way towards them.


	Twelve, maybe
thirteen, but the decay made them look a lot older, and a helluva lot
scarier.


	She couldn't
believe the way some peoples' minds worked.  The parents – who
she presumed were the proprietors of the store – must have had
the bright idea to constrain their daughters, gone off in search of a
cure and ended up being either eaten alive or infected.


	Which left the
girls chained to the shelving-rack like misbehaved dogs.


	She had to do
something; she couldn't just leave them there, like that.  Sure, they
were infected, but that didn't make it right to desert them.  They
would go on living – in the undead sense of the word, of course
– until either more of the creatures stumbled upon them and
finished them off (did they even do that?) or until the rats decided
that there was nothing left food-wise and made a go for them.  The
only reason the rats were keeping their distance at the moment was:
They knew just how hungry the little Asian girls were; perhaps
hungrier, even, than they were.


	As she
approached, the girl on the right snapped forward.  The chains
rattled the pole they were attached to.  Growling, licking her lips
and pushing out black goo until the drool was long enough to touch
the ground, the creature clearly displayed her hunger and her
intentions.


	It took less
than a second to raise the machete; three seconds in total to
decapitate both of them.  In the end, she fell to her knees and began
to sob silently.


	What had she
become?  Was this how it was going to be for the rest of her pathetic
life?


	With two Asian
girls' heads staring up at her – an audience that she could
have done without – she steadied her nerves, hoisted herself to
her feet, and headed back out into the night.


	It was getting
colder by the minute.























































































SIX







It started to snow
at four, the kind of snow that would stick.  There was a frost on the
ground, which didn't help matters.  The barracks, though, seemed to
glow as the snow landed, highlighting each and every turret, every
single angular construct.  In the distance, lurkers moaned and
howled.  It made Shane wonder if the weather had anything to do with
it, although he doubted it.  It could have been pissing fire or
hailing razorblades and they wouldn't have reacted any differently.


	Shane couldn't
sleep; he was too worked up for the days ahead – and the notion
that he would find his wife and daughter, one way or the other.


	Deciding to go for
a run around the compound, however, might not have been his brightest
idea ever.  Despite the fact that he was wearing a Helikon base layer
and a Fox mark III fleece, the freezing air made him realise just how
cold it was.


	And now it was
snowing, and each flake was sticking to his fleece like white-on-rye.
 The khaki-green fleece was soon peppered, making him look
ridiculous, like a lost snowman.


	His breath fogged
in the air in front of his face as he ran the training circuit.  He
wasn't a military-man, and he'd never had ambitions to be one, but
fitness seemed to mean a lot these days.  If you couldn't run, then
you might as well just lie down and let the pain commence, because
those things would keep on coming until they got you.  Unlike humans
– which they clearly no longer were – they didn't feel
pain, get a stitch, run out of breath.  They were relentless, and
although they didn't move as quickly, all it took was one at close
proximity and you were fucked.


	Shane didn't want
to be fucked.


	Something off in
the distance exploded, and for a moment Shane stopped in his tracks. 
It was far away, perhaps a mile or two, but every time there was a
loud noise it made you think.  Shane wondered if there were any
powers out there still capable of dropping a nuke, levelling the
cities and starting over from scratch.  Surely they would have done
that by now if they had survived.  Although nuking cities pretty much
rendered them obsolete and practically uninhabitable for the
foreseeable future.


	But this was the
governments?  Shane knew that they weren't the smartest tools
in the drawer.  Shit, the cities were uninhabitable anyway –
with those cannibalistic sonsofbitches everywhere you looked.  Might
as well take them out and wait for the debris to stop falling; that,
he thought, was the kind of mentality that the government harboured.


	Brushing the
explosion off in the distance as nothing more than a burnt-out car,
Shane resumed his run.  He needed to be careful now, though; the snow
underfoot had turned the ground to mush.  One false move, one
misplaced boot, and he would slip, bust his neck and be out of the
fucking world in the most anticlimactic way imaginable.


	He decided to call
it a night.  No point in putting himself at risk, not when he would
be spending the whole of the next week doing exactly that.


	He turned and
headed back to main compound.


	Packing for the
mission would take an hour; after that, they were out of there.


	On the road to
oblivion.







*







'He was old,' Terry
said, placing himself down on the makeshift bed.  'At least he's in a
better place, now.'


	Jared moved across
the room like a boy on his first day of school.  'Yeah, but he looked
so fit when we first got in here,' he said.  'Looked like he could
take on any one of us in a fight.'


	Shane wasn't paying
too much attention to the conversation, but he knew that they were
talking about Max Martigan.  Was it wrong that he had very little
interest in that right now?  There were things more important than an
old man dying, at least he thought so.  His family, for one, who
could still be alive.


	Are alive,
he reminded himself.  Still, are alive...


	He stuffed more
clothing into his Bergen, knowing that he had to draw the line, soon,
or risk being weighed down.


	'Well, if you ask
me,' Marla joined in, 'he's gone out of this life at the best
possible moment, in the best fucking way.'


	Terry gave her a
reproachful stare, before adding, 'Sure, the alternative might have
been much worse, but there are better ways to die than holed up in a
military compound, lying on a cold floor like some dog waiting to be
put down.  His expiration could have been a fuck of a lot more
comfy.'


	'Can you pass me
the water-bottles?' Shane asked, pointing to the green containers on
the floor next to the bed.  Terry handed them to him.  'Thanks, now
can we stop talking about Old Man Martigan; he's gone, out of here,
for good, so let's just concentrate on what we need to do, remember,
the living?'


	The three stared at
him silently.  It was a Shane that they weren't used to, and one that
none of them really cared for.


	'Marla,' Shane
said, sensing that there was an uncomfortable silence that needed
breaking.  'Did you manage to get the keys I asked for.'


	She reached into
her pocket and retrieved a set of keys.  'Easier than I expected,'
she said, smiling.  Obviously, her sexuality had paid off once again.
 'The prick didn't even realise what I was up to.  I'm sure he
thought I was gonna kiss him.'


	Victor Lord was
many things, and that included a lecherous, old slime-bag.  The
Snatch was his.  Well, technically it belonged to the barracks, but
since he was pretty much running the show – or liked to think
he was – he held the keys at all times.


	But not anymore.


	'Good,' Shane said.
 'He's gonna know it was you, though.  You do realise that?'


	She sighed, then a
huge smile lit up her face.  'I'm counting on it,' she said. 
'Otherwise what was the point in getting so close to his
cigar-stinking face?'


	'Right,' Shane
said, authoritatively.  'I'm taking it that you're all set, because
there's no coming back once we hit that road, at least not for a
while.'


	Terry pushed
himself up from the mattress, which creaked beneath him as if
exhaling with relief.  'Got my bag packed, but turns out I
like to travel light.'  He lifted the tiniest satchel imaginable from
the floor and dropped it onto the mattress.  'Got everything I need
right here.'


	Shane shook his
head.  'Weapons,' he said.  'We need to figure out what we're
taking weapon-wise.'


	Jared nervously
stepped forward.  It seemed like he was waiting for this moment, and
now that it had arrived he was going to make the most of it.


	'I already thought
about that,' he said, a slight stutter creeping into the sentence. 
'I wanted to, you know, make myself useful for a change, and
the best way to do that, I figured, was to get a hold of some useful
shit.'


	Jared left the room
and reappeared a minute later with what looked like a hockey-stick
case.  In fact, it was a hockey-stick case; the word Kookaburra was
printed down one side in fancy lettering.


	'Holy shit,'
Marla said.  'What we gonna do?  Give the lurkers a few games on the
way out, because I don't think they're big fans?'


	Jared stopped
unzipping the bag long enough to cast her a cautionary glance.  'Wow,
you're really funny,' he said, sarcastically.  He pulled the
zip across all the way and pulled out possibly the farthest thing
from a hockey-stick that you could get.


	A Remington
shotgun.


	'Jesus Christ,
Jared!' Shane panted, mesmerised by the weapon in Jared's hands.  In
truth, it looked like it should be in anybody's hands except
for Jared.  'Where in the hell did you get that?'


	Jared grinned,
knowing that he had impressed the group.  'You know Moon? 
Tall guy?  Beard?'


	Shane knew David
Moon; he also knew that stealing his weapon was a mistake that even
he wouldn't have made.


	'You're talking
about the big guy?' Shane said, faking enthusiasm.  'The large
man who'd probably kick the living shit out of you if he knew what
you had done?'


	'That sounds like
him,' Jared said, cocking the shotgun.  Marla moved a few feet
back, avoiding the barrel completely.


	'Well, that's a
mighty fine weapon,' Terry said, taking it away from Jared, who
clearly had no use for it other than as a bludgeon.  He removed the
shells from it and slipped it back into the hockey-bag.  'You did
good, Jared.  Very good.'


	Jared smiled, with
teeth.  'Why, thank you,' he said, still stuttering.


	'So we have A
gun,' Marla said.  'Anything else?'


	Shane had a pistol;
22. Calibre, clean, probably never been fired.  None of the others
dared to ask where he had managed to swipe it from, which was
probably for the best.  He also had knives; lots of knives, although
they were only good in close-quarters, and as they all knew being in
close quarters with one of those things was about the last place you
wanted to find yourself.


	Shane handed a
large knife to Terry, who looked at it with an amalgamation of horror
and confusion.  'If it comes to it,' he said, 'I'd much rather you
just took them out quickly, with the shotgun.'


	Shane shook his
head.  'Unfortunately, Padre,' he said, smiling, 'I don't think we'll
have that luxury, not often anyway.  You know as well as I do
that a shotgun blast'll just draw more of them.  Before we know it
they'd be everywhere.  No, knives are safer.  Quieter,
anyhow.'


	Terry slipped the
knife into his satchel; it barely fit, and he knew he would have to
be careful not to make any sudden movements or risk the blade jabbing
through the leather and spilling the rest of his supplies.


	'I think we're good
to go,' Shane said, shouldering his Bergen.  'Anybody got anything
prolific to say.'


	Jared looked to
Terry, who turned to Marla.  They all shook their heads.


	'Then let's get the
fuck out of here,' Shane said.  'Before that prick, Victor, drags his
slimy ass out of bed.'


	They headed for the
Snatch. 




































































SEVEN







It was around
five in the morning when the shit hit the fan.  She wasn't prepared
for it, either, which was something that she made a mental log of for
future reference.


	Four of them,
dragging their dead carcasses across the field.  She knew that she
had to go through them.  There was no other option.  If she wanted to
get home and get some rest before the sun came up, she would have to
take them on.  Playing the waiting game with a quartet of
maggot-filled dead people was not something she relished.  Plus, she
was absolutely shattered.  Her bed was calling to her, and the
quickest way to it was also the only way.


	She leapt the
fence – which was only three feet high, but still quite a
challenge for someone of her height – and drew her machete.  In
the moonlight she could see that the blade still carried remains on
it, but they had congealed by now making them almost impossible to
remove.


	Something for
later, she thought.


	She moved around
the perimeter of the field, trying to stay as close to the fence as
possible whilst still maintaining forward movement.


	Three men, one
woman.  The woman – or the zombie equivalent of a woman –
continuously fell down, burying herself in the long grass before
popping back up a few moments later.  Under other circumstances, it
would have been quite entertaining to watch.  When you were tired,
though, and just wanted to fall into a soft mattress and close your
stinging eyes, it was more of a nuisance than anything else.


	She edged
forward, stepping away from the fence, away from safety.


	Bed, bed, bed...


	Two of the
creatures seemed to respond to each other.  Not with words, or
anything close to them, but the way in which they grunted and
motioned made her wonder about the level of communication that they
could achieve.  If any.


	It was all
academic now, though, as she was going to have to interrupt their
conversation, split it down the middle with a very sharp blade.


	She ran, the bag
of supplies clattering against her shins as she raced forward.  When
she was close enough to engage, she tossed the bag aside and lunged
for the first creature.


	It didn't know
what had hit it, and never would.  Its head shot through the air,
blackened tendrils fluttering from the stump.  Where it landed, she
had no clue, and she wasn't about to go looking for it afterwards
just in case he had been wearing nice earrings.


	As if the others
knew what was happening – which only enforced her belief that
they knew more of what was going on than she first believed –
the second and third creature exchanged glances.  One – who was
wearing a police uniform and wore a moustache that might have gone
out of fashion in the seventies – grunted at the other, and
then they were both lurching for her, grasping at the air in front of
them as if it would propel them forward, faster.


	She staggered
backwards a few feet, keeping a close eye on the female, who had just
bobbed up ten feet away and had noticed the fresh meat on offer.


	She could see
the house across the field, inviting, impossible to reach, or so it
seemed in that moment.


	She lifted the
machete.  She hadn't noticed until now just how heavy it was. 
Perhaps the previous kills had taken it out of her.  Making another
mental note – this time to get a lighter weapon as soon as
possible – she hopped forward to where the second and third
creatures stood.


	Biggest mistake
of her life.


	Sensing that she
was outnumbered, both of them floundered for her simultaneously.  She
realised how stupid she had been almost immediately, and managed to
reposition herself just in time to avoid the worst possible death.


	The cop-creature
grabbed her wrist, clawing at her coat, trying to break through and
infect her with its disease.  She dropped the machete down, level
with the creature's groin, and lunged.  There was a meaty squelch,
and she pushed herself to the right in an attempt to evade the second
creature, which was snapping for her shoulder with discoloured teeth.
 Inky froth erupted from both of the creature's mouths, in unison
almost.  Keeping the second creature at bay for long enough –
just! - she pushed upwards on the machete-handle.  There was a
crunch, followed by another hellish splat as the blade sliced through
the thing up to its throat.


	The female thing
was getting closer all the time.


	She yelped as
the second creature once again snapped at her with ooze-dripping
teeth.  She could smell its breath – or just the fact that it
was dead and had been for quite some time.  If she had had time to
gag, she would have.


	She managed to
position herself just right to finish off the cop-zombie.  She
pushed, jumped almost a foot off the ground, and the machete came out
through the top of the creature's head.  It remained standing –
in one piece – for roughly a second before its left side and
right side went in separate directions, hitting the grass and
erupting into a geyser of black goo.  She didn't have time to
celebrate the kill, though, as the second creature latched onto her
throat, its hands unbearably tight around her neck.


	Don't let it
scratch you, don't let it scratch you...


	She swung the
machete this way and that before she managed to find a target.  It
met resistance, but only momentarily, as the blade sliced through the
thing's leg and out the other side.


	The creature,
suddenly off-balance, slipped away, its grip loosening, and she knew
she had to be quick.


	She finished it
before it had a chance to hit the ground.  The good-old decapitation
worked every time, and the thing's head disappeared off into the
distance, a trail of blood staining the grass behind it.


	She gasped for
air, but there didn't appear to be any, and what there was tasted of
death and putrefied matter.


	No time to
panic; no time for anything...


	The female was
now barely ten feet away, and it was clear now why she had been
finding it difficult to remain on her feet.


	She only had
one; the other had been taken, torn off, perhaps, by the creatures
that had infected her.  The stump was surrounded by fish-net
stockings, torn and dangling and bloody as hell...


	She could
practically hear her bed calling to her, now, and she had managed to
take out the main threat, although it was not wise to discriminate
when it came to the flesh-eating undead.  Male, or female, it made no
difference.  They were equally as strong, and had only one purpose in
death.  To devour the living.


	The one-legged
woman dragged herself forward.  Her eyes were so deeply sunk in their
sockets that they were invisible.  If it wasn't for the moonlight
hitting the solid blackness within those eyes, the woman would have
looked completely blind.


	With the machete
raised high, and her breath suitably recovered – well, at least
enough for one more battle – she charged, hoping that the
creature would go down easy.


	It did.


	It took two
swipes of the blade; the first merely scalped the creature, which
could have ended very badly but luckily didn't.  The second whoosh of
the machete severed the head at the nose, which was more than enough
to finish the creature off.  As the top of its head landed at its
feet, a volcano of darkness shot skywards, glistening in the
moonlight, before making its way back down.  The body crumpled,
twitched for a few seconds, and then stopped.


	She checked
around, making sure that there were no more of them.  The coast
looked clear, which was good because she felt apt to collapse if she
didn't make it to the house in time.


	As she
stealthily headed for the house across the field, she tried to
remember what life had been like before the virus destroyed mankind.


	She couldn't
remember.


	It was as if
life had always been this way, and would continue to be be so until
the end of time.


	At least she
would sleep tonight.






































































































EIGHT









Shane pulled the
Snatch forward and drove it around the back of the barracks where
they were less likely to be stopped by the night-time sentries. 
There were only two sentries, such was the dismal headcount of
Infantrymen, but they were likely to question why a group of
survivors were taking the only decent vehicle they had off the
grounds, especially in the middle of the night.  Technically, it was
almost six, but it was still dark, apart from the ever-increasing
layer of snow on the ground.


	He drove carefully,
making sure that the brakes didn't lock up and send them aquaplaning
across the drill-square.


	'Who taught you
how to drive?' Marla said from the back.  'Miss Daisy?'


	Shane glanced
across his shoulder to find that she was right up against the cage; a
beautiful, perfect face despite the terrors she had witnessed.


	'You forget,' Shane
said, taking the Jeep over a set of double speed-bumps.  'I've only
recently got out of prison.  To be fair, I wasn't the greatest driver
in the world before I went in.'


	Terry laughed,
noting the playful tone in Shane's voice.  Jared, on the other hand,
grabbed onto a leather strap hanging from the roof in the back.  He
looked more nervous than he ever had before.  He had opted for the
back, with Marla, not because it was safer – it was,
marginally – but because he didn't really want to get involved
should they encounter trouble along the way.  If he had taken the
passenger-seat up front, and a horde of fucking undead decided to
amble into the middle of the road, who do you think would have to get
out and help take care of them?  He knew very well who, so without
seeming like the weakest member of the group, he had nominated Terry
to ride up front and cited the elder man's wisdom and experience as
the reason why.


	It had worked, and
he hadn't come off sounding like a complete pussy.


	They drifted past
the military accommodation, house that looked dreary and nondescript.
 Any of the survivors could have taken up residence in one of these
buildings, but they had opted to remain as a group in the main body
of the barracks.  Cabin-fever would be bad enough without the added
loneliness of separating from the other survivors.  There was, of
course, the chance of becoming alienated, too; disengaging from the
others would maybe cause disaffection, which was not what anyone
wanted since they had no idea how long they would be cooped up there.


	The snow was
falling heavy, coating everything in sight.  There must have been a
brisk wind, too, since the snow rotated and span in tight circles,
like mini-tornadoes.


	Up ahead Shane
could see the gate; Terry had to squint to make it out, as his
eyesight was not as good as it had once been.


	'Are there any of
them out there?' Marla asked, edging closer to the grate that
separated the up-front riders from her and Jared.  'Can you even
see?'


	Shane could see the
gate, but beyond that there was nothing, at least nothing visible
through the thickening snow.


	'I don't think so,'
Terry said.  In truth, there could have been a fucking horde the size
of Kentucky on the other side of the gate; he just couldn't see them.
 Glasses, should they become available at any point over the next few
days, were a definite.  



	Shane allowed the
Jeep to roll the final twenty feet towards the gate, just in case
there were lurkers within earshot.  The snow crunched beneath the
tyres, though, which he was almost certain they would have heard.


	He stopped the
Snatch and applied the handbrake.


	Somebody had to get
out and open the gate, and he knew that Jared would be the last to
volunteer.  It was pointless asking.


	He pulled the
handle on his door and stepped out into the freezing night.


	Or was it morning
yet?  It was unclear, since the darkness hadn't altered much or begun
to make way for dawn.


	'Be careful,' Shane
heard Marla say from the back of the Jeep.  He almost replied with
something sarcastic, but chose not to.  It was hardly the time for a
smart mouth, and he was too busy using his tongue to prevent his
teeth from chattering together.


	The gate itself
was, as expected for a military facility, pretty sturdy.  Shane knew
that it was chained, several times, to stop the hordes from breaking
through.  There had been an electrical lock on the gate when they
arrived at the barracks, but not anymore.  The generators were
starting to struggle, and they had voted against the pointless
extravagance of an electric lock on the main entrance in favour of
three huge fucking chains and padlocks.  It made sense, technically,
since the lurkers were just as stuck on the outside either way. 
Three lengths of chain did the same job as a few wires and a helluva
lot of power.


	Shane grabbed the
bolt-cutters from the footwell and headed towards the gate.  He could
feel eyes upon him, and knew that if he was to turn round at that
moment in time there would be three people staring back, intensely,
from the Jeep.  It made him a little uncomfortable, but he also felt
a lot safer than if they hadn't been there.


	There was a clunk
from behind.  Shane turned to find Terry Lewis stepping out of the
Jeep.  He was carrying a bag; Shane had almost forgotten the new
padlocks.


	'Might as well come
and help,' Terry whispered, jogging slowly towards Shane.  'Fuck me
it's cold.'


	Shane smiled.  'I
think my nuts are actually frozen together.'


	'Well,' Terry
grinned, still whispering.  'If they get any worse, at least we've
got the bolt-cutters.'


	They both made
faces that suggested pain, although Shane actually felt a pang in his
nether-regions, as if they had been listening in on the conversation
and decided to make their thoughts known.


	They set to work. 
Shane snipped the first chain while Terry kept a look out on both
sides of the gate.


	'Seems like we're
always trying to break out of somewhere,' Terry said, bouncing
up and down in an attempt to generate some body-heat.  



	'It seems that
way,' Shane added.  'Only this time we know what we're doing.'  Or
we hope we do, he thought but didn't say.


	With the three
chains cut, he pulled them out and lowered them to the ground.  The
snow was so deep now – already – that the links
vanished entirely, leaving only the holes in the snow as proof that
they even existed.


	Terry was about to
pull the gate open when Shane whispered his name.


	'Not yet,' he said.
 'Go, get in the Jeep.  I'll pull the gate, but when I do I need you
driving through it.  If there are any lurkers in the vicinity, we
need to give them as little chance as possible of getting through. 
There are still people here, good people, and the last thing we wanna
do is leave them at the mercy of a fucking horde.'


	Terry nodded,
placed the bag of padlocks down in the snow, before making towards
the Jeep.


	Shane could see
both ways up the road, and there was nothing to report, unless you
counted a crow as a possible threat.  It hopped around on a wooden
post across the way before taking to the skies, and Shane didn't know
whether to take the sighting as pure coincidence or a bad omen.


	Or neither.


	Terry edged the
Jeep forward; Shane could hear Marla's voice, but none of her words. 
He guessed she was giving Terry instructions, and could imagine Terry
telling her to shut the fuck up as there was nothing worse than a
back-seat driver.


	Shane took one deep
breath and pulled the gate inwards.  It was heavier than it looked,
but the two inches of snow beneath it probably added to the
resistance somewhat.


	Still, he pulled
fast, knowing that time was of the essence and the sooner he was back
in the Snatch – safe – the better.


	He waved towards
Terry, signalling that the gate was wide enough to get the Jeep
through.  Terry drove forward slowly, offering Shane a thumbs up as
he passed.  Marla was still rambling on about something, but the wind
and snow whipping Shane's ears prevented him from hearing.


	With the Snatch
safely through and at a stop on the other side, Shane grabbed the
chains and almost pulled his back out shutting the gate.  He slipped
the first chain through and padlocked it; then the second.


	He had the third
length of chain in his hand when Terry yelled from the window.


	'Shane!  Over
there!'


	Shane turned, saw
the creature shuffling towards the Jeep, and said, 'Where the fuck
did he come from?'


	It was alone, a
single creature that had wandered off the beaten path, but its eyes
contained a hunger that Shane was more than familiar with.


	'Whatever you do,'
Shane said, 'stay in the Jeep.'


	He left the gate
and began to edge closer to the lurker; from the Jeep came the sounds
of Marla panicking, while Terry gave her a running commentary on the
events unfolding.


	Thank God it was
just one.  Shane knew that they would have been helpless against a
horde, which made him realise just how unprepared they actually were
for the rescue-mission ahead.


	The creature
moaned, its deep, monotonous call barely audible against the howling
wind.  Black drool fell from its lips and stained the snow beneath
it, a thick tar that seemed to melt through the freshly-laid purity.


	With the chain
wrapped around his hands, Shane pushed towards the lurker, his heart
almost in his mouth, his eyes trained on the target.


	As the creature
grasped for him, he sidestepped and wrapped the chain around its
neck.  It instantly fell to its knees, as Shane had anticipated, and
began to struggle fiercely with the tightening steel around its
throat.


	To no avail.


	Shane pulled once,
which caused the creature's eyes to bulge and fall out of their
sockets.  The second pull – complete with an almighty twist –
severed the head from its body.  As the viscous fluid sprayed from
the neck-stump, Shane turned his head aside.  One minute drop in the
mouth would be sufficient to infect him.


	The body fell
forward; the head lay face-down in the snow.  A pool of darkness
began to feather outwards.  When Shane stepped back and surveyed the
aftermath he could have been looking at an oil-slick.


	'Shane, come on!'
Terry called.  When Shane turned he saw that Terry was half out of
the Jeep with the Remington in his hands.  'What, are you waiting for
more of them?'  He raced around to the passenger side and climbed in.


	Shane reached the
gate and attached the third chain.  Padlocking it, he realised that
the links were covered with dead flesh; rotten, maggot-infested
morsels of the man who he had just killed.


	By the time he
clambered aboard the Snatch, he felt a little queasy.


	It was gonna be one
helluva road-trip.




































































































































NINE







'Don't you ever do
that again,' Marla said as Shane pulled away from the gate.  'For
fuck's sake, Shane!  You could have been bitten.  Are you out of your
mind?'


	Shane drove and
fought for breath.  The last thing he had expected was a lecture.  'I
had to kill it,' Shane said.  'For all we know it watched where we
came from.  I don't know how smart they are, or if they communicate,
but if that fucking thing could tell its friends where all the meat
was hiding, it probably wouldn't be a good thing for those people in
there.'


	'They wouldn't be
able to get through the gate,' Marla retorted.  'You said so
yourself.'


	'Doesn't mean we
should set them a challenge,' Shane said.  'Plus, as soon as we
finish we need to be able to get back in.  I don't know about you but
an army of dead standing in front of the gate might make that
difficult.'


	Marla fell silent. 
It wasn't that she had nothing to say – she had plenty, and
always did – it was because she knew that he was right.  She
kept forgetting that they would be returning.  For some reason it
felt like a one-way mission.


	'What's the fuel
situation?' Terry asked, placing the shotgun between his legs so that
the barrel faced away from his ballsack.


	Shane checked the
gauge.  It looked okay; the needle sat somewhere between a quarter-
and a half-tank, which would – or should – get them to
where they needed to be.  The Snatch, Shane guessed, was built to
hold a fuckload of fuel, and a quarter of a tank would probably be
the same amount of fuel to fill an ordinary car.


	'We should be
okay,' Shane said.  'If we need a top-up anytime soon, I'll let you
know.'


	The Jeep rolled
forward, towards the breaking dawn, towards Megan and Holly.


	Behind them, all
hell was breaking loose.







*







Victor Lord made his
way down the stairs and into the main camp.  The sea of tents and
sleeping-bags always reminded him of a rescue mission he had overseen
in China after an 8.2 magnitude earthquake.  The only real difference
here, though, was the willingness to obey.  The Chinese had been
frantic, unable to understand, and pretty damned pissed off that
their livelihoods had been reduced to ruin.  The last thing they had
expected was an American telling them what to do, and when to do it,
and they made this apparent by ignoring his orders and doing just
what the fuck they pleased.


	Not here, though.


	The survivors
needed him; he was strong, a born leader,  They knew which side their
bread was buttered.  They also knew not to fuck with him or risk
being turfed out of the barracks.


	As people emerged
from their tents wrapped in blankets – some were tumbling
around the place in their sleeping-bags to avoid the nip in the air –
Victor surveyed the area the way any good Captain would.  There were
a hundred people here, stuffed into a room, and half the time it was
difficult to tell whether any more had died during the night.  You
had to really look, check for movement on some of the older folks. 
The last thing he wanted was a room stinking of death and decay.


	The body of Max
Martigan had been removed almost immediately.  His men had carried
the body down to the storage-room, where it would be incinerated at a
later date.  If anything, it would provide them with a little warmth,
and as long as you didn't stand downwind from it the stench wouldn't
be too much of a problem.


	Victor stepped over
a sleeping woman – didn't recognise her, but he was hardly
there to make friends – and pulled the zip down on a dome-tent.



	He crouched and
peered in through the opening.


	'Everybody alive in
there?' he asked, grinning like a shark amongst a school of plankton.


	An elderly lady
stared back at him, obviously annoyed at the captain's severe lack of
respect.  Maggie Cox, silver-haired potty-mouth, said, 'Captain, what
the fuck!  You would have had the shock of your life had my tits been
swinging about the place.'


	Victor smiled. 
'Lady, it's freezing.  If you had your tits out I would have been
very surprised, indeed.'


	'You just go on and
get the fuck out of here,' Maggie said, her eyes darting around the
tent in search of something.  She found what she was looking for –
a packet of cigarettes – and lit one up, blowing a plume of
blue smoke towards Victor and filling the tent in less than a second
flat.  'I'm sure you got others to be perving on.'


	Victor coughed as
the smoke hit his face.  'Just checking you hadn't expired during the
night,' he said, as if she had every right to just lie down and die.


	'Wouldn't that have
been fucking something?' Maggie spat, drawing on her cigarette. 
'Well, Captain, I am fine, and I ain't gonna die for a long fucking
time, so just make your peace with it and move on.'


	Victor smiled,
artificial and insincere.  In truth, he wouldn't mind the old hag
dying.  Her contributions to the camp were nonexistent and she had no
– or very little – respect for him and his men.  The
least she could do was roll over and provide some extra kindling for
the young and fit.


	Victor was about to
say something he might have regretted when a panicked voice entered
the room.


	'Captain?  Captain?
 Has anyone seen the Captain?'


	Victor gave the old
lady a grimace, just to confirm his hatred for her – as if she
wasn't already aware – and backed out of the tent.


	Standing, he found
David Moon, Stewart Randall and Henry Colburn making their way
through the camp.  All of them looked worried; something Victor had
never seen before in his men.


	'What is it?'
Victor called, making his presence known.  When They saw him, they
breathed a sigh of relief.  The survivors emerging from tents
watched, trying to figure out what was going on; obviously something
bad.  It was tattooed on the face of all who wore camouflage.


	David Moon stopped
next to the captain.  He was about to speak when he noticed the
audience.  Victor, on the other hand, looked on impatiently, awaiting
the bad news.  He really didn't give a fuck if the rest of the group
heard.  Just how bad could it possibly be?


	'We need to have a
word,' Moon said, pointing to the double-doors at the end of the
room.


	Victor sighed and
began to walk; heads turned to follow him out.  People whispered
amongst themselves, speculating on what the problem was.  There was
talk of generators failing, lurkers breaching the perimeter, outside
contact with the CDC and all manner of impossible things.


	When the
double-doors closed behind the military-men, the group went about
their morning rituals, nonplussed and indifferent.


	What could possibly
have happened to worsen their current situation?







*







'This had better be
good,' Victor said as he shoved his unlit cigar into the corner of
his mouth.  One of these days he would light it, but not just yet.


	The three soldiers
looked to each other, silently deciding on who should speak.  In the
end, it was David Moon.


	'It's Shane,' Moon
said.  'He's fucked up proper this time.'


	Victor clamped down
on the cigar, so hard that his jaw ached.  'And what has the prick
done, now?'


	Moon sighed.  'He's
gone, Sir.  He's taken the Snatch and...well, he's just gone! 
He's taken my shotgun, too, the sonofabitch!'


	There were three
pieces of information in Moon's statement; Victor Lord was only
interested in one of them.


	'The Snatch?' he
said.  'The only decent fucking transport we have?'


	Moon nodded. 
Behind him, the two silent soldiers exchanged nervous glances.


	'It seems that
way,' Moon replied.  'But we think he has others with him.  Couldn't
find the doctor anywhere, and that bible-basher and his cell-mate are
missing.  Sir, they've deserted us.'


	It was freezing
standing out in the corridor.  The soldiers were visibly shivering,
clenching their teeth together to prevent them from chattering.  But
Victor Lord, in that moment, felt as if his blood had turned to lava.
 



	'I don't give a
fuck about those people,' Victor said, chomping the cigar as if it
had done him wrong.  'The way I see it, it's four less mouths to
feed.  What I do care about, though, is my fucking Jeep.  We
need it...I need it.  That prick's fucked up this time, and
there ain't no redemption.'


	'So what do we do?'
Stewart Randall asked, hopping from one foot to the other to generate
body-heat.  'They could be long gone by now, and those things are
everywhere out there.'


	Victor pulled the
chewed cigar from his mouth and pocketed it.  'Get that fucking pilot
to me asap,' he said, the cogs in his head audibly whirring.  'We're
gonna get my truck back, one way or the other, and those assholes are
gonna wish they never fucked with Captain Victor Lord.'
























































































































































TEN







With sunrise came
the hope of a thaw.  It had only been snowing for a few hours, but
the ground was covered, several inches thick in some places.  The
Snatch was built for all terrain, but the tyres slipped occasionally
on the snow, and each time they did panic ensued.


	'Jesus Christ!'
Marla said, leaning forward and stabilising herself against the
separating mesh.  'Just doesn't feel safe, to me.'


	'We're fine,' Shane
said.  'It's just the ice beneath the snow.  Possibly the worst
combination.  Should be okay when we reach the highway.'


	'You mean less cars
to hit?' Marla replied.  Next to her, Jared raised his eyebrows, a
comical face.  'You do realise that our travelling time has seriously
increased because of this damned weather?'


	'It appears so,'
Shane said.  'But that doesn't make a bit of difference.  Our aim is
to get where we need to be in one piece.  I'll drive at five miles an
hour if it means getting to Jackson with all of our limbs intact.'


	'The lurkers can
walk faster than that,' Marla whispered.  'Let's just hope we don't
come across any.  We're meals on wheels at the moment.'


	The Jeep skidded a
few feet to the right; Shane gripped the wheel and steadied it,
trying not to panic, trying to look as though he had full control
over the vehicle.


	'One hell of a
road-trip,' Marla chided, settling back into her seat.  When she
realised that Jared was looking towards her, expectantly, she said,
'Oh, don;t worry.  Everything's under control.  Well, everything
apart from the fucking Jeep.'


	Jared forced a
smile.  'Seems like it,' he said.  'I'm pretty sure I've shit my
pants.'


	Marla made a
disgusted face.  'Ewwww.  You need to think before you speak.'  She
laughed, which was cut off as the Snatch slipped a foot to the left,
complete with sound-effects.


	'We're okay,' Shane
said from the front.  'Just had to go around a body in the road.'


	'What?' Jared said,
more than terrified.


	'It's okay,'
Terry's voice added.  'It wasn't a lurker; just some poor sonofabitch
who couldn't run quick enough.  God rest his soul.'


	Jared relaxed.  'I
can't believe we left the barracks for this,' he said.  To Marla, he
said, 'Is it possible to have a heart-attack just sitting down.'


	She nodded.


	'That's good to
know,' he said.  'I'll add that to my list of things to look out
for.'


	Marla was going to
reply when the snatch began to slow.  It was quite a sudden halt, or
at least it felt like it, but as far as she was aware there was
nothing to stop for.  So what if the lights were red; you were never
going to get a ticket, so you might as well just blast through them.


	She reached up and
slammed a hand against the mesh, which rattled noisily.  'I said it's
gonna take us forever to get there,' she said.  'That didn't include
any stoppages.'


	'Marla, shut the
fuck up,' Terry whispered.  The fear in his voice was palpable.  'We
have a small problem.'


	The engine switched
off.  Marla didn't know whether the Jeep had just cut out, or if
Shane had shut her down.  She hoped it was the latter, although even
that had its drawbacks.


	It meant that
something very bad was about to happen.


	And it was.


	Marla pushed
herself up to look through the mesh, and immediately wished she
hadn't.


	There were eight of
them, trundling through the snow towards the Snatch.  The bile caught
in Marla's throat as panic hit her like a tonne of bricks.  It was a
good job that Jared couldn't see what she could; he really would
have shit his pants.  Instead, he sat quietly, aware that something
terrible was about to happen but too afraid to ask what.


	'What do we do?'
Marla asked, keeping her voice low just in case.  'Shane?'


	He shook his head
and pulled the pistol from the side-door.  Terry had both hands on
the shotgun, although neither of them seemed to be in any rush to do
anything.


	'We wait,' Shane
said.  'Get back there and stay down.  Don't make a sound.'


	'Wha—'


	'If they hear
you, they'll keep coming until they get in here.  We need to play
them at there own game,' he said.  'We need to play dead.'


	Marla didn't like
that plan – or nonplan – one bit.  Driving through
them would have been a better option, but that was fraught with
dangers.  First off, the snow; one slip and they would be out of
control, an easy target for the lurkers once the Jeep came to rest. 
Secondly, there were eight of them, and they were far enough apart to
make hitting them all an impossibility.  Sure, three or four of them
would splat, but the ones at the side – the problem ones –
would latch onto the Snatch by any means necessary.  It wasn't an
option at all.


	'This is a bad
idea,' Marla whispered, crawling backwards until she was lying on the
floor of the Snatch.  Jared, petrified, climbed down from the bench
and lay next to Marla.


	'What the fuck is
out there?' he whispered, his voice cracking as if he was about to
start sobbing.


	'Trust me,' Marla
said, putting both hands over the back of her head as if it would
conceal her more.  'It's much better if you don't know.'


	Shit, Jared
thought.  That was all the answer he needed.


	Three of the
lurkers had reached the Snatch, and were trailing bloody hands across
the bonnet.  Shane watched with one eye open as the creatures began
to rock the Jeep from side-to-side.


	Thank fuck the
windows are up, Shane thought.


	As a lurker –
a fat man, wearing nothing but a pair of stained pants and a
wife-beater – scratched the side of the Snatch with fat
sausage-fingers, Terry readied himself for the unimaginable.  His one
hand was on the stock of the gun, the other was prepared to go for
the trigger in an instant.  If anything tried to get inside, he would
have time to raise the gun and blow it to kingdom-come.  Worry about
the consequences afterwards.  Surviving the moment seemed to be what
it was all about.


	A female lurker,
probably out cycling when she had been infected judging by her lycra
suit, tried to crawl onto the bonnet, but her motor-functions were
long gone and she slipped aside, landing with a thump in the snow
beside the Snatch.  



	In the back of the
Jeep, somebody was whimpering.  Shane didn't think it was Marla.


	The Snatch rocked
viciously to the left, accompanied by a frustrated grunt from the fat
man.  When the Jeep fell back into place, Terry sensed an opportunity
to move his finger closer to the shotgun-trigger.


	The snow was
thicker, now, than it had been a few minutes earlier.  The lurkers
were almost camouflaged, so pallid was their skin.  Shane had lost
visuals on five of them, but he knew they were close, and probably
trying to figure out what to do next.  He could see fat-man in his
peripheral vision, and the cyclist was clambering back to her feet on
Terry's side of the Jeep.  The third lurker, a nondescript beast
apart from the fact he was ginger, was thudding incessantly on the
front bumper.  



	Marla could be
heard whispering to Jared, telling him to calm the fuck down.


	Shane watched
through his open eye as the lycra-clad creature shuffled off to
rejoin the horde.  The fat man looked over, grunted twice, and then
decided that there was nothing in the vehicle worth the hassle.  The
ginger zombie glanced skywards; snow tumbled down onto his pale face.
 Tiny flakes fell into his open mouth, but if he could taste them
then he didn't show it.


	After a few
seconds, he lurched around the side of the Jeep and began to scramble
towards the horde, who were twenty feet behind the vehicle now and
moving away.


	Shane exhaled with
relief, the pistol relaxed in his grip.


	He watched the
horde become smaller in the rearview mirror, but with visibility
reduced so severely they had vanished before their groans had ceased.


	'I don't think I
could ever do that again,' Terry finally said.  His breathing came in
short, sharp gasps that suggested how difficult he had found it
keeping motionless.  'Intense just doesn't cut it.'


	'Is it over?' Marla
asked from the floor of the Snatch.  'I swear to God, Shane, next
time you better go straight through them.'


	'It worked didn't
it?' Shane said, checking across his shoulder, glancing into the snow
for a sign the creatures weren't going to return.


	'Who was whining
back there?' Terry asked, placing the Remington back between his
knees.  'Shit like that could get us killed.'


	'I'm sorry,' Jared
said.  'I had no idea how many of them there were; nobody tells me
shit.'


	'For good reason,'
Marla said.  'Anyway, it doesn't matter.  We're okay and those
fucking things didn't manage to get in.  You said this thing has
armour?'


	Shane nodded.  'The
best,' he said.  'But if they really wanted to get in, they'd just
keep on trying until they succeeded.  Thank fuck they were in no mood
to hang about.'


	'Can we get out of
here, now? Terry said, straightening up in his seat.  I think I'm
gonna need a pit-stop at the next available junction.'


	That, Shane
thought, might be a good idea.


	He turned the key
in the ignition.




































































































































ELEVEN







Victor decided to
call a meeting before leaving.  It was the done thing.  You didn't
just up and leave, with no notice; you informed the people who placed
their trust in you, and that way they respected you even more.


	Staring down at the
faces in the crowd, though, Victor wasn't so sure.  He felt as if he
were addressing a bunch of school-kids, but all of a sudden he felt
exposed, vulnerable, and very naked.


	'Ladies, gentlemen,
can I just say a few words.'  He watched as a few of the survivors
decided to button it, urging the people standing next to them to “Let
him speak.”


	In the corner of
the room, Maggie Cox smoked a cigarette and stared at him with those
sunken eyes.  Her wizened, macerated face seemed to be taunting him
silently.  He could only look at her for a second before choosing a
different focal-point altogether.


	'People,' Victor
said, raising both hands calmly, almost apologetically.  'I need to
speak with you regarding a problem I have been made aware of.'


	That did it. 
People hushed their neighbours more vehemently, and they listened.


	'That's better,'
the captain said.  'Now, as most of you know, I have been trying to
keep this place going as best as I can...safe, guarded.  I have been
bringing food in so that we all eat, and I have been trying to obtain
medicine for the sick.'


	As if to emphasise
just how sick some people were, there came a chorus of coughs. 
Victor had to wait for a few moments before he could continue.


	'Now, I think that
I have been fair, and helpful, and taken care of everything that it
has been within my power to do.  But a few people, who if you look
around you will notice are no longer with us, have decided to strike
out on their own, make a run for it, so to speak.'


	A cacophony of
shocked gasps filled the room, and Victor Lord knew that he still had
his people, or the majority of them.


	'Now, people, I
wouldn't have given two shits had they decided to go in the middle of
the night.  Everybody has the right to decide their own fate, and
that goes for all of you standing before me, now.  But these people,
these...assholes, took something that we believe is vital to the
well-being of this here group.'


	The survivors were
rapt; a few of them yelled towards the front of the room, outraged by
the audacity of  the deserters.  Typically these were males,
forty-to-fifty, general scumbags who didn't want to have to lift a
finger to maintain the camp, and it was beginning to sound like they
might have to.


	'One of our Jeeps
has been taken,' Victor continued.  'These sonsofbitches decided to
just up sticks in the middle of the fucking night.  Now, I have no
idea where they are going, but I can ensure you that we will find
them, and bring back our truck.'


	There were a few
cheers, but nowhere near as many as Victor had hoped for.  Once the
dire applause died down, a voice spoke from the back of the room. 
Victor didn't even need to look to know who it was.


	'And what are you
going to do with the people?' Maggie Cox asked, exhaling a plume of
bluey-grey smoke into the atmosphere.  'You gonna be bringing them
back, too?'  She already knew the answer to that, which is why she
had wanted to bring it to the attention of the others.


	'Do you think they
deserve a second chance?' Victor asked.  God, how he hated that
mummified old sow.  'They have taken something that is vital to this
group.  Their selfish actions could cause deaths, could kill all of
us.'


	Maggie huffed and
stubbed her cigarette out on the doorframe to her right.  'You and I
both know that that is not the truth,' she said, her voice hoarse. 
'We have more vehicles, and we have that whirly-bird up on the roof. 
You have absolutely no reason to go running after them other than
revenge.'  She lit another cigarette and smiled smugly to herself. 
The survivors turned back to Victor and awaited his response
silently.


	He laughed, a
nervous chuckle that made him look stupid and inept; God, how he
fucking hated that rotting bitch.


	'I assure all
of you that revenge is not what I am after.  These people have
forfeited their rights, as far as I am concerned, and I want to make
sure that they realise just how much danger they have placed all of
you in.'  That's right, Victor thought.  Lay it on thick,
get the crowd back vying for blood.


	'Do you even know
where they have gone?' Maggie called, stepping forward between two
dome-tents.  'They could be anywhere by now; you're talking about
going out after them as if you know which direction they're pointed
in.  Shit, Captain, just how dumb are you?'


	'Now you just watch
your tongue,' Victor said, sensing that the woman was intentionally
trying to make him look moronic.  'We know they left this morning,
early, and that snow out there is going to tell us just which fucking
direction they've gone in.  Their tracks will still be visible from
the helicopter.'


	'And you're going
to bring them back here when you reach them?' she reiterated.


	Victor paused,
tried to think of a way around it, then said, 'If that's what you
people want, then I'll make sure that no harm comes to them.'


	'I couldn't give a
shit,' one man said near the front of the assembly.  'They've made
their beds.  I say, let them sleep in 'em.'


	Victor nodded
towards the man, who he didn't recognise in the slightest.  'You
see,' he said to Maggie.  'These people know what their rights are. 
They trust me to do right by them, and I will not fail them.'


	A few cheers from
the side of the room; once again, the lumberjack contingency.


	'These people are
being fed lies,' Maggie said, trembling a little now.  'You've put
the fear of God into them and now they trust you implicitly.  Just so
you know, Mr High-And-Mighty, I will not be part of any schemes you
put forward.  I don't trust you one bit, and I want everyone here to
listen to me.'  She sucked hard on the cigarette, struggling to keep
it steady in her trembling, gnarled hand.  'This is wrong.  Going
after them is wrong.  We all know what he's going to do to them when
he catches up.  It's murder, plain and simple, and whichever way you
sugar-coat it it's fucked up.'  She glanced around the room to all
the faces, young and old, staring in her direction.  She could tell
that her words were having little or no impact.  Without another
utterance, she turned and left through the doors, the sound of the
mumbling assembly behind her.


	'Well, that was
special,' Victor said, victorious.  She'd made herself look like a
crazy, old witch – perhaps that was being too kind, and
offensive to witches everywhere.  'Now, I don't know how long we're
to be gone,' he continued, glad to see that the focus had returned to
him.  'But I assure you all that we will be back, with the Jeep, and
a shitload of supplies and medicine.  You have my word.'


	The applause that
followed was deafening.  Victor Lord was on the verge of actually
bowing, as if he had just finished a masterful stage performance on
Broadway.


	He made his way
down and out through the doors, survivors patting him on the back as
he went.  Once out of earshot, he turned to David Moon and said, 'Is
the pilot ready?'


	Moon nodded. 
'Yeah, but he ain't in the best fucking mood about all of this.'


	'Ahhh, I don't give
a shit whether he's crying his eyes up.  Get him onto the roof, and
tell Randall to load the weapons.'


	Moon nodded and
raced off up the stairs.  Victor approached another of his men, Henry
Colburn, and pushed his face as close as possible without touching
him.


	'If that old trout
were to cease breathing while we're gone,' he said, 'then I think a
promotion would be the order of the day.'


	Colburn thought for
a moment before a grin crept onto his face.  'I sure wouldn't mind
that, at all,' he said.


	'Gooooood,' Victor
grinned.  'I'm leaving you in charge for the next few days; I don;t
think it should be too much of a problem, not with a man of your
tenacity.'


	Colburn didn't know
what that word meant, but assumed it was something good.  'Everything
will be just as you left it,' he said.  'Apart from one thing.'


	Victor laughed,
knowing that Colburn meant it and would not let him down.


	'Time to go get my
fucking Jeep back.'




























































































TWELVE







The morning
hadn't come quick enough, as far as she was concerned.  The snow must
have started soon after she had arrived back at the house, though,
and she hadn't been able to see out of the windows due to the panels
that had been hammered haphazardly over them.  She was shocked,
therefore, to discover at least six inches of white powder as she
left the house.


	It was nice.


	It would have
been a helluva lot nicer if the undead weren't returning with a taste
for human flesh, but you couldn't have everything your own way, could
you?


	She left the
house with more layers than she needed.  It was better that way. 
There was always the option to remove a layer, whereas she would be
fucked if the temperature plummeted even more.


	She headed
across the field and into the town, knowing that the creatures would
probably be around at some point.  The difference now was: She could
see them properly.  It was easier evading them – or hunting
them – when the sun was up, and the snow made it even easier as
she would hear their footfall before she would even spot them.


	She had a
problem, though.


	The house was no
longer somewhere she felt safe; she wanted more, something bigger, a
place where there was more than just a window and a plank of MDF
separating them from her.  There seemed to be a lot more of them
hovering around the field after dark, and she had no idea why.


	It was only a
matter of time before they began to go to work on the windows and
doors; her sanctuary was no longer invulnerable.  Add to that the
fact that there was no heating – and the snowfall had made her
wonder just how cold it was going to get in the following weeks –
and she knew she had to find somewhere new to hold out.


	Trudging through
the snow with just a tiny backpack, she reached the outskirts of town
feeling quite refreshed.  Apparently, a bean supper washed down with
strawberry-flavoured water did wonders to the system.  She felt like
she could run, perhaps for the first time in days.


	She just hoped
that it wouldn't be necessary.


	After a quick
break and a sip of water – normal, tasteless water – she
pushed on, following the signs at every junction.


	The snow was
falling heavy, once again, and she remembered the Christmases past
when things had been normal – or at least a little bit more
regular – and the snow had fallen outside the window.  She
pushed the memories away, though, as she came across a large
building.


	Surrounded by a
black, wrought-iron fence on all sides, it looked to be the kind of
place where British Royalty might visit.  The golden finials sitting
atop the gate added to the regal look.  She stared down the long,
winding driveway, trying to figure out what the place was.  She had
never seen it before, but then again she had never ventured out to
this side of the town.


	There was no way
in, at least not from where she stood, gathering snow.  The fence
snaked around the building, shutting it off from the world.


	It was perfect.


	It was exactly
what she had been hoping for.


	After walking
the fence-perimeter, she located what appeared to be the main
entrance.  Whatever this place was, it was intended for visitors. 
There were small signs just off the driveway; one pointed to the
large door at the front and announced: Museum Entrance, while another
directed you to the back of the building, where apparently there was
a cafeteria and public toilets.


	Museum.


	She walked the
driveway.  Despite the increasing inches of snow, gravel crunched
underfoot.  She kept a close eye on her surroundings, making sure
that there were no creatures following.  She could hear a few off in
the distance, somewhere behind her, but they were far enough away to
be considered no threat.


	The door was
closed but not locked.  She pushed through it and found herself
standing in a remarkable foyer.  She had seen elephants up close on
many occasions, but she had never seen one in skeletal form until
now.  It was amazing.  Standing right there, probably to greet the
visitors and announce the amazing things to come, it looked as if it
had been stripped of its flesh and skin where it stood.


	The door clunked
shut behind her, and she found the latch which would offer her a
little bit of safety.  With the door secure for now, she moved from
the foyer – and that magnificent beast of bone – and into
the first room.


	The first thing
she noticed was the change in temperature.  The foyer had been cold,
almost as cold as outside, but this room was nice, warm, comfortable.
 It meant that the heating was still working which, in itself, made
her instantly ecstatic.  Light poured down from the three
expensive-looking chandeliers.  So, she had warmth, she had light,
and she knew that somewhere in the building there would be food.  The
sign on the driveway had pointed the way to a cafeteria, but she
didn't want to rely on the food there; sandwiches would be no good,
and cakes and fancies were probably just as useless.  Maybe there was
a freezer, but that was something she would concern herself with at a
later time.  For now, she knew exactly what she had to survive on.


	Across the room,
pushed up against the wall, sat a vending-machine.  Even from where
she stood she could name most of the brands of crisps and chocolate. 
Her face lit up at her discovery.


	Would it be
alarmed?


	She didn't know,
but she would figure out how to get at the food later.


	For now, though,
she was content with what she had; it was a damn sight better than
the house.  She had no reason to return there, not now.  The few
items which she had left behind were replaceable and unworthy of a
trip back in the wrong direction.


	She began to
make herself at home in the museum.



























































































































































































Thirteen







Kyle was not happy
about the situation, not at all.  Being ordered around by an
ex-captain was one thing, but being forced into the helicopter with a
gun to his head, well, that was just downright rude.


	'There's no need
for that,' he said, seating himself in the cockpit.  'I said I was
pissed off; I didn't say I wouldn't do it.'


	'Hey, I've got an
idea,' Moon said, tapping the barrel of the Walther against the
pilot's head.  'How 'bout you shut up and get this fucking thing in
the air?'


	Flyboy swallowed. 
There was something a little disconcerting about having a pistol held
to your head, and it was all new to him.  'We'll be in the air in a
jiffy,' he said, his throat suddenly blocked with bile. 



	A voice came from
behind.  Flyboy recognised Victor Lord's throaty rasp almost
immediately. 



	'Is he giving you
shit?' Victor asked.


	'Nothing I can't
handle,' Moon replied, climbing into the helicopter.  'For somebody
with a gun to his head, he sure has a lot to say.'


	'No I don't,'
Flyboy interjected.  'In fact, I was just trying to figure out
what gun it was.  I'm a huge fan of gu—'


	'Just get this
bitch in the air,' Victor snapped.  'And if you try anything stupid,
it'll be the last thing you do.'


	It'll be the
last thing we all do, Flyboy thought.  Since he was the only
pilot aboard, he was kind of irreplaceable, which gave him the
smallest sense of security.  Although, he could still fly the chopper
with broken kneecaps, which was something worth thinking about when
it came to opening his big mouth.


	He took the
helicopter up.  The three men in the back – Victor Lord and his
minions, Moon and Randall – were mumbling amongst themselves. 
Flyboy couldn't hear a damned word they were saying, which he thought
was probably a good thing.  The less he knew, the better.


	What he did know,
though, was that this was not a rescue mission.  Shane had pissed the
captain off royally by taking the Jeep.  The best possible outcome of
this little expedition was...well, he didn't want to think about it.


	Had he had any
options?  He didn't think so.  When a man the size of David Moon
holds a gun against your head, the best thing to do is comply.  Sure,
he head given a pointless diatribe in an attempt to stall the
inevitable, but that was about as far as he was willing to go. 
Hopefully his recalcitrance had bought Shane and his group a few
extra minutes.


	For what it was
worth.


	He lowered the
chopper down to about a hundred feet.  There were no powerlines in
the vicinity, nothing he could snag on at that particular height. 
They were safe, for now.  Beneath them, the tyre-tracks on the road
were still visible.  Leading north, to I20.  He knew where they were
headed, but the longer he kept that nugget of information to himself,
the better.


	A group of lurkers
– around twelve of them, in total – were shambling
through the section of forest beneath them.  They looked lost, which
was probably the case.


	'Motherfuckers!'
Moon snapped, before beginning to fire at them with his pistol.


	Victor grimaced,
contorting his face to show how annoying the gunshots were.  'Do you
have to?' he sighed.  'You're hardly making a difference.'


	As if in response,
one of the creatures collapsed through the trees.  Moon punched the
air with his fist.


	'Oh, well, done,'
Victor added with more than a hint of sarcasm.  'You got one.  Just
six and half million left to go.'


	Moon holstered his
weapon and slumped against the helicopter-door.  The fun had been
removed from his little game.


	As they past over a
playground, a group of infected children were lurching around,
bouncing into the swings and roundabouts.  Some of them still wore
the school-uniform that they had been attacked in; others were naked
and blue from the freezing snow.


	Moon took out his
pistol and lined it up with on of the children.  He was just about to
fire when Victor kicked him, hard as hell, in the shin.


	'It's a fucking
kid,' Victor said, admonishingly.  'Would you do that if it was one
of your own?'


	Moon rubbed at the
spot on his shin where Victor's foot had connected.  'Fucking hell,
Captain!' he said, sucking air through his teeth.  'It was just a
lurker.'


	Victor leant
forward so that his face was barely an inch away from Moon's. 
'You're right,' he said.  'But you never had kids of your own, did
you?  I did.  Three of 'em.  All grown up, now.  In fact, probably
all dead.  You shoot them for no reason, you prick,
then you're just as bad as they are.  Lurkers, or not, the next
bullet you waste had better be on yourself.  Understand?'


	Moon thought
silently for a few seconds before nodding.  He hadn't considered the
severe lack of ammunition; Victor was right about conserving what he
had left.


	'Sir, the tracks
seem to be fading,' Randall said, pointing to the road beneath.


	Victor moved
through the cabin to get a better look.  When he saw that Randall was
right, he said, 'I don't think we're gonna have too much of a problem
finding them.  We know which direction they're travelling, and it's
not as if there are going to be any other moving vehicles on the
road.'  He returned to his seat.  'No, I really don;t think the
snow's gonna be an issue.'


	Although, thinking
about it, he wasn't so sure.



































































FOURTEEN







As far as rest-stops
went, this one was the lowest of the low.  It was basically a brick
block, in the middle of nowhere.  Shane was undecided whether it had
been intended as a toilet, or whether it had just turned out to be
one because, well, it was so unsightly and godforsaken that it
couldn't be utilised as anything else.


	They decided to go
in shifts; it seemed like the best way to work it.  If something
should happen – if a horde should appear from nowhere, which
was something that had started to happen a lot lately – then
the person in the driver's seat could sound the horn or move to
safety.


	As ideas went, it
was the best they could come up with.


	Marla went first. 
Not only was she bursting for a piss, but she had a few “feminine
issues” which needed taking care of, although she didn't deem
this information worthy for broadcast to the rest of the group.


	The inside of the
toilet-block made the outside look like The White House.  There were
shards of porcelain scattered across the ground, the aftermath of one
of the toilets getting a kicking, and an inch of dirty water coated
the ground, complete with floating cigarette-butts and tampons.


	Marla sloshed
through the room and barricaded herself into cubicle three.  After
wiping the seat several times with toilet-roll – which she was
surprised to find even existed in such a cesspit – she pulled
her jeans down halfway and sat.


	The relief that
came was unsurprisingly welcome, and she sighed and closed her eyes,
a smile curled the corner of her mouth.


	The water began to
soak through her boots; she could feel the cold creeping along her
toes and shuddered at the thought.


	What she would have
given for a shower; a nice, hot soapy scrub with coconut conditioner.
 She imagined the water, warm and creamy, coating her body, dripping
down and leaving a trail of warmth behind it.  It was heaven –
at least, it would have been if she wasn't sat on a dirty toilet in
the middle of nowhere with ice-water sending chills through her
entire body.


	She opened her eyes
and tried to forget the fact that a hot shower was currently as
likely as a lasting relationship; the apocalypse had ruined quite a
lot of peoples' days.


	She finished up and
reached across for the toilet-roll.


	It was then that
she saw it, and her heart jumped up into her throat.


	Staring at her
through a tiny hole in the cubicle-wall was a bloodshot eye.  She
almost fell of the toilet and into the freezing water beneath.


	The eye vanished,
but that was not the end of it.  The possessor of the eye appeared on
the floor.  It – she – was trying to push herself through
the space between the cubicle and the floor.  It splashed around,
growling and snapping at Marla's feet.  The black ooze that fell out
of its mouth dripped into the water and diluted into a murky grey.


	Marla screamed,
hoping that they would hear her in the Snatch.  She slipped off the
seat and pushed herself as far away from the hellish creature as
possible.  It was difficult manoeuvre with her jeans halfway down
around her knees, and she found herself on the floor of the cubicle,
whimpering, kicking in a frenzy at the lurker opposite.


	The creature had
obviously been there the whole time; if it had crept in after Marla,
the guys in the Jeep would have sounded the horn.


	How long?  Was it
waiting, just sitting in hiding, hoping for its food to come to her?


	Marla snapped out
her left leg, kicking the creature in the face so hard that its nose
ruptured, spraying black goo in all directions.  The nasal-bone was
jutting out of the creature's face, now, and the visible cartilage
made Marla want to upchuck right there.


	It grabbed onto
Marla's kicking-leg and dragged itself forward another couple of
inches.  Marla cried out, hoping – please God, fucking help
– that her rescuers would appear just in time, like they always
did in the movies.


	The lurker was at
the halfway point; its upper-torso was all the way through, grasping
onto Marla's flailing legs, trying to pull them towards its snapping
mouth.


	'Fucking biiitch!'
Marla screamed, driving a knee into the creature's face.  The nose,
which had already shattered, completely detached, leaving only a
gaping hole where it had been.  Thick, black sludge pumped from the
hole.  The creature didn't notice – or care, for that matter –
and swung its arm over Marla's leg.  It managed to latch onto her
jeans, which were still hanging around her ass, and pulled her
closer.


	Marla knew that if
she didn't do something, and fast, she would be infected.  All it
took was a scratch, or a single bite, and it was bye-bye old Marla,
hello cannibal-girl...


	She punched out
with both fists and managed to knock the lurker's head to the side
where it couldn't snap at her bare flesh.  It gave her enough time to
grab for the only available weapon.


	She pushed with her
feet, actually using the lurker's face to get to where she needed to
be.  Reaching across, she lifted the cistern-lid from the back of the
toilet.  It felt good in her hands, heavy, dangerous.


	Slipping in the
water lapping around her ankles, she landed back down on the
cubicle-floor with a painful thud.  Her tailbone would be sore later
on – if there was a later on.


	The creature
screeched, its face twisted into something more horrific than before.
 Lashing out with its clawed hand, it realised that the opportunity
to infect the human, or feed from it, was fast fading.  With one
final, almighty lunge, it propelled itself forward.  Its entire body
was in the cubicle, now, with Marla, who was wondering just how hard
it could be to take a piss in peace.


	Marla lifted the
porcelain weight high above her head and screamed, louder than the
lurker, louder even than she had anticipated.  She brought it down,
caving the creature's skull in with the first impact.  One eye fell
from its socket and was now floating atop the murky ice-water. 



	Marla lifted the
cistern-lid once more.  She slammed it down, this time in silence. 
The meaty squelch which came as the block made contact, though,
shattered the silence.


	The creature
slumped forward, face-down in the grey water, where it lay
motionless, the back of its head exposed, brain-matter spilling out
on a river of viscous slush.


	Marla tried to
breathe; tears were stinging her eyes as she dropped the cistern-lid
down onto the back of the creature's head.  She sat for a moment,
gathering thoughts and trying to fathom what had just happened.


	Standing, she
pulled her jeans up; wiping seemed pointless now, and would have
simply been a force of habit rather than a necessity.


	She pushed the
cubicle-door so hard that it slammed on the next one and snapped off
its hinges.


	When she got
outside, and the cold hit her full-force, she fought back the tears
that threatened to betray her.


	The Jeep was parked
where it had been; Shane was hanging half-out the window, smiling
ever-so-slightly.


	Marla could have
punched him right then.  Just walked around to his face and smashed
his nose in, the way she had smashed the lurker's.


	'Better?'
Shane asked, stepping out of the Jeep.  When he noticed that she was
soaked from chest-to-toe, a puzzled expression appeared on his face.


	Marla shook her
head.  'You might want to check the cubicles before you piss,' she
said, the tears even closer now.  'Plus, I don't know about the
men's, but the women's was a bit flooded.'


	Without another
word she clambered into the back of the Snatch.


	No tears.


	Not this time.




































































































































FIFTEEN







She liked the
dinosaur-room the best.  There was something magical about being
surrounded by creatures that had been extinct for millions of years. 
Some of the dinosaurs were intended to move, but the power had been
cut – or had failed, somehow – which meant that they just
stood, instead, in magnificent glory.


	She felt alive
for the fist time in weeks.  Whether it was the fact she was safe,
for now, or had enough food to survive on without putting herself at
further risk, she didn't know.  What she did know, however, was that
the Giganotosaurus existed 90 million years ago in the
late-cretaceous period, and that little morsel of knowledge made her
happy.


	She had managed
to get into the vending-machine with nothing more than a crowbar and
some brute force.  The first chocolate bar tasted good, the second
even better.  By the time she reached the third, she had to take a
breather.


	And she knew it
wouldn't last forever.  It was there now, and it would be so easy to
work through it the way she once had, when such luxuries were readily
available.


	No, rationing
was still of utmost importance.  The quicker she worked through the
vending machines, the sooner she would have to venture out into the
world.  As far as she was concerned, she could spend the rest of her
life in the museum, never seeing another person, never bumping into
another creature.


	It wouldn't be
like that, but it was nice to pretend, at least for now.


	She searched the
next room, which was something to do with Romans.  There were tunics
and togas encased in glass; some of them were in better condition
than others, but it had been a violent time to live and the slashes
across some of the clothes were only to be expected.


	Further along,
hanging on the wall, were various warrior clothes.  She recognised
the breastplate, the tunics, the belt and arm-guards.  If they were
genuine, they were in very good condition.  Perhaps the enemy was too
busy chopping up the villagers to attack the soldiers, if the encased
togas were anything to go by.


	She found a book
on the Romans and carried it with her, back into the dinosaur-room.


	She curled up in
the corner, wearing a genuine American Indian powwow shawl she found
hanging up three rooms away, and began to read.


	She was asleep
before the end of page two.







*







'Will they kill
them?' Kelly Bloom asked her mother.  'I don't want them to die.'


	Susie almost choked
on her water; it spurted out of her nose like a watery sneeze. 
'Kelly, nobody's going to kill anybody,' she said, wiping the liquid
away from her mouth.  'They're just going after them to make sure
they don't do anything stupid.'


	Kelly wasn't
stupid, either, and without pausing for thought, she said, 'But that
old lady said they were going to kill them.  Why would she say that
if it weren't true?'


	Damned Maggie Cox;
Susie had a good mind to give her a round of fucks, not that it would
do any good.


	'She was just
speculating, honey,' Susie said, stroking her daughter's hair, which
was matted, greasy, and starting to smell a bit strange.  It was
almost wash-day; Susie would make certain that Kelly's hair had a
thorough scrub.


	'I was telling the
truth,' a voice said.  Both Susie and her daughter turned to find
Maggie Cox standing not three feet away.  'Problem is that nobody
around here wants to listen to a little, old fart like me.'


	'Do you mind?'
Susie said.  'I don't like that kind of language around my daughter.'


	'Oh, I'm sure she
doesn't mind,' the elderly woman continued, smiling, a mouthful of
discoloured teeth on display.  She took a step closer and sat
cross-legged next to Kelly.  'You don't mind if a silly, old fart
like me says naughty words?'


	'Mommy says it's
rude to swear,' Kelly said, not sure whether she was allowed to talk
to Maggie Cox, or not.  She looked nervously to her mother.


	'That's right,
Kelly,' Susie said, with more pride than she could ever explain in
words.  To Maggie she said, 'I've brought her up to respect people,
even when they don't really deserve it.'


	'Well,' Maggie
said, grinning.  'That's your mistake, ain't it?'  She turned back to
Kelly and said, 'It was true, though.  What I said to the nasty man
was true.'


	Susie wasn't going
to stand for this.  Her daughter was impressionable, far too
impressionable for her years.  The old lady seemed nice enough, or
she had before everything had erupted earlier that day.  Nice,
though, did not give her the right to sprout nonsense and fill her
daughter's head with fallacies and fables.


	'I would appreciate
it if you kept your little conspiracies to yourself,' Susie said,
trying not to sound too rude, but it was more difficult than she had
imagined.


	Maggie, ignoring
Susie with everything that she had, said, 'You want to know the
truth, don't you?  There's no point being lied to by adults, just
because you're a little girl, is there?'


	Kelly shook her
head.  'Mommy says that lying is a bad thing.'


	Susie could feel
her blood boiling.  She reached across and placed a hand on Kelly's
shoulder and was about to remove her from the situation when a voice
interrupted her.


	Across the room,
one of the soldiers – she didn't know his name – called
out for Maggie.


	A look of fear and
confusion spread across the old woman's face; a look that wasn't
entirely certain.


	'If I'm not back in
half an hour,' Maggie said, clambering to her feet, her back audibly
cracking with each movement, 'then you will know that I was telling
the truth.'  She smiled.  Kelly smiled back, although she was worried
for the old lady.


	'Over here,' Maggie
said, jabbing a rheumy hand in the air.  'Have I won something?'


	A few people
laughed, although the seriousness painted on the soldier's face
suggested that her humour was not appreciated, not in the slightest.


	He beckoned Maggie
forward, without speaking.  She calmly made her way across the room
and through the doors.  As she went, she tightened the lilac scarf
that hung loosely around her neck.


	'Are they going to
hurt her?' Kelly asked.  It was so sudden, so unexpected, that Susie
almost choked on her own saliva.


	'Of course not,'
Susie said, stroking the side of her daughter's face with the back of
her hand.  'The lady probably just needs to take some medicine, or
something.'


	She knew that to be
a lie, but couldn't for the life of her think of anything else to
say.


	Kelly shook her
head and stared towards the groundsheet on which she sat.  'I have a
really bad feeling, Mommy,' she said.  'I think I want to go to sleep
for a while.'


	Susie smiled,
forcibly scrunching her face into something approaching comfort.  'I
think that would be a good idea,' she said.  'I'll wake you when it's
time to eat.'


	Kelly was sleeping
in less than four minutes; her mother sat stroking her hair,
pondering just what had gone wrong with the world.





































SIXTEEN







They passed a sign
reading JACKSON 170Mi
soon after the toilet
stop.  The snow had waned a little, dropping to the ground now with
more of a flutter than anything else.  It didn't make the driving
conditions any better, though.  In fact, Shane found the Snatch even
more difficult to control, and on several occasions the steering
locked and they motored forward, uncontrollably, until decent-sized
snowdrifts brought them to a halt.


	At the current
speed, they would reach Jackson before dark.  That was assuming there
were no other stops and the snow remained the same.


	Shane
doubted it would.  The skies looked full of it
– off-white blankets that seemed to go on forever.


	In the
passenger-seat, Terry silently read his bible.  Shane could hear
snoring from the back, a deep rumble of guttural snorts, which he
didn't think Marla was capable of.  Jared, on the other hand...


	'How are we for
fuel?' Terry asked without looking up from his book.


	Shane looked to the
gauge, which still sat quite nicely between the quarter- and
half-mark.  'Why are you so worried about the fuel?' he asked.  'I
said I'd let you know as soon as we needed to stop.'


	Now Terry did look
up, but glanced out of his window.  'As soon as we hit the
Interstate,' he said, 'we ain't gonna be able to stop for a while. 
I'm just making sure we've got enough to get us to where we need to
be.  The last thing we want to do is break down in the middle of
nowhere, especially when the chances of lurkers is severely
increased.'


	Shane slowly
drifted past a snow-covered cadaver; he could see it was – or
had been – female, but was now nothing more than a freezing
mound of half-eaten flesh.


	'You're right,'
Shane said.  'Probably best if we fill up at the next station.'


	He
didn't want to.  Fuck, why would
he?  Stopping for anything was dangerous.  He hadn't questioned
Marla, but he knew that something had happened back at the last stop.
 Maybe she would tell them later, or maybe she would keep it to
herself the way women had a strange knack of doing.


	'I think that would
be for the best,' Terry said, returning to Revelations.


	They drove in
silence for the next few miles.  The snoring from the back worsened,
before there was a thumping noise and the sound of Marla cursing. 
She had given Jared a slight nudge – or a powerful kick –
and now he was wide awake, trying to figure out what had caused him
to wake.


	The flickering
lights of a gas-station neared, and Terry began to prepare his
shotgun, just in case.


	'In and out,' Shane
said.  'I don't expect there to be too many lurkers around, not way
out here, but you never know so don;t take any fucking chances.'


	'Same goes for
you,' Terry replied.  'You see anything creeping up on me, make it
count.'


	Shane nodded.


	He pulled the Jeep
onto the forecourt and hoped to God the refuelling went without a
hitch.


	'I take it we're
staying put?' Marla's voice said, although she didn't sound too
annoyed at the prospect.


	'There's no point
all of us getting out,' Shane said as he switched the engine off and
opened his door.  'I've got Terry's back, which is one more than I'm
comfortable with.'


	Terry was already
making his way across the court; he was equidistant to the pumps and
the station.  Shane was about to call out when he noticed the eerie
silence about the place and decided against it.  Besides, there was
nothing creeping up on Terry, nothing on the other side of the
windows, either, although Terry would probably see more once he
reached the place.


	Shane
was pleased to put his feet on dry-ground as he dropped down out of
the Jeep.  The concrete cover of the gas-station was more comforting
than he could have hoped
for; not even one flake of snow landed on him as he reached for the
pump.


	Then, he found
himself wondering whether the fucking Snatch took unleaded or diesel.
 He had been stupid not to check before taking it, and now he found
himself standing at a fuel-pump with a metaphorical impotent cock in
his hand.


	Momentary panic
washed over him; he knew the consequences of making the wrong
decision.  It was a fifty-fifty decision that he didn't want to have
to make.


	Terry was already
at the door to the station.  As he entered – to the tune of an
electronic signal – Shane knew that the one man who could
possibly know was otherwise engaged.







*







The station stank of
mouldy cabbage and something else that Terry couldn't quite put his
finger on.  As the door closed behind him, he raised the shotgun and
made his way down the centre-aisle towards the counter.


	Stations like this
one required an attendant, somebody to press a button to allow the
pump to start working.  It was, of course, to prevent people from
just pulling up and stealing fuel, yet on this occasion it was
nothing but a fucking nuisance.


	Something had gone
down in the station, but Terry doubted that the blame lay with
looters.  Everything still appeared to be there; there was just more
of it on the floor than on the shelves where it belonged.  A bloody
smudge decorated the fridge to the left of him, a clear handprint
dragged downwards towards the ground.


	Where was the body?


	Terry
could hear the sound of his own heartbeat as it hush-thumped
inside his head.  He dry-swallowed and gingerly stepped up to the
counter.


	Peering over, he
saw the rigor-mortised arm of the female cashier who had
unfortunately picked the wrong night-shift.  She was fresh, perhaps
twelve hours, which meant that there were lurkers in the area.


	Stepping
around the body – which was missing most of its head and a lot
of its torso – Terry began to search
for the switches that activated the pumps.


	The only problem
was that he had never paid much attention to gas-station attendants
whilst they did it; either that or he was out by the car, waving
frantically to get their attention.


	There were lots of
buttons, including a big read one which probably alerted the local PD
in the event of a robbery.


	Out here, it would
take them at least an hour to send a unit, and by then it would
almost certainly be too late.  Maybe the oversized button was merely
to make the attendant feel more comfortable; sort of an electronic
placebo.


	Terry glanced out
through the window and saw Shane looking as confused as he was.  The
guy was searching for something beneath the bonnet of the Snatch, and
for a moment Terry found himself panicking.


	Is there a problem?
 Is it fucking overheating?


	And then he
clicked; Shane was nonplussed over which type of fuel to use.


	Terry
managed to locate the set of buttons required and
clicked the one for PUMP EIGHT.  There was a deep thrum as the pump
kicked into action.  Shane almost banged his head on the open bonnet.
 Terry tapped gently on the window in a vein attempt to get Shane's
attention.


	It worked.


	Making
a D – for Diesel
- with both hands, Terry smiled, then made the universal signal of
the Dickhead
at Shane, who began to smile.


	With the Snatch
being filled, Terry decided to grab a few things.  Since the barracks
was severely depleted of it, he shoved handfuls of pills and medicine
into his jacket.  By the time he was finished, his pockets bulged,
filled to capacity.


	They would be
grateful back at the barracks, though.  It was too late for a few,
but those that remained needed all the help they could get.


	He stepped slowly
over the stiff cadaver, who apparently was called Julie when she had
been in better shape – and moved for the fridge.  Ignoring the
bloody handprint, he swung the door open and was delighted to find
several cans of Red Bull hidden behind the milk.


	He cracked one open
and downed it in a few gulps.  With the rush of sugar and caffeine,
he felt like he had been reborn.  The accumulation of several days'
fatigue vanished in an instant.  It truly was the drink of the Gods.


	He grabbed two more
cans and turned for the door.  It was then that a cold, dead hand
grasped him hard around the throat.







*







They came out of
nowhere; silently, which made Shane wonder if they were evolving
somehow.


	He was almost
finished pumping gas when Marla screamed from the back of the Snatch.
 He dropped the pump as her screech echoed through the forecourt.  As
he turned, he saw three of them, pushed up against the station,
trying to get in to Terry.  



	'Where
the fuck did they come from?' Shane yelled, unintentionally drawing
the three lurkers' attention.  Terry, through the station window, was
struggling with a single
lurker.  It had him around the throat, but Shane knew that it was no
match for the old man, who was already lifting the shotgun into place
beneath the growling creature's chin.


	Bang!


	Blood flew from the
top of its skull, spraying the ceiling with a thick, black goo.


	Terry was fine,
already on his way out of the station to help with the other three.


	Shane ignored
Marla's screams – though it might have been Jared; it was
difficult to tell – and placed himself in front of the Jeep. 
He put the first creature down with one shot to the head.  The second
– a bearded, vagrant-looking motherfucker – scampered
forward at a speed that seemed beyond it.  Shane levelled the pistol
and fired, but only managed to graze its cheek.


	A
hole appeared in the front of the creature's face; its tongue was the
only determinable feature remaining, as the rest of its face exploded
outwards in a violent eruption.  As the lurker fell forward, Shane
caught a glimpse of Terry as he reloaded the shotgun.  The old man
had saved him, or at least
that was how he would see it.


	As the third
creature rounded the side of the Jeep, Shane knew he had to act
quickly.  There were people in there, scared people who would
probably not want to find themselves face-to-face with one of the
undead peering through the back.


	He lifted the
Walther and fired.  An explosion of blood and gore...well, that's
what should have happened.  Instead, the gun simply clicked.


	Shane couldn't
believe how stupid he had been.  He should have checked the gun for
rounds before packing it, and now – because he hadn't –
it was about as useful as a chocolate teapot.


	Without pause, he
raced around to meet the creature at the back of the Snatch.  It
grunted, lunged for him, sprayed the front of his jacket with dark,
infected saliva.


	The pistol slammed
against the lurker's temple.  Shane was glad to see teeth flying out
of the side of its mouth.


	Inside
the Jeep, Marla was scrambling to her feet.  She
picked up a tyre-iron that she had been keeping a close eye on for
the duration of the journey, though she didn't think she would need
to use it.


	Shane hit the
creature again; its head snapped to the side.  There was a crunch as
its neck broke; its head dangled loosely now on a pivot.


	'Shane, let me take
it!' Terry called as he made his way around to the rear of the
vehicle.  Shane was preventing him from getting a clean shot.


	'I've got it!'
Shane said.  He tucked the pistol into the front of his trousers and
grabbed the lurker's broken face with both hands.  He heard Terry
mutter something from behind, but ignored it.  The creature grimaced
as if it knew what was about to happen.


	Shane put a knee
into the thing's belly and pulled.  For a moment, he didn't think
anything was going to happen...


	And then it did.


	The
lurker gargled as its head came away from the rest of it.  The body
fell backwards, hitting the concrete with a meaty thump.  Shane
growled maniacally as he realised
he was holding the lurker's head.  Marla, staring out the back of the
Snatch, turned the other way, not wanting to see any more.


	'Holy shit!' Terry
said, allowing the shotgun to drop to his side.  'That is just all
kinds of wrong.'


	Shane tossed the
head aside and wiped his soiled hands on the front of his coat.


	Terry stepped up to
Shane, who was shaking with a mixture of fear and adrenaline.  'It's
okay, Shane,' he said, although he wasn't sure if it actually was. 
'Can we just get the fuck out of here, now?'


	Shane turned.  His
eyes were wide – like saucers – and his breathing was so
heavy that Terry could feel the warmth on his face even though he was
a foot away.


	'We need to go,'
Shane finally said. 



	'That's what I just
said,' Terry replied.


	'No,' Shane said,
pointing towards the station.  'We need to go right now!'


	They
were coming from everywhere.  Lurkers, about thirty of them, all
scrambling forward through the snow.  They must have been feeding on
something at the rear of the
building.  There was a car-wash, just out of sight, and they must
have been otherwise occupied.


	Until now.


	Terry ran around
the Snatch and practically fell in through the door.  Shane was
already trying to start the engine, though his hands were so cold
that he fumbled with the key for what seemed like an eternity before
managing to get it into the ignition.


	'Erm, can we go
now?' Jared gasped from the back.  He could see out through the mesh;
in fact, they had the best view in the house.


	Shane turned the
key and half-expected the Jeep to fail to start, like it always did
in the movies.  When it kicked into life first time, he felt as if
something was on their side, something preternatural watching over
them.


	'Drive!' Terry
said, winding his window down halfway.  Cold instantly filled the
Snatch,  For a moment, Shane had no idea what Terry was doing.


	Then the old man
levelled the shotgun out of the window, aiming towards the ground,
and the pump which Shane had been using; the fuel was still pouring
out.


	'Uh-oh,' Shane said
as he pulled the Jeep away from the station.


	The creatures
stumbled forward a few feet, confused, desperate to latch onto the
vehicle and the people inside of it. 



	Terry waited...and
waited...and then fired.


	The Jeep seemed to
speed up as the blast kicked the back of it.  Marla screeched, as did
Jared.  Shane was too busy trying to keep the Snatch on the road to
make any sort of noise.  He could see in the rearview mirror, though,
a bright orange ball of flame whipping up to the station roof.  It
was as if a mini-nuke had been detonated.


	Lurkers were
running everywhere, most of them on fire.  Some of them had come
apart with the first blast, and limbs began to rain down on the road
like a storm in Hell.  A leg bounced off the Snatch's bonnet and
Shane had to swerve to prevent the Jeep from hitting a hedgerow.


	When they were a
few hundred metres away, there was another explosion, this one bigger
than the first.


	And
then the only sound came from the engine, and
collective sighs.


	'I'm thinking you
need to work on that anger of yours,' Shane said to Terry, whose eyes
were closed.


	'That's a bit rich
coming from you,' Terry smiled.  He opened one eye, before adding,
'Pistol-whipper.'


	After that, nobody
spoke for a while.




































































































































SEVENTEEN







Colburn led the old
woman to a secluded part of the camp.  When she had asked him what it
was about, he simply told her that it was not his business and that
Victor Lord had requested her presence.  The woman seemed to buy that
– she had expected the captain to summon her at some point or
other, although she thought he might have already gone off in search
of his precious vehicle by now.


	'So he doesn't like
people?' the woman asked, lighting a cigarette.


	Colburn stopped
walking.  'What?'


	She
took another long drag before speaking.  'For him to live this far
away from the rest of us, he can't really
like us too much.'


	Colburn opened his
mouth as he realised what the old bitch was getting at.  'Well, he
likes to make sure that he's tip-top so he can keep this place
running smoothly.'


	'Wouldn't want him
to catch any of those poor peoples' colds.'


	'No,' Colburn
replied, irritated.  'We wouldn't.'


	He led her up a set
of stairs, and to be quite frank even he didn't have a clue what was
at the end of them.  He just hoped that she didn't catch on before he
had a chance to do it.


	'Why do you do what
he tells you to,' the woman asked.  'There's no law, not anymore, and
there sure as fuck ain't no military.'


	Colburn bit his
lip; it was all he could do not to just turn and boot her down the
steps.


	'Ma'am,
I do what he tells me to because someday, this shit is gonna come to
an end.  When it does,
I want to be first up for a promotion.'


	The
woman laughed.  She didn't realise how close she came to a
size-twelve in the fucking forehead.  'You think
you'll be remembered for your honour after all this...blows over. 
You're even dumber than you look.'


	Breathe,
Henry, breeeeathe...


	They reached the
top of the stairs and Colburn took a right.  It seemed to be the best
choice, since he had no idea if the door to the left was even locked.
 It would have surely given the game away if he had tried to turn the
knob only to discover that the room was out of bounds.


	At the end of the
corridor, there was a T-junction.  Colburn turned left, once again
hoping that the building didn't betray him.


	It didn't matter
now; they were probably far enough away from the others for him to do
what he set out to do.


	'You
think that prick Victor's gonna recommend you for a promotion if the
virus somehow miraculously stops?' the old woman asked.  'He hasn't
got a heart, that man, so I wouldn't―'


	The
hand grabbed her around the throat.  Henry Colburn
had moved so fast – spinning on a dime – that she
was still mid-sentence when her words were cut off.


	'You
fucking bitch!'
he hissed, tightening his grip, hoping that she hadn't had time to
take a deep breath before he caught her.  'Die...just fucking...die!'


	She dropped to her
knees, her eyes threatening to pop from their sockets.  The colour
drained from her at first, and then she was darkening, turning purple
with asphyxiation.


	Colburn couldn't
look at her choking face; he closed his eyes and wished that she
would stop making such godawful noises.


	Her cold, bony
hands were trying to prise his away from her neck, but she was old,
and had hardly any strength.  Any moment now she would go limp, and
that would be it.  He squeezed with everything he had, hoping that
she fell still because he didn't think he could take much more of it.


	And
then he was staggering backwards, with no idea what was happening. 
Everything was a blur, apart from the sudden stinging sensation on
the front of his face.  His nose felt as if it had been completely
removed, although that might
have just been his mind playing tricks on him.


	He was on his
knees, and still falling, when the fog cleared and he could see
straight again.  By then it was too late.  The fire-extinguisher hit
him full-on again, this time just above the right eye.


	The last thing he
saw before the darkness took him was a little girl holding a
vintage-looking doll.







*







'I told you, Mommy! 
I knew the man was going to hurt her.'


	'Yes, you did,'
Susie said trying to help Maggie Cox to her feet.  'And I apologise
for not listening.'


	Kelly smiled,
smugly.  It was the first time – ever – that her mother
had said sorry for anything, and she had been wrong on so many
occasions.


	'Is she okay?'
Kelly asked, clutching Jezebel to her chest.  'If she dies, Mommy, I
think I might cry.'


	Despite
the old-lady's gaunt appearance, she was heavy.
 Perhaps it was the fact that there were bones poking out just
beneath the surface of her skin, and Susie didn't really want to hurt
her any more than she already had been.


	She
managed to pull Maggie across the corridor and leant her up against
the wall.  She was conscious, but struggled to breathe properly. 
Fuck knows what would have happened if they had been a few seconds
late.  Well, Susie knew that the woman would be dead, without a
doubt, which is why she had followed so closely, although not too
close; there was no point putting her life and the life of her
daughter at risk, too.


	'The bad man tried
to choke her to death,' Kelly said, taking a step towards the prone
body of Henry Colburn.


	'Come away from
him!' Susie cried.  'The bad man is only having a little sleep.  I
don't want you anywhere near him when he wakes up.'


	Kelly grinned. 
'He's not sleeping, Mommy.  You smashed him in the head with a
fire-extinguisher.  You knocked him out good and proper.'


	'Well,' Susie said,
rubbing the side of Maggie Cox's face to try to calm her down. 
'Whatever, just don't go near him.'


	Kelly ran her
fingers through Jezebel's hair and stepped towards the breathless old
lady leaning up against the wall.


	'Are you okay,
now?' Kelly asked.


	Maggie stared
towards the little girl with confusion, and then at her mother.  By
the time she went back to Kelly, she seemed to have put two and two
together.


	'That sonofabitch
tried to choke me!' she gasped as she spotted the motionless figure
of Colburn in the middle of the corridor.  'Murder me...tried
to...I...'


	'Just take it
easy,' Susie said, beckoning Kelly just a little closer, a little
farther away from the unconscious psychotic soldier on the floor. 
'Everything's going to be okay.'


	'Do you really
believe that?' Maggie Cox said, rubbing at the redness around her
throat.


	Susie
Bloom, for once in her life, didn't have an answer.







*







She ate biscuits
for dinner, washed down with some form of appleade.  It was possibly
the best meal she had ever had – at least it felt like it. 
After about an hour of touring the museum – it was amazing; she
never knew history could be so enchanting – she made her way
back to the dinosaur room, the place where she had left her backpack.
 Her machete, though, that went with her everywhere.  She was safe,
for now, but that didn't make her stupid.  If there was one thing she
had learnt since the outbreak, it was that lackadaisical was simply
another word for “lunch”.  



	The
wind howled outside, which unnerved her a little.  At first she
thought it was the creatures; they had a tendency to call to each
other in a strange moaning vernacular.  Once the hackles disappeared
from the nape of her neck, she gave herself a stern talking to.  It
felt good to speak; she had almost forgotten the sound of her own
voice, and as the first words escaped her lips she thought the voice
belonged to somebody else.


	Somebody much
older.


	The
dinosaur-room was warm, and lit only by a chandelier that could be
altered via a dimmer-switch on the east wall.  She purposely kept it
low; there was very little sense in advertising her presence to all
and sundry.  She was far enough from the main road not to draw any
unwanted attention, but again that didn't warrant complacency on her
part.


	With her stomach
still full from the combination of chocolate biscuits and fizzy soda,
she settled down with a pamphlet that she had procured.  



	As she delved
into the history behind The Black Death, she couldn't help but feel
that something was about to happen.


	Something
abhorrently bad.


	If
she'd known then, as she sat with a tattered manual
in her lap and an aching tummy, just how terrible, she would have
moved a lot quicker.  As it was, she had very little time to do
anything about the impending
horrors.


	The wind kicked
up a notch outside.  For a moment, the windows clattered so violently
in their frames that she thought they were going to implode,
showering down shards of glass and letting all of that terrible snow
into her warm domain.


	Howling wind was
one thing, but she was certain that there was something moaning
alongside it.


	And she was
right, as a few seconds later she heard it again; a deep, guttural
groan that could only mean one thing.


	She launched to
her feet, half-digested biscuit threatened to fill her throat, but
she managed to keep it down.  Panicking, she reached around to her
back, to where the machete was strapped.  She released it and began
to swing it through the air – whoosh...whoosh – like a
pro-baseball player awaiting the ball that would either be a home-run
or strike three.


	The moan came
again, and it was close.  In the corridor, perhaps.  Just outside the
door.


	She
knew she was fucked.  Glancing around the room,
here eyes darting each and every way, she tried to find somewhere to
hide.


	If there was one
of them, she would have been able to take it.  Of that she was
certain.  The trouble was, they didn't travel alone.  If there was
one, there was bound to be another, maybe a whole horde of them.  The
chances of her making it out of the dinosaur-room alive would be next
to nothing if the numbers were too high.


	It was something
she didn't dare thinking about.


	She raced across
the room, almost tripping over a faux sabre-tooth tiger rug. 



	The creature
moaned again, and this time something replied.  A female...another
creature, which already depleted her chances of survival.


	There
was a door, one of those that you need to push a long, silver bar in
order to get through.  Printed on it in red lettering were the words
STAFF ONLY –
KEEP OUT.  



	In a way, she
was the only staff left in the place; she had maintained it for long
enough to consider herself a fully-fledged employee.


	She pushed the
bar and slipped into the darkness.  It was a store-cupboard, or
something of that ilk.  She felt long sticks behind her, poking at
her like skeletal fingers.  These, of course, were mops and brooms
and other cleaning implements that she had no knowledge of.  She
kicked something and heard the sound of water sloshing around. 
Whoever had mopped last had forgotten to empty the old water out of
the bucket.


	I might have to
drink that, she thought, and then banished it from her mind as it
didn't bear thinking about.


	As she pulled
the door shut – click – she heard the main door to the
dinosaur-room fling open, followed by the hellish conversation of at
least two creatures.


	She closed her
eyes; tried to put herself somewhere else – anywhere else –
but it was difficult to drift into her happy place with those things
only a few feet away, destroying the little bit of happiness that she
had recently found in the museum.


	Was this really
happening?


	She
wasn't sure.  It felt like a dream, like one of those really bad
nightmares she had suffered a few months
before the virus took everybody that she cared about.


	But it was real;
of course it was.  Life, reality, was one big nightmare now.  There
was nothing distinguishable between bad dreams and waking hours, not
anymore.


	She
dry-swallowed, felt the soda bubble up in her stomach, and hoped that
she had the strength to keep it down.


	What made
everything worse was the fact she couldn't see them.  The door was
solid, with not even a keyhole.  She could hear them just fine –
oh, boy, could she hear them – but the not knowing where they
were put her somewhere between terrified and out-and-out disturbed.


	The
female one – she assumed, since she hadn't seen it –
cried out before there was an almighty crash.  She hoped that the
creature had somehow severed its own head, perhaps accidentally
impaled itself on one of the wooden spears mounted on the west wall. 
Then she heard it moan again; a false-alarm with no good news to
follow.  How absolutely
typical.


	She lowered
herself into the corner, mindful of the mop-bucket at her feet, and
prayed that they couldn't smell her through the thick, wooden door.


	Maybe they'll go
away, she thought, and then added “wishful thinking” as
an aside.


	They wouldn't
just go away.


	They never did.


	She suddenly
felt more alone than ever before.

















































































































































































EIGHTEEN







'I think there's
something up ahead,' Kyle said, dropping the chopper down a hundred
feet.  If the snow worsened in the next half hour he would have to
say something to the prick in the back; it was something that he
didn't look forward to with relish.


	Victor
Lord appeared in the cockpit, or at least his face did.  'What the
hell
is that?'


	'Well,'
Kyle said, hoping that sarcasm was not going to be the main reason
for taking a bullet to the back of the head.  'I would say that used
to be a gas-station.'


	'Son,
I don't doubt the fact that you're a good pilot, but keep up with
that smart-ass tongue of yours and I'll make
sure you fly out of here without a parachute.'


	Kyle winced,
expecting to feel the barrel of a gun against the back of his head. 
It never came, which he was thankful for.


	'Well, I'll be
damned,' Victor said, straining his eyes to see better through the
combination of snow, fog and smoke.  'They're still a-fucking-live
down there.'


	He
was right.
 Lurkers were wandering around, despite the flames licking around
their bodies.  There were
bodies scattered haphazardly across the snow, smoking, burning, the
carcasses of the creatures whose brains had finally succumbed to the
fire engulfing the hosts.


	'Looks like our
Jeep went that way,' Victor said, pointing down to the track in the
snow.  'And left one fuck of a mess in its wake.'


	Kyle felt something
like pride in that moment; pure, unadulterated admiration for the
group who had caused such wonderful carnage.


	'Do
you think we can catch them up?' Victor asked, although it wasn't so
much a question as a disguised
order.



	'I
think that we will eventually,' Kyle said, knowing that he would do
everything in his power to drag the whirly-bird's ass as slowly as
possible towards their target.  'We don't know how long ago this
happened.  All we do
know is that they're heading for Jackson.  One way or the other we'll
get to them.'  He spoke the words, but knew that they were pointless;
he would make sure that Shane and the others were unharmed.


	Even if that meant
bringing the bird down.


	'Just keep on
going,' Victor said.  'I want that fucking Jeep before sundown.'


	'Captain,
I need to speak with you about this weather,' Kyle said, hoping to
buy a few more moments.  'You do
know that if it continues like this for much longer, we're gonna have
to set her down.  It's too dangerous, and I ain't one for heroics.'


	'We
keep going,' Victor said, chomping down on his unlit cigar.  'Until I
say when.'


	'You're
in charge,' Kyle said, returning to the previous altitude.  'But
don't say I didn't tell you so when she
decides to shut down in mid-air.'


	The nerves in the
cockpit were palpable, although Victor didn't speak for almost
another minute.  Either he was in deep thought, or he hadn't heard
correctly.


	'Keep going,'
Victor finally said.  'And keep your threats to yourself.  Nobody
ever heard of a helicopter being brought down by a bit of fucking
snow.'


	'Not
just a bit,'
Kyle muttered.  When Victor asked him to repeat himself, he said,
'You're the boss.'


	Victor returned to
the cabin shaking his head.  A seed of doubt, no matter how little,
had been planted in the captain's head.


	A seed that might
just save the lives of the people  they were pursuing.


	


*







'Is anybody else
hungry?' Marla asked.  Her stomach rumbled even as she spoke.  'I was
too busy thinking about weapons to consider food.'


	'There
are some snacks in my pack,' Terry said, jabbing
a thumb in the air.  'You can have anything you like, just don't
touch the barbecue Pringles.'


	Marla tutted and
reached for the pack.  'Where the hell did you get Pringles from?'


	'A few weeks ago,
when I went out with that soldier, Moon.  I wish I'd got more of
them, now.'


	She unzipped the
pack and fumbled around inside.  Amongst other things, she found a
packet of Lifesavers, a box of milk-duds and several packets of
mints.  She wondered whether these had been considered essentials, or
whether Terry had simply grabbed what he could while he had the
chance.


	It didn't matter. 
Her stomach was cartwheeling inside her; she was just grateful that
at least one of them had the foresight to pack a few things.


	She opened a
Reese's Nutrageous bar and bit into it, taking most of it with her
first bite.  It tasted good, and gave her a head-rush as she
swallowed that she hadn't anticipated.


	She
offered Jared the other half, but he declined silently.  She
shrugged.  'Suit yourself.'  The other half tasted
just as good as the first, and she smacked her lips in what could
only be described as an uncouth manner.


	She stared out the
back of the Jeep as the snow-blanketed land passed beneath them. 
There was something comforting about the snow, and yet she shivered
as she watched it drift to the ground.  It was neverending, and there
was no sign of it relenting.  She became hypnotized by the
tyre-tracks they left on the road, and found herself drifting off
towards sleep, although not quite.


	It would have been
nice, to sleep – perchance to dream.


	She wasn't sure how
many hours remained of daylight.  Whatever, it wouldn't be enough. 
After dark those things seemed to become more prevalent.  They were
far from nocturnal, but the darkness seemed to offer them some sort
of sanctuary.


	As
if they
felt safer after sundown.


	The
last thing she wanted was to be stuck out in the middle of nowhere
once the night arrived.  What if the snow continued to fall this
thickly?  What if they beached, or
skidded off the road?  They would be left at the mercy of the night,
and that thought was the kind of thing that prevented her from
closing her eyes.


	Jared was humming,
something melancholic.  He was, surprisingly, quite tuneful.  Sure,
he was never going to win one of those TV talent shows, but then
again, nobody else was either, not anymore.


	Apart from Jared's
haunting rendition of something she didn't recognise, everything was
silent.  It was nice, peaceful, and she felt every muscle in her body
relax as if she had been put in a trance.


	And then,
everything went wrong.


	Up front, there
were shouts.  Terry screaming something – it all happened so
fast.  



	She turned to find
Jared, bug-eyed, trying to figure out what was happening; what was
about to happen.  They felt the Jeep slip to the side, and then the
other, and then Marla watched out the back as the sky became ground,
and then sky and then ground.


	They
were like ragdolls being tossed around inside a spin-dryer.  Metal
being torn apart, which was nowhere near
as comforting as Jared's soulful humming just a few seconds ago, and
then an almighty thunk!
 The right-hand side of the Snatch shrunk to about half its original
size; jagged metal and broken glass now filled the space where there
had been nothing but a moment before.


	She
hit the side, then the roof, then Jared – who was crying
something incomprehensible – and that was about
all she remembered.  End
of the show, goodnight and thank you for coming, don't let the door
hit you on the ass on the way out...


	When the spin-cycle
came to an abrupt end, she was already standing alone in the
darkness, surrounded by nothingness, wondering what the fuck had just
happened.







*







Pulling,
tugging, her legs and then then her ass.  Hands everywhere, trying to
get at her, trying to...to...lurkers!  She kicked out, high and wide,
although something cried out as she made contact with a shoulder, or
a cheek.  She screeched, but the pain in her head was too much to
bear.  The hands grabbed at
her, at least four of them, pulling her, trying to drag her forward. 
Any second now, she thought, and there would be pain as teeth sunk
into her flesh, and then it would be too late, end of the road for
this poor cow.


	She kicked once
more, the pain in her leg – which she would later discover to
be just a mild sprain, nothing more – was not going to prevent
her from doing everything in her power to stay on the right side of
death.  She couldn't see properly, but she knew she was still in the
Snatch, or most of her was.  Blood filled her eyes, and sweat, and
probably tears.  She was burning up, despite the fact that it must
have been below freezing and then some outside the vehicle.


	The hands held her
feet down, trying to keep her from kicking out, and then a voice
said, 'Marla, it's okay.  Marla, please...'


	She
recognised it, the dulcet tones of a man who she trusted.  It was
Shane's voice, which meant that it was Shane's hands trying to
restrain her, which meant that it had been Shane's shoulder/arm/head
that she had connected with
when she had kicked out.


	She blinked the
blood away from her eyes and began to breathe.


	It
hurt; fuck
did it hurt.  She didn't know how badly injured she was, not then,
but the pain made it quite obvious that her insides were not where
they used to be, probably smeared all over the Jeep like strange,
theatrical décor – the kind you were apt to see in a
French cinema.


	'Everything's going
to be okay,' Terry's voice calmly informed her.  'You just need to
breathe.'


	Well,
thanks for that useful nugget of gen,
she thought.  I almost
forgot about that little known survival technique known as
“breathing”.


	'Can
you move?' Shane asked.  'If you can move I want you to try to
wriggle forward.'


	'I...I think I
can,' Marla replied, and was surprised that she actually could. 
Plus, Shane wouldn't have been asking her to try moving if her
innards were scattered all over the Jeep, so that was a bonus, too.


	She
fought through the pins and needles and managed to slide a few feet
down, aided by hands that were
obviously a little nervous about where to touch.  I'm
a girl, she thought, not
a fucking Ming vase.


	Her
vision was coming back, and a few more blinks would be enough to
allow her to see, albeit through pink-tinted lenses.


	'What happened?'
she asked, pushing herself up onto her haunches and hoping that the
click her back made was nothing too serious.  'I don't remember...'


	'Bright-eyes
here decided to swerve for a deer,' Terry said.  He was dusting down
the leather cover of his bible.  God forbid anything should happen to
that.


	'I didn't see it
until it was too late,' Shane said, not taking the bait.  'I didn't
have much of a choice.  My reflexes took over.'


	Jared, who was
sitting in the snow looking as glum as ever, said, 'Well, we are
truly fucked, now.'


	Terry
sighed.  'This is not the time, nor the place for amateur-dramatics,'
he said, shoving the bible into his jacket and zipping it back up. 
He still had the cheery disposition of an uncle at Christmastime. 
'Besides, we have more things to worry about than the hordes of
undead after our tasty
asses.'  He pointed to the sky.  'We're more than likely gonna freeze
to death if we don't find somewhere to bed down for the night.'


	Shane, suddenly all
ears, snapped into life.  'We don't have time to sleep,' he said. 
'My wife and daughter, remember?'


	Marla stretched, as
if she had just been roused from a rather enjoyable catnap.  'Terry's
right,' she said, pulling her hood up and stepping cautiously out of
the wreckage.  Terry helped her forward, unsure if she was just going
to buckle beneath her own weight.  He seemed relieved when she
didn't.  'We're still...how many miles?'


	'Forty-two,' Jared
said, pointing a finger towards a sign at the edge of the road.  'And
I'll be damned if you think I'm walking it.'


	To Shane, Marla
said, 'We can look for a vehicle, try to find something to get us
moving again, but we need warmth and we need something to eat. 
There's no point turning up in Jackson with no energy; for all we
know the place is gonna be overrun with lurkers.'


	Shane's
face contorted; he hadn't thought about that,
not since the barracks.


	'You know she's
making sense,' Terry said.  He jumped up and down a few times on the
spot in an attempt to keep warm.


	Shane span an about
turn and put both hands behind his head.  'Shit!' he snarled.  He
turned back to face Terry and Marla, and when he did his face was
full of strength, determination, steel.  'Okay,' he said.  'But first
thing in the morning and we move forward.  Remember, I didn't ask any
of you along.  You came through choice.  If you don't like what I'm
doing, then head back.'  He thought for a moment before adding, 'You
know I care about all of you, but my family are out there, somewhere.
 I just want to get to them...I just want them to be safe.'


	How did you respond
to that.  Marla wanted to grab the big fool and pull him into the
tightest clench she could.  If she did, though, she would probably
keel over under her own pain.


	'We best get
moving,' Terry said.  'We do not want to be stuck out here once the
moon is up.'


	'Are
you okay to walk?' Shane asked.  Marla nodded,
hissing as she put weight on her right foot.  It hurt, but it wasn't
broken.


	Just sprained. 
Being a doctor – or former-doctor – had its little perks,
and one of those was: self-assessment.


	The Snatch was
beyond repair; despite the thousands of dollars spent on extra
armour, it was the mechanical equivalent of braindead.  The front was
a crumpled mess, and multicoloured cables and wires hung out of the
bonnet like dead octopi tentacles.  Even if they were able to get it
running again – which would have been a feat of modern
engineering – three of the four tyres were punctured.  Two were
already flat, while the third hissed as air slipped out through a
glass-gouged hole.


	'Probably would
have ended up crashing it anyway,' Marla said, faking a smile at her
own optimistic prediction.  The snow, however, made it more of a
certainty than just a blind guess.


	'Did
anyone see where that deer went?' Terry said as he scaled the
embankment leading back up to the road.  'I always thought I would go
back to vegetarian, but considering the current situation, a bit of
venison never hurt anybody,
did it?'


	Shane knew that
Terry was honestly considering hunting the deer down, although he
presumed it would be long gone by now, counting its lucky stars, or
not really knowing how close it had come to bouncing off an armoured
windshield.


	The
sign said 42 MI – JACKSON,
but it also said 3 MI – SANDOWN.


	'What do you
think's in Sandown?' Marla said, limping, clinging onto Shane's
shoulder until she was sure she had the strength, and the nerve, to
walk on her lonesome.


	'Lurkers,' Terry
said without taking a breath.  'Lots of lurkers, but plenty of food.'


	Terry was to be
proved right on both counts.
































NINETEEN







Things were bad;
Susie Bloom knew it, Maggie Cox knew it, the entire goddam camp knew
it, but there was nothing like a bit of icing on a cake, and that
came in the form of silence.


	'Shhhh,' Susie
said.  'Do you hear that?'


	'Mommy, you're
scaring me,' Kelly said, latching onto her mother's cardigan.


	'It's okay, honey,'
Susie said, stroking Kelly's hair.  'There's nothing there, but the
generators appear to have stopped.'


	'Well, wouldn't
that just be a splendid turn of events?' Maggie said, lighting a
cigarette, coughing a few times, and then going in for a second,
deeper drag.


	'I don't hear
anything,' Kelly said in a high-pitched tone that suggested her
mother was either hearing things, or had gone completely coco-loco.


	'That's what I'm
afraid of,' Susie said.


	Henry Colburn, who
was now tied to a chair in the middle of the corridor, began to tut. 
'Tsk, tsk, tsk.  You know what you need?' he asked, and despite his
face being hidden by the darkness, it was evident that he was
smiling.  Grinning, even, like the maniac that he was.


	'Shut up,' Maggie
said.  'You lost the privilege to talk when you tried to fucking kill
me.'


	Kelly gasped as the
curse-word resonated around the hallway.  It was a funny word,
though, wasn't it; Kelly thought so and began to silently mouth it to
herself, though she would never dare to say it out loud.  Not while
her mother was around.


	'What you need is
somebody to fix the generators,' Colburn continued.  The fact that he
was bound to a chair, at the mercy of two very pissed off ladies and
a wet-behind-the-ears little girl seemed to have no bearing on him,
at all.  'And I think you'll find that I'm the only fucker in this
hellhole who has the slightest idea how to make 'em work again.'


	'Bullshit!'
Susie said, and then apologised to Kelly, who was somewhat proud of
her mother's outburst.  'You don't know a thing about those
generators.  You're a soldier, not a mechanic.  The only thing you
know is how to murder old ladies when they least expect it.'  She
paused, a beat, and then added, smiling, 'And you couldn't even do
that right.'


	'I'm not that
old,' Maggie said, slightly offended.  'I've just had a difficult
life.'


	'I know how to make
'em run again,' he said, his voice hoarse and thick in the darkness. 
He spat, a globule of blood and bile landed at Susie's feet.


	'Well, you're quite
the charmer, aren't you?' Maggie said, drawing on her cigarette and
exhaling a plume of bluey-grey smoke.  'But if you think we're
letting you go after what you tried to pull, you've got another thing
coming.'


	And then, Henry
Colburn did something that none of them expected.  In fact, it caught
Maggie so much by surprise that she almost fell into the wall.


	He laughed.


	And he laughed.


	He was like the
evil villain in a James Bond movie, only worse.  He was laughing so
hard that tears began to stream down his face.  If they thought he
was a maniac before, then now he was totally fucking bonkers.


	'I'm not listening
to this anymore,' Susie said, taking Kelly by the hand and leading
her away from the lunatic in the chair.  Maggie followed, although
she couldn't help feeling a sense of foreboding, as if somewhere
along the line this man, this wacko, was going to have to be
untied.  If he did know about the generators, the others would
want to set him free – the lumberjack contingency would only be
able to think of their families, and the fact that the nutjob who
professed to hold the key to repair the generators was highly
unstable would fall by the wayside.


	'You'll be back,'
Colburn chuckled, practically foaming at the mouth.  'I
guaran-fucking-tee it.'


	As Maggie hobbled
forward – had she hurt her leg during the attack?  She wasn't
sure – she knew that everything had taken a turn for the worse.


	What about Victor
Lord?


	What happens when
he gets back from his little hunting expedition to find that his man
has failed, been overpowered by a weak old lady and a mother?  Surely
there would be no happy-ending.  No way, uh-huh.


	As Maggie Cox
smoked her way down the stairs, back to the remnants of civilisation
– if ever there could be such a thing – she prayed for
God to take her the next time she fell asleep.


	Rather him than
someone else.







*







Sandown was barely
even a town.  There were a few stores, raided of course, and in the
middle of the square there was a bronze statue of a man on a horse. 
The figure sitting atop the steed actually reminded Shane of Governor
Charles Dean, the man who had gone out of his way to make every
prisoner in Jackson feel like a piss-puddle.  He even had the same
moustache, which bordered on Victorian and would not have looked out
of place on the set of some ridiculous British period drama.


	'Well this is all
kinds of creepy,' Marla said.  The cut on her head had stopped
bleeding and her eyes were once again focussed.  For awhile back
there, Shane had been concerned.  



	'Looks like the
whole town was overrun,' Terry said.  He was holding the shotgun,
ready for action, which made perfect sense as they were walking into
the unknown.


	'Either that,'
Shane said, 'or they're waiting, hiding out, hoping for someone to
ride to their rescue.'


	'Well, good luck
with that,' Marla muttered.  'We're all waiting to be rescued, it's
just some of us have considered the possibility that the cavalry is
no longer searching.'


	She was right; if
there had been remaining government wouldn't they have tried to
transmit, perhaps a short-wave radio message for all survivors.  That
was what happened in the movies; that was how it should have happened
now.


	Of course it
didn't, though.  There was no Morgan Freeman to tell everyone
to remain calm using that magnificent voice of his; there were no
military heroes screaming “Get to da choppa!” whenever
the shit hit the fan.  This was real, it was happening without the
aid of a film-crew and sound-engineers.  



	Across the square
was a small building.  Shane would have used the word bungalow,
had he known whether it was indeed the right word for the job. 
Nevertheless, he walked towards it, feet crunching through the snow. 
It was so deep, now, that his boots had started to fill up; he would
have to find some taller boots, or failing that he would fashion a
pair out of a couple of plastic bags and an elastic-band.  He had
seen that on the TV once.


	'What is it?' Jared
asked, keeping close to Terry.  The man holding the biggest gun was
obviously the best man to stick by.


	'Looks like some
sort of school,' Shane replied, rubbing his hands together and making
a mental-note to add gloves to the list of Things to keep me
alive.


	Marla kicked
the sign next to the gate, forgetting that she had recently been
involved in a very painful accident.  She winced as the snow covering
the sign dropped down, revealing the words SANDOWN
ELEMENTARY – THE BEST START THEY COULD WISH FOR.


	'Yep,' Marla hissed
through clenched teeth; the pain from being so stupid was obviously
affecting her.  'It's a fucking school.'


	So Sandown had a
school, a few shops – none of which looked apt to store
anything useful, unless Marla decided to take up needlecraft during
the night – and a bronze statue of a man that looked like
someone Shane had previously detested with an unhealthy passion.  It
was hardly going to increase morale amongst the troops, although
Shane found himself picturing school-dinners from his own childhood. 
That, he thought, might make all the difference.


	The snow was
sheeting down now, whipping at their ears like miniature razorblades.
 If they were going to make a decision, now was the time.


	'Votes for the
school?' Shane said, although he already knew the outcome.


	Six hands went up
faster than a blink.


	Marla was already
starting down the thin, winding pathway towards the building.  Shane
was about to call after her – at least warn her not to get too
far ahead – when the first one leapt up out of the snow.  Then
a second, and a third.


	Before Shane had
time to call out, Marla was swamped by them.  



	Children.


	Miniature lurkers
in matching uniforms.







*







Terry raced down the
path, shotgun lifted, but there was no way he was going to fire. 
They were coating her, snapping at her arms and legs, and she was
shrieking, trying to shake them off as if they were rabid ferrets and
she was just the nice lady who fed and watered them.  One of them –
he must have been no older than six, although the darkness of his
eyes suggested otherwise – flipped over from her back and
somehow ended up lying in the snow at her feet.


	Despite having two
others trying to clamber aboard, she raised a foot – the
injured one? - and slammed it down squarely onto the face of the
child-lurker.  There was a squelch, and then she squealed out in
horror as she realised that she had just put her heel through a kid's
fucking forehead.


	'Marla! Don't let
'em scratch you!' Terry was shouting.  He was still looking for a
clean shot, but she was wearing the things like a fur-coat which made
it impossible.


	Marla knew that she
wasn't going to shake them off standing up.  What was it they used to
tell you to do if you were on fire?  Stop, drop and roll?  If it
worked with flames, perhaps it would be just as effective with evil
bastard children.


	She threw herself
down to the snow; the mini-monsters on her back huffed and wheezed as
she landed on top of them, before starting to growl and snarl once
again as they snapped teeth in her general direction.


	Terry was hovering
above her, now, and Shane was dragging at the feet of one of the
creatures – the little girl one.  



	Marla rolled to the
right, and then to the left.  The crazy part of her – the
insane voice inside her head – said, Why don't you just make a
snow-angel while you're down here?  Huh?  For shits and giggles...


	She ignored the
madness and jabbed an elbow up and to the left, which is where it met
the face of a seven year-old boy, although this face was different
from that of an ordinary seven year-old as most of it exploded and
fell away from the skull as her bony arm impacted.


	The thing cried
out, not in pain but in anger.  Its food was not playing nicely.


	'I've got this
one!' Shane said as he dragged the little girl across to a clearing. 
The snow made pulling it – her, whatever – a helluva lot
harder.  It was like trying to drag a three-hundred pound fat man in
an ice-rink.


	The girl, realising
what was about to happen, tried to clamber to her feet, but it was
too late.  Shane fired once with the .22 and shattered its jawbone. 
The second shot put a red dot in the middle of the lurker's head, and
she fell still, her mouth agape in a terrifying O.


	For a moment, Shane
saw Megan in that face.  



	He brushed it
aside; it was – or had been – somebody's little girl, but
not his...not today.


	He turned his
attention back to Marla, who had managed to shuffle loose of the
boy-lurker and was staggering to her feet.


	Terry, for a
split-second, didn't know what to do.  He had to fire.  He had to
take it out, but the look on his face said that he might not be able
to do it.  The shotgun was ready, cocked, ready to rock, but his arm
was trembling.


	Jared was as far
away from the action as possible.  His experience with weapons was
not good, and the small, wet-patch blooming on the front of his jeans
pretty much summed up where he stood on getting involved.


	'Terry, DO IT!'
Shane said.


	As the boy –
no, it's not, not anymore, don't let the uniform fool you –
snarled, black ooze dripped down the front of what was otherwise a
perfectly-white shirt.  It hadn't fed, not yet anyhow, and the prior
cleanliness of its uniform was what had caused Terry to stutter
momentarily.


	But now it was
drooling...


	Black, thick sludge
which brought the old man back to his senses.


	He fired; the blast
echoed through the playground.  The lurker, which was already missing
some of its face from Marla's vicious elbow, flew backwards,
everything from the neck up completely obliterated.  It hit the snow
with a thud and rolled a few feet, over and over.  Terry breathed a
sigh of relief as it came to a halt, face-down, a few feet away from
a swing-set.


	And then it was
silent once more.


	Silent, spooky,
just another apocalyptic afternoon in good old Sandown, US of A.
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'Down there,' Moon
said as the chopper hovered low over the forest.  'Is that them?'


	Victor more-or-less
flew towards the open door, grasping onto his massive
second-in-command for stability.  As he stared down into the
darkening day, he saw it, the Snatch, the whole point of the
expedition, crumpled to within an inch of its life.


	'Fuck!' Victor
snapped.  Moon sucked air in through his teeth as the captain's grip
tightened on his arm.  'Those fucking assholes!'


	'Are they dead?'
Randall asked, though he remained in his seat.  He was, all-in-all
feeling like shit-warmed up, and the last thing he wanted to do was
get to his feet.


	'If they ain't,'
Victor said, making his way to the cockpit.  'They sure as fuck goan
be.'


	Kyle wasn't
surprised to see the captain's head appear in his line of vision. 
The crashed Jeep down the embankment was always going to piss him
off.  What pleased Kyle, though, was that there was no sign of the
group, and no real sign of injury around by the demolished vehicle.


	They had survived.


	'Take us down,'
Victor said, although the way he spoke suggested he was close to just
shooting somebody – probably Kyle – just to get it out of
his system.


	'They're not down
there,' Kyle said.  'I managed to get a good look on the first flyby,
and I didn't see any sign of them.'


	'Did you see any
fucking footprints on that first flyby?'


	Kyle shook his
head.  He hadn't, but even if he had he would have kept it to
himself.


	'Then take us down.
 We need to figure out which way they went from here.'


	'Wait,' Kyle said,
although he had already started to descend.  'The Jeep's fucked. 
What's the point?  Why don't we just go back?'


	Hands, two of them,
on the back of Kyle's neck.  'They fucked up my vehicle,'
Victor hissed.  'Do you have any idea how important that fucking Jeep
was?  Of course you don't, and do you know why you don't? 
Because you weren't gonna be fucking invited, that's why.  That was
my ticket out of that goddam place.  What, did you think I was gonna
stick around forever, wiping asses and feeding ungrateful fucking
mouths?  Not a chance.  I'm biding my time, and then we're out of
there, and you can all go crawl back under whatever fucking stone you
came from.'


	Well, that told
him.  He knew that it was only a matter of time before the
military-men decided to go it alone, but he hadn't anticipated it so
soon.


	'If this helicopter
isn't on that snow in less than three minutes,' Victor concluded,
'you'd better start writing what you want on your tombstone.'


	Kyle was a gambler,
a bit of a maverick, but he didn't fancy his odds here.


	He took the
whirly-bird down.







*







Any tracks left by
the deserters had vanished, so heavy was that afternoon’s
snowfall.  Victor had been annoyed even when he thought there was
still a chance of recovering the Snatch; now he was positively
unhinged.


	'They could have
gone any-fucking-where!' he snarled, pacing up and down through the
snow.  He couldn't take his eyes off the mangled Jeep lying at the
bottom of the embankment.  Even that was already half-covered with
snow, making it look as if it was emerging from the drift, not
sinking into it.


	'They had to go
that way,' Moon said, pointing east down the road.  'If they'd have
doubled back we would have seen them; and it would be pointless when
they were only a few miles from Sa...Sand...'  He struggled with the
sign at the edge of the road, not because it was snow-covered, but
because he'd never been one for reading.  It wasn't because he was
dumb – not in the conventional sense, anyway – but
because he had been brought up to believe that reading didn't get you
anywhere, that sticking your head in a book all day long made you gay
– or something along those lines.


	He wished he'd paid
no attention now, though, because he felt like a complete idiot,
standing there, mumbling to himself like fucking Rain Man.


	'Sandown,' Randall
said, stepping right up next to the sign. 



	Moon felt relief at
the perfectly-timed intervention, but he also wanted to scream out at
the top of his voice, I'm not a fucking retard!  I'm not fucking
stupid!


	'Then we go
to Sandown,' Victor said, almost biting his cigar in two.  'Some
fuck's gotta pay for this, and those sonsofbitches shouldn't have
ever tried to disappear into the fucking night the way they did.'


	David Moon, still
trying to put the letters together on the impossible sign, said, 'So
we gonna make 'em pay for fucking with us?'  It was a question, but
of the rhetorical variety.  Victor knew it, so didn't even honour it
with a response.


	'Let's go,' the
captain said.  It was starting to get dark; it was that strange,
murky part of the day when you suddenly find yourself depressed for
no apparent reason, though maybe that was just Victor...


	'I just need to
take a piss,' Randall said.  He moved around the side of the
helicopter and lowered himself just out of sight down the embankment.


	'Well, hurry the
fuck up,' Victor said.  'You leave your dick out for too long in this
weather and before you know it its turned black and dropped right
off.'


	Moon chuckled; Kyle
didn't.


	'What's the matter
with you, you miserable bastard?' Moon said to the pilot.  'This is
all gonna work out okay for you.  It's your fucked-up friends who're
gonna suffer.  Just be grateful you didn't go with them.'


	That was a good
point.  He hadn't known anything about the attempted desertion.  He
and Shane had been out scavenging together on many occasions; Shane
had never let slip about any sort of road-trip.


	Would Kyle have
gone if he had mentioned it?  Possibly.  Though that would
have also made him a target, and right now the only thing
standing between the good-guys and the bad-guys was him.


	Not that he had put
up much of a fight so far.  Practically sucked their dicks for 'em so
far.  The thought left a bitter taste in his mouth, though not as
bitter as the actual act would have.


	Suddenly, there was
a scream, a blood-curdling screech from down the embankment.  Moon
pulled his rifle to his chest and stared towards Victor.


	Randall?  It had to
be.


	'Go take a look,'
Victor said.  'If there's anything down there, don't give it a
fucking chance.'


	Moon was a big guy;
the biggest in the camp, although a few of the men came close.  Size,
in that moment, mattered not one iota.  He was terrified.  The scream
came again, and this time it sounded closer.


	Victor Lord was
already loading himself in through the side door of the helicopter. 
If cowardice needed a persona, then Victor Lord was it.


	As the scream cut
off, perhaps through force, Moon reached the edge of the road and
stared down into the snow.  Something had happened – the blood
was enough proof of that – but Moon couldn't see where Randall
had disappeared to.  



	'He's gone,' Moon
cried back to the chopper.  He turned and called out to his
colleague, hoping for a reply, or something...


	'You,' Victor said,
pointing a .45 towards Kyle “Flyboy” Poulson.  'We're
leaving.'


	Kyle felt something
right then, and it had nothing to do with fear, nothing to do with
the gun pointing at his face.  He was about to do something that
might kill him, but was that any worse than not doing
anything?


	'Fly your own
fucking chopper,' Kyle snapped.  Even as the words passed his lips
his brain was still trying to figure out if it was such a great idea.
 When the captain's face creased up and his mouth dropped open, Kyle
had a pretty good idea of what was to follow.


	'You get in this
fucking thing, right now,' Victor said, the shock of the pilot's
defiance still fresh on his face.  'I will not hesitate. I will
shoot you.'


	Kyle was about to
voice, in no uncertain terms, where the captain's pistol would fit
quite snugly, when he was knocked to the ground by something heavy,
something solid.


	At first he thought
it was a horse; there were definitely legs, and Kyle was pretty
certain he had felt the warm breath of something hit the back of his
neck just before he was toppled.  As he landed in the snow, and got
his ass kicked by hooves for a few seconds, he realised that it
wasn't a horse.


	It was a deer.


	He could see its
head, now, and the bloodied antlers sitting on top of it.


	He could also see
the head dangling from its mouth – a wide-eyed, wide-mouthed
soldier who had decided to go for a piss at the wrong time...


	He heard Victor cry
out, though it sounded foreign to Kyle as his ears were all of a
sudden packed with freezing snow.  He took one more kick – this
time to the side of the head – and that was all he could
remember.


	That, and the sound
of a shot being fired.


	As he slipped into
unconsciousness, he tried to remember whether he had ever read
anything about deer turning vicious.


	Bambi would have
been a completely different story if the titular character developed
a taste for human-flesh.







*







Many of the
survivors were huddled together in the darkness.  A few of them –
mainly the women – were sobbing quietly to themselves or trying
to comfort their children.  There was a man at the front of the room
trying to calm everybody down; Josef Abelowicz, though small, had a
voice that could travel, the kind of voice that could blow out
windows, if he wasn't careful.


	'Ladies, everybody,
please calm down.  Everything's going to be just fine.  Somebody here
will be able to fix the lights.'


	Though it wasn't
just the lights, was it?  The heating was also down.  The temperature
was already dropping, despite all the hot-air being generated by
panic and despair.


	Maggie Cox lit a
cigarette and moved up next to Josef.  In any other time and place
they would have made a decent couple – the kind that you would
gladly have over for Thanksgiving dinner – but right now that
was not part of their agenda.  Being widowed did not make you a
target for every single wrinkle-factory over 65, something that
Maggie was pleased about.


	'Does anybody know
anything about engines?' Maggie shrieked, blue smoke trailing from
her nose as if her soul was trying to escape.  When nobody spoke, she
added, 'Anybody know anything about fixing shit in general?'


	'Those gennies down
there are not flat-pack furniture from IKEA,' a voice said from the
back of the room.  Maggie found the speaker and was unsurprised to
discover Freddie Dewson standing there with his arms folded; the
complete know-it-all, the kind of man that would profess to be able
to do something, then run home and read all about it on Wikipedia.


	'I'm aware of
that,' Maggie said, trying not to get into an argument with him. 
'But since we don't have any official generator repairmen amongst us,
we gotta take what we can.'


	'I don't mind
taking a look,' Freddie said.  He pulled a torch out of nowhere –
his ass, Maggie thought – and switched it on.  'But I ain't
promising nothing to y'all.'


	Maggie didn't think
he would be able to fix them; she saw him for what he was: Jack of
all trades, master of none.  Still, he was the only one offering to
take a look, so it made sense to humour him.


	'We would really
appreciate that, Freddie,' she said.  A few others ummed and ahhed
their approval, and Freddie Dewson's expression altered.  He was the
new hero, the one who could make everybody happy again, or something
along those lines.


	'I'll be back in a
few minutes,' he said, snapping the torch around the room,
highlighting individual faces as if he was trying to catch them in
the middle of something unfortunate.  'If I can't fix them, then we
better start getting more blankets from somewhere.  It's gonna be
getting a helluva lot colder from here-on-in.'


	There were no other
blankets; the soldiers had already checked the building.  Pretty much
anything that could provide warmth was in the main hall.  Nobody said
anything to Freddie, though.  He was their saviour.


	As he slipped out
of the door, led by a trail of torchlight, Maggie turned to Susie
Bloom and patted her gently on the arm.


	'We did the right
thing,' she said.  'If we'd mentioned it, they'd have been up there
untying him right now.'


	Susie nodded.  It
still didn't feel right.  'I know,' she said, straining her eyes in
the darkness so that she could make out the rough shape of the old
woman.  'What we need to figure out is what to do when Victor gets
back, 'cos he sure ain't gonna be in the mood to forgive and forget,
and it was obviously him that wanted you out of the way.  He's not
going to let this go.'


	Maggie shrugged,
her silhouette-shoulders just visible.  'Fuck him and the horse he
rode in on,' she spat, barely a whisper.  'He's not going to kill me
in front of all these people.  The best thing I can do is stay
close.'


	'Safety in
numbers?' Susie said.


	'Exactly.'


	It was the best
they could do.







*







No way, uh-huh,
not this guy.  There was no way he was going to sit there like a
fucking plum-pudding.  When Victor got back to find that he had
failed, heads would roll, and one of them would be his own.  It
wasn't an option.


	His face ached so
badly; it felt as if it was on fire, which was ironic considering the
object that had caused such intolerable pain.


	If he could just
get free, somehow slip his arms out of the ropes keeping him fixed to
the chair, then he knew all would be well.


	He knew something
that they didn't.  Something that would make them wish they hadn't
even dared to fuck with him.


	As he hunched over,
the agony tore through his face, relentless.  He winced, spat blood,
and then rocked back, hoping that it would be enough to topple the
chair and give him a better chance of escape.


	It didn't.  He
rocked, but only back to where he had originated.  It was going to
take everything he had, which wasn't much.  



	In the dark he
heard a voice, muttering to itself?  Torchlight momentarily hovered
on the wall opposite, but then it was gone.  Whoever it had been had
decided that there was no need to head on up the stairs.  His brain
panicked, and for a split-second he thought he might cry out for
help.  As the opportunity passed, he realised how bad that would have
been.


	He'd tried to kill
the old bag, Maggie.  She would have returned to camp shouting
her mouth off, maybe embellishing the truth a little here and there,
as was her wont.  He was hardly going to be treated with respect, not
now.  Lynching, now that would have probably been more like it.


	He waited for the
mystery-roamer to go away before giving it everything he had.  This
time, he managed to free a foot; the binds around his ankles had been
a lot less secure than intended, and they slipped over his feet and
fell to the ground.  



	Ha, you fucking
assholes.  It's coming, and you have no idea...


	He whipped one of
his newly-freed legs up and placed it against the wall.  There was a
hollow thunk!  He wondered whether pushing against the wall
would indeed force the chair back, or if his foot would simply crash
through the wafer-thin plaster.


	That would be
perfect, he thought.  Sat there with a foot stuck in the wall. 
Victor would be pleased.


	Luckily, it went
the way he had envisioned.  The chair creaked beneath him, and then
he was falling, hoping that his head didn't hit the floor too hard or
knock him unconscious again.  He grunted as he made contact; his one
arm snapped, the restraints at his wrists were considerably better
tied than the ones at his feet had been.  He didn't cry out, though. 
That would have been stupid.  If it was broken, it was broken,
but at least it was loose now, and in a few minutes he would be out
of there, free to go about his business.


	Free to unleash
hell on the old bitch and her friends.


	The taste of iron
in his mouth as he licked his lips made him ask the question: Was
it so bad being one of them?


	The answer would
come in time.


































































































































































TWENTY-ONE







Shane didn't know
whether it was colder inside the school than it had been outside, but
it was close.  Frozen-mist clouded in front of their faces as they
breathed, so much so that visibility was severely reduced.  



	'I hate to say it,'
Marla said, though Shane doubted she really did, 'but I think we were
better off sleeping in the Snatch.'  It was a ridiculous notion, but
looking around Sandown Elementary – The Best Start They
Could Wish For – none of the others argued.


	'Got to be
somewhere in here where the windows haven't been put through,' Terry
said, pushing up through the group with his shotgun ready.  'This is
why I don't mix well with children.'


	Shane smiled. 
'Nothing to do with the fact that you're a career criminal.'


	'Was, Shane, was a
career criminal, and I'll have you know that up until I got slammed
up I always thought there was still time for me to have kids.'


	'Good job you
didn't,' Marla said.  The truth, though hurtful, was always available
from Marla.


	As they reached the
end of a corridor – there were eerie paintings hanging on the
wall, or sellotaped lopsided, which only added to the macabre feel –
there was a door which read, MRS BEETHAM.
 The top half of the door was frosted, but in the darkness
that meant nothing.  There could have been a horde of the little
fuckers just waiting for them on the other side; they wouldn't know
until it was too late.


	'Watch out for Mrs
Beetham when we get in there,' Terry said.  'I doubt whether she's
going to be in the mood for visitors.'


	Shane pushed the
door-handle down and gently pushed the door open.


	The room was empty,
which came as more than a relief.  It wasn't quite dark outside,
which allowed the gloomy light of the remaining day in through the
windows on the far wall.


	Shane led them
slowly through the rows of desks.  Chairs lay scattered and broken on
the floor; the blackboard at the front of the room was covered with
bloodied handprints.


	'Doesn't bode
well,' Marla said.  'Those poor kids.'


	Shane was
immediately plagued with visions of Megan, sweet little Megan.  Would
she have been at school when the outbreak occurred?  Was there a
classroom forty miles away in the same shit state as this one?


	'No sign of the
teacher,' Terry said, making the sign of the cross.  'Don't know
whether that's a good thing, or not.'


	Jared was across
the room reading something that adorned the wall; a poem, maybe, by
one of the unfortunate children, one of the missing, or maybe the one
that Marla had stamped on so hard that her foot had disappeared into
its face.


	Without thinking –
the poem seemed to have mesmerised him, relieved him of his senses –
he yanked open the door in front of him.  It led to a store-cupboard,
the kind that contains the chalks, paints, blank textbook.


	Only this one had
something extra.


	This one contained
death.


	'Jared!' Marla
screamed, but it was too late.  She could only watch as he
disappeared beneath infected children.  Limbs flailed, black goo flew
through the air, and Jared howled as teeth sunk into his neck,
shoulder, legs.


	Shane whirled on
the spot – he had still been thinking of Megan when the attack
happened, which was partially the reason why Jared was now beneath a
sea of bloodstained uniforms.  There was no way he would have allowed
Jared anywhere near the shut cupboard had he been focused.  His
reverie had sentenced a man to death, and he knew it.


	The creatures
didn't seem to realise that there were others in the room.  They had
what they wanted, and it was more than they had expected.


	How long had they
been in the storeroom?  How long had they been waiting?


	As Shane tossed one
of the miniature wooden desks aside, he noticed the completely
consumed cadaver lying on the floor of the store-cupboard.


	Mrs Beetham.


	She had been
stripped, as if she were nothing more than a bargain-bucket.  Bones
and tattered dress were all that remained.


	Terry unleashed
with the Remington, tearing the head clean off the first creature. 
It fell to the side, revealing Jared's partially chewed face.  Holy
shit, was his eye out?  It was, it was dangling from the socket,
dancing around on top of a flap of loose skin.


	The remaining two
lurkers paid no heed to the shot fired, nor the headless creature
that had been feasting with them.  They buried their own heads deeper
into Jared, chewing through him, trying to reach the prize that lay
within.


	Shane rushed
forward and with one kick managed to take the little girl lurker out
of the equation.  She squealed – dinnertime over –
as Shane fired two rounds into her face.  As she fell back, he saw
Megan again.  Though this creature was the farthest thing from his
daughter, and its eyes – black, cold, dead – snapped him
out of his misery.


	Marla screamed. 
'Holy shit!  Shane, watch out!'


	The second
creature, who was fatter than any child Shane had ever seen before in
his life, turned its attention to Shane's ankle.  As it moved,
supernaturally fast, Shane dragged his foot out of the way and fired
once into the top of Billy Bunter's head.  There was an audible
squelch as the bullet travelled through hair, skull, brain, jaw and
out into the ground.


	It fell off,
thumping the bloodsoaked carpet like a sack of potatoes.


	Marla was still
screeching.  Shane wondered whether she even knew she was.  Probably
not.


	Terry was loading
the shotgun, maniacally, but there was nothing left for him to shoot
at, at least for now.


	Shane dragged
Fatboy off of Jared and instantly wished he hadn't bothered.  Their
friend was hollow; everything from the neck down missing or lying
next to him in a steaming pile.  Shane wanted to scream so hard, but
something caught in his throat.  He soon realised it was vomit as he
rushed across the room and upchucked until his stomach was raw.


	Marla cried, sobbed
her heart out.  Her legs gave way and she crumpled to the ground as
if made of paper.


	And the night
hadn't even begun, as the gloom outside lit the room in a haze of
nightmare and despair.
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He woke to find that
he couldn't move.  He was paralysed, both with fear and injury, and
as he tried to blink the pain away, all he could remember was a horse
– no, not a horse, but something like it – hovering over
him.  It was strange, really, because he had no idea why he was met
with such a ridiculous image.  Perhaps he was a horse-rider and he
had fallen off, that would make sense, though he had no recollection
of ever sitting on a horse, let alone racing one.


	'Where the fuck did
that come from?' a voice bellowed.  He knew the voice, he'd heard it
before, but couldn't put a name to it.


	Another jockey,
he thought.  Yeah, that was it.  He had fallen off his horse and was
going to be surrounded any minute by the concerned faces of other
riders.


	But that wasn't it.


	Not even close.


	'Is he dead?'
another voice asked.  'Check him.'


	He tried to move,
tried to give the concerned party a sign that he was, indeed, still
alive.  Nothing.  He blinked, but even that seemed to hurt.


	'If he's dead,
Captain, we're well and truly fucked.'


	Captain?  Did
they have captains in horse-riding?  



	The dim light above
him gave way to darkness; somebody was standing over him.  He
couldn't see a face.  He couldn't see anything, for that matter.


	'He's not dead,'
the voice said.  'But he might as well be.  He's bit.'


	A moment of panic
washed over him as he tried to fathom what the looming shadow was
suggesting.


	Bit?  Bit by
what?  My own fucking horse?


	'Shit!' the second
voice hissed.  'Shit, shit, shit!'


	He was obviously in
trouble.  If something – his horse – had bitten
him, it was bad.  He could hear it in the second man's voice.


	Not a horse,
he thought, and then it all came flooding back to him, all at once
which made his head pound and his heart race.


	Lurkers.  Zombies. 
A deer...


	The outbreak...the
virus that had brought the world to its knees.


	He was bit, and he
knew what happened to people who had been bit.


	'What do I do?' 
the shadow above him asked.  'Fuck, Captain, what do I do?'


	No, he thought. 
Please, no, I'm not infected, not yet anyway.  Maybe I'll be
okay...maybe I'm immune...maybe...


	'We fucking don't
have a choice,' the second voice sneered.  'Just get it over
with.  Shit!  We are fucked!'


	No...pleeeeee....
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This, Freddie Dewson
thought, is beyond me.  He looked at the generators as if they were
alien creations, something which had been built for no other purpose
than confuse the hell out of people.


	Why had he even
volunteered to take a look; he was not an engineer.  In fact, he had
almost electrocuted himself changing a plug not long ago, which
should have been enough of a reason to keep his big trap shut.


	'You're just too
damn nice,' he muttered into the darkness.


	The real reason why
he had opted to take a look was this: Maybe, just maybe, the switch
had tripped.  If it was something so simple, and he fixed it, then he
could go back to the main hall and people would admire him for his
fine work.


	That was it.


	The reason why he
now stood in the dark, scratching his head, and hoping that the
gennies just decided to work again of their own volition.


	The temperature was
still dropping; he could almost feel it gradually dipping, although
that probably had something to do with the fact that he had been
standing stock-still for almost five-minutes, staring at the hulking
machines in front of him as if they had said something derogatory
about him.


	'Fuck this!' he
said, swivelling on the spot.  They would have to freeze, in the
dark.  Options were nonexistent, and if any of them thought they
could do any better, then let them fucking try.


	As he took one step
into the darkness, something made him stop.  For a few seconds, he
had no idea what was happening, but for some reason he couldn't move.
 And then all there was was pain.


	His head flipped
backwards – like a pez-dispensor – and fell off his
shoulders.  His body went the opposite way, thudded against the side
of an obsolete generator, and landed, still spraying from the stump
at the neck.


	Stepping from the
darkness, Henry Colburn glanced down at the twitching body of a man
he had never spoken to, and thanks to the fire-axe in his hand, never
would.


	He was a man on a
mission.


	That mission was
destruction.




























































































TWENTY-TWO







The pilot was dead,
shot because they had no other choice.  An infected deer, if you
could believe it, had torn the head from Stewart Randall while he had
been taking a piss, raced up the embankment, and lunged straight for
the only man who knew what to do with the helicopter.


	Of course it had. 
Victor Lord expected nothing less from the craziness that was now
more commonly known as “everyday life”.


	'Captain, I'm
hungry,' Moon said, his rifle slung over his shoulder like a 'Nam vet
emerging triumphantly from the rainforest.  



	The look that
Victor Lord gave the soldier could have – and probably should
have – killed him where he stood.


	'What the fuck do
you want me to do about it?' Victor snarled.  'I'm not your Mommy,
and I don't have any candy, either.'  The truth of the matter was,
Victor was also starving, and the mere mention of food made his mouth
water and his stomach somersault.


	Walking through the
snow, which had now turned into a blizzard the likes of which Victor
had never seen before, was hard.  For every three steps forward, you
were lucky to cover one normal step.  Beneath the snow it was
slippery as hell, like climbing Everest without snowshoes.


	And to top it all
off, Victor was constantly plagued by stupid demands by a man twice
his size.  It was ridiculous.


	'If we make it to
Sandown,' Moon said, as if there was no chance of such a thing, 'do
you think there'll be something to eat.'


	Victor sighed.  It
was all he could do not to just put a bullet in the idiot's head, or
his own.


	'I forgot to check
the Good Restaurant Guide before we left the barracks,' sneered
Victor.  'How silly of me.  Now, if I were you, and thank God I'm
not, I'd shut the fuck up, don't say another word until we get to
where we need to be.  You're really starting to piss me off, all this
nonsense about fucking food.  I'll tell you what,' he said, stopping
for a second to get his breath back.  'I'll buy you an ice-cream when
we get there.  Huh?  How does that sound, you fucking moron?'


	The expression on
David Moon's face was pure comedy, or would have been under normal
circumstances.  He looked like a child who had just been reproached
for shitting himself.


	He didn't speak,
didn't offer an apology – although that might have been his
dumbness coming through once again.  He waited for Victor to start
moving again, and then did the same.


	Sandown was close.


	There'll be food
there, Moon thought to himself.  Lots of it.


	


*







Through the first
door, then a second, Henry Colburn knew what he was about to do was
insane, but he had no choice.  Victor Lord would crucify him when he
returned; his failure to make the old woman disappear was enough to
send the Captain over the edge.  His promotion was already nothing
more than a pipe-dream, now.


	Might as well go
out with a bang.


	The third door was
concealed by a large aluminium locker.  Scratched onto the front of
the locker were the words: Army Life 4eva.  The irony was not lost on
Colburn.


	He pushed the
locker aside, knowing that he was only feet from destiny.


	He needed to be
quick, otherwise what was the point?  If he were to die alongside the
rest of them, the object would be severely defeated.


	The door was
unlocked; the locker had been enough to keep them safely
incarcerated.  For all Colburn knew, they hadn't even attempted to
escape, instead settled in and enjoyed the daily menu which had been
brought to them.


	He took a deep
breath and turned the doorknob.  As he did, the sound of movement on
the other side of the door reminded him that if he wasn't careful, he
too would be lunch.


	As the door opened
a little, he turned and raced the way he came.  At first, he heard
nothing.  He paused, trying to listen, striving to hear if they had
taken the bait.  Perhaps they had lunged for the door so maniacally
that instead of opening it, they had fallen against it and slammed it
shut once more.  Wouldn't that have been just goddam-fuckin' typical?


	And then he heard
them, slobbering through the corridor, growling and moaning.  It was
the sound of four hungry lurkers, previously captured in order to
find a cure.  



	But there was no
cure.  There was no saving the infected.  There was only lurkers,
weapons, deadly and hungry.


	And headed for a
feast.







*







Darkness finally
came, and when it did Shane found himself wishing for the morning,
for in the morning they would be back on track, back on the road to
find his family.


	Without Jared...


	Outside, the wind
howled and the snow peppered the windows like a thousand tiny,
skeletal fingers trying to get in.  The thought sent a shiver through
Shane; Marla noticed, and decided to break what had become a very
awkward silence.


	'Are you okay?' she
asked.  'You've been staring out of that window, now, for almost an
hour.  You never seen snow before?'  She smiled, but he didn't turn
to see it.


	'I'm fine,' he
said, fighting back tears.  'I just want this to stop so we can get
back out there.'


	Marla got to her
feet and placed a cold hand on the back of his neck.  He didn't
flinch, although the way in which he closed his eyes at her touch
made it obvious that her freezing fingers had affected him.


	'As soon as we
can,' she said.  'You know that we'd be out there now if it wasn't
for this godforsaken weather.'


	Shane sighed.  'I
know.  It's just, things have changed so much.  I hardly recognise
myself anymore.  What if we find them, and they don't like what I've
become, what I've had to become?'


	Marla stroked his
hair, the way a mother would comfort a child with a scraped knee. 
'If they're still out there,' she said, realising that it was
probably not the best way to start, but it was too late to retract,
now.  'They'll love you, even more than before.  I've seen what
you're capable of, what you would give to have them back.  Shit,
Shane, you were in prison a few weeks back, and even then I saw it.'


	'What did you see?'
he asked, turning to face her.  When he met her eyes, he immediately
looked away.  They were like emeralds, glistening in the darkness. 
If he stared at them for too long, he knew he would be hooked.


	'I saw a man who
was willing to risk everything for the people he cared the most
about.'  She placed her cold, trembling hand beneath his jaw and
turned his head; he had no choice but to stare into those wondrous
gems.  'I saw a man that I could care for, in another place, another
time.' She broke off, shaking her head as if she had said something
out of turn.  'Listen to me.  I sound like a real idiot.'


	Shane blinked away
a tear and smiled.  'No, you don't.  Marla, this whole nightmare
should have sent us all spiralling towards madness,  I know, for a
fact, that we should be raving, cannibalistic psychopaths by now.'


	She laughed, as did
he.


	'And do you know
why we're not like that?  Why we still have our senses when we
shouldn't?  It's because we still have something to hold onto,
something that makes us feel.  You're the reason why I'm still
here.'  He placed a gentle hand on top of hers and squeezed
ever-so-slightly.  



	She knew what he
was trying to tell her, and it hurt.  He had a wife – a
daughter – and he loved them so much that he wouldn't dream of
doing anything to hurt them.  There was nothing powerful enough to
stop him from reaching them, and she loved him for it.


	As snow bounced off
the window, they both turned to glance outside.  Terry muttered
something from the corner, though he didn't wake.  The sleep that he
had yearned for had finally come to him, and with the bible balancing
precariously on his belly he snored, grunted and slept the troubled
sleep of a haunted man.























































































TWENTY-THREE







It was perhaps not
the smartest thing he could have done, but it was too late now.  If
there had been another way to cover up for his idiocy, he would have
taken it.


	The beasts were
loose; and he was as far away from the massacre as possible.  He
climbed two flights of stairs, and by the time he reached the top he
was practically doubled over.


	'Fuck!' Colburn
gasped, sucking in great big lungfuls of freezing cold air as if it
was going out of style.  After a slight pause, he continued, racing
the next two flights without taken a single breath.


	Would he hear them,
screaming, begging for mercy?  The silence of the night was sure to
offer him some sort of audio when it happened.  The thought made him
laugh, hard, but then he realised that there was very little to be
happy about.


	He had fucked
up...bad.  The reason why he had unleashed the captive lurkers
was to make amends.  Put like that, he realised he hadn't given it
much thought.


	He reached the
roof-door and lunged through, using his thigh on the push-bar.  He
was exhausted, but safe.


	The night was,
apart from the freezing cold and the heavy snow, quite nice.  He had
not had time to prepare warmer clothes; then again, he hadn't known
things would have gone tits-up so fast.  Subsequently, he needed to
find somewhere warm to hanker down, somewhere to wait for the
helicopter, somewhere that would keep him alive for the next few
hours.


	The thought of
freezing to death on the roof had never occurred to him.  He was
still sweating from the quick escape, but in a few hours – it
wouldn't be much longer than that, would it? - he would be so cold
that body-parts would need to be surgically reattached, or so he
thought.


	Victor won't be
long, he kept promising himself.  The mood the Captain had been
in before leaving suggested he was on a mission, likely to find the
Jeep, kill the thieves, and return to base.  No dilly-dallying, no
niceties, for they had forfeited such things when they had stolen the
Snatch.  It would all be over before they even knew what had hit
them.


	Colburn walked the
length of the roof, almost slipping on the snow as he went.  There
was very little shelter in sight, and why would there be?  It was a
roof/helipad.


	He found a recess
that was partially covered by an old, copper pipe.  As he wedged
himself into it, he muttered incoherently to himself about what he
was going to tell Victor when he returned.


	'The old bag, yeah,
she went for a snoop, you know what she's like.  She must've found
the locker and heard something, yeah, that nosey-old bitch.'


	Would Victor buy
it?  Did it really matter?  Victor would be pissed, but it was also
partially his own fault for gathering the lurkers in the first place.
 It was the hero-complex; Victor was attempting to formulate a cure,
or at least figure out how to tame the poor bastards.  It had been
more curiosity than anything else.  If a cure had indeed been
possible, Victor would have gone down in history as the man who saved
the world.  Henry Colburn could see where the temptation to try
came from.  There was method behind the madness, at least to begin
with.


	But those lurkers,
the ones stuffed in a mysterious room with its door concealed by a
locker, had long been forgotten.  Colburn couldn't recall the last
time Victor had even mentioned them, let alone paid them a visit.


	In the beginning,
he had been up there twice a day, sometimes three.  He and David Moon
would drag one out using nets, but that had been when they were still
in possession of sedatives.  The testing would take place in the
adjacent room, away from the rest of the survivors, away from the
other lurkers.  It was safe, and if it had come off the way Victor
had hoped, it would have been highly lucrative for all involved.


	Plus, it gave
Victor somewhere to dispose of the dead folk.  Why waste good meat
when you could feed the test-subjects?  It made perfect sense, and in
a way the lurkers were doing them a favour; there's nothing worse
than the smell of a rotting corpse.  Once you've smelt one, you never
forget it.  The incarcerated creatures had been grateful for the
delivery-service, and Victor, in turn, had been grateful to them for
getting rid of the recently deceased.


	Win-win.


	A flurry of snow
whipped into Colburn's face; the wind howled for what seemed like
forever.


	And then came the
first scream from downstairs.  He craned his neck and turned his
frozen ear in the direction of the door.  No, he wasn't mistaken. 
There were others, screaming and shouting as the realisation of what
was happening finally sank in.


	Colburn smiled and
waited for the chopper.







*







They came from
everywhere, before anybody had a chance to realise what was
happening.  Yet it couldn't be real; there was no way they could have
gotten into the complex.  Security-measures, strict
security-measures, had been taken to prevent so much as a stray cat
from getting into the facility.  



	Obviously not.


	The first three
came dawdling through the doors as if they were just visiting.  Once
they saw the spread that had been laid out for them, though,
everything changed.


	A woman, Becky
Dawlings, was the first to scream.  She was the closest to the door,
the closest to the shambling undead piling through it.  As she
screamed, her husband tried to yank her away, but it was too late.


	One of the lurkers,
who looked as if he might have been a vagrant while he had been
alive, lunged for her, slobbering black-teeth, growling.  It clamped
onto her arm with both hungry hands and pulled her back.  Within
seconds she was on the ground, covered by the tramp and an
accomplice.  The husband raced, screaming, in the opposite direction.
 As he screeched for the far side of the hall, he glanced across his
shoulder to discover that his wife's arms had been torn away from her
body, and though she was still alive there was nothing left of her to
save.


	'Take her!' Maggie
Cox screamed to Susie, who was standing with a look of extreme
puzzlement painted on her face.  Kelly couldn't see past the tent,
but she knew that something very bad was happening, something that
made her heart leap up into her throat and tears stream down her
face.


	Susie grabbed onto
her daughter's hand and yanked her in, cloaking her as if she was a
precious book that needed protection from a downpour.


	'Where?' Susie
cried, trying to comprehend the unfolding madness.


	Maggie pushed her
away, as if that was enough of an incentive.  'I don't know,' she
gasped.  'Just try to get her somewhere safe.  This is bad...so
fucking bad.'


	For once, Susie
didn't feel the need to reproach the old woman.  It was
fucking bad, and she didn't mind her daughter hearing it.


	'What about you?'
Susie said, never once taking her eyes from the carnage.


	'I'm too old,'
Maggie said, with a hint of indifference.  'Even if I could run, I'd
be nothing but a hindrance.  Now, go, get out, get anywhere
but here.'


	Susie plucked her
daughter up – God, she was heavy – and moved away
from the tent.  She counted eight lurkers, but there would be more
soon.  If the ones on the ground, the survivors who had been alive a
moment ago, were not beyond reanimation, then they would add to the
numbers.


	Susie rushed for
the side of the room.  The main bulk of the survivors were in the
centre, some still emerging from their tents to see what all of the
fuss was about.  One man had barely popped his head out before a
lurker bit into the top of it; it made the sound of a ripe apple
being bitten into before blood dripped down into the man's eyes,
blinding him from the monstrous events.  As his scalp came away, his
mouth lolled open, the part of the brain that controlled
motor-functions had been torn away by the lurker's savage teeth.


	Susie looked away. 
In her arms, she felt Kelly sobbing.  Despite everything that was
happening around her, it was the rhythmic cries of her daughter that
hurt the most.  Everything was helpless; even Kelly Bloom could sense
it buried deep in her mother's arms.


	Susie could see the
doors, the only way out.  How could they have been so stupid?  They
had been living in a prison of their own, not realising that if the
worst happened – and now it had – they would be trapped.


	Six of the lurkers
were busy feeding, tearing chunks out of screaming people, but two of
them remained on their feet as if they were unsure of what to do
next.


	The trouble was:
they were standing between Susie Bloom and the door.  As soon as she
stepped away from the wall she would become a helluva lot more
enticing to them; for the moment, they hadn't even seen her slipping
along, but they would...


	She was at a loss;
everything was going to end – how had Maggie Cox put it? - so
fucking bad!


	'Come and get me,
you filthy motherfuckers!' somebody screamed.  'I hope you choke on
my arthritis.'


	Susie turned to see
Maggie standing in full view of the confused lurkers.  She was at
full-stretch, her arms in the air.  Shit, she might have even
mustered up the strength to get onto her tiptoes.


	The two lurkers
didn't need a second invite and rushed forward as fast as they could,
snarling, snapping at the air like rabid dogs at a barbecue.


	'That's right!'
Maggie screeched.  'If the bones don't choke you, then the morphine
will.'


	Susie couldn't
believe what she was witnessing.  The old lady went down beneath the
creatures, but she seemed unperturbed, confident even.  It was
insanity...


	Susie turned away
just as Maggie began to scream.  She lunged for the door, out into
the corridor, through an adjoining room, anywhere but there.


	The old lady's
screams stopped after awhile, but the images would forever be
tattooed on Susie Bloom's brain.


	What if there were
more of them, other lurkers that had yet to discover the screeching
buffet camped out in the main hall?  The thought made the hackles
rise on the back of Susie's neck as she headed for the only secure
place she knew of.


	She pushed the door
open and almost spilled into the room.  Kelly shifted position
against her, but there was no chance of her taking a peek at what was
happening or where they were.


	Susie kicked aside
a bucket of gas-masks and lowered her daughter into the corner. 
Kelly panicked as she realised her mother was about to let go of her.


	'It's okay, shhhh
shhhh,' Susie said, trying to regulate her breathing. She flicked on
her torch – a tiny pink Mag-lite that she never thought she
would use, and said, 'We'll be safe in here; you just need to promise
Mommy that you'll be quiet.'  As she spoke, she struggled with a box
heavy with ammunition cases.  She pulled it across, blocking the door
on the inside.  Since the door opened inwards, there was no chance of
the lurkers getting in.


	And no chance of
them getting out, either.  It was a trivial afterthought,
something that Susie Bloom would figure out once she had regained her
bearings.


	'I promise, Mommy,'
Kelly whispered, sobbing helplessly and trying to stifle herself on
the already sodden sleeve at the end of her arm.  'Are we going to be
eaten?'


	Susie shone the
torch on her own face so that her daughter could see that she was
telling the truth when she replied.  'Don't you ever think that,' she
said.  'We're in the safest place we can be right now.  We just need
to be extra quiet and hope they go away.'


	The meek, trembling
voice in the darkness said, 'The old woman's dead, isn't she?  I
heard her dying.'


	Susie sighed, a
tear rolled down her own cheek.  'She died saving us.  That woman was
an angel in disguise.'


	When Susie turned
the torch on her daughter, she saw a smile appear at the corner of
her lips.  'She really was,' she said.  'But she smoked too much.'


	Susie lowered
herself to the ground; it was a tight fit in the stockroom, so tiny
that any sleeping would have to be done sitting.


	Still, sleep would
be seldom, so it didn't really matter.


	'Try to get some
rest, baby,' Susie said, pulling her daughter in.  She placed hands
over Kelly's ears so that she couldn't hear the screaming from down
the corridor.


	She wished she had
more hands, for the torture continued for an eternity, and she heard
every single second of it.


	































































































































TWENTY-FOUR







She listened
closely, hoping that her assumptions were correct; it had been quiet
for almost ten minutes, now, or at least the ten minutes she had
counted in her head.  Her stomach ached from consuming so much junk,
and she really needed to go to the toilet.  She knew if it came to it
she would just go, right there, sat on the floor of the
store-cupboard; she would have no choice.  She didn't want to risk
moving, and she especially didn't want to do anything that involved
removing clothes.  It was warm, but in such a confined space she was
apt to clatter something in the darkness.


	But she hadn't
pissed herself for years, and now she would have to do it on purpose,
something that you could never mentally prepare yourself for.


	Listening for
movement on the other side of the door, she knew that she couldn't
spend forever hiding from them.  She had her machete, she just needed
to catch them when they least expected it.


	They're
dead, she thought.  If
ever there's a time to catch somebody off guard it's after they've
died.


	The
problem she had, though, was numbers.  She had no idea how many
zombies were shambling around the museum.  Ten she could deal with,
but if there were twenty, thirty, a hundred, it didn't bode well. 
What good is a machete if you ain't got room to swing it?


	She felt the
first warm drops of urine coat her pants, and realised that she had
had very little choice on the matter; when you've got to go,
apparently, you've got to go.


	She just hoped
that they couldn't smell her through the door.  Not only was it
embarrassing, but it could leave her with a serious case of Death.


	She cringed as
the piss dripped from her.  This was the thing, the straw that broke
the camel's back.


	She would give
it another few hours and then she was out of there.


	If there were
thirty of them, then they had better watch out.  



	Hell hath no
fury like a woman covered in her own piss.







*







Terry woke to find
Marla and Shane sleeping across the other side of the room.  They
were interlocked, the way lifelong lovers might sleep, but there was
nothing there but innocence.  The room was cold, and body-heat was
all they had to work with.  If Terry had known how cold it was going
to get, he would have joined in.


	A threeway cuddle.


	He left them where
they lay.  Sleep was hard enough to come by, and by God they deserved
a few hours.


	He was surprised
that he had managed to get any at all.  He had seen some of the most
horrific things imaginable that day, enough to drive a man to
insanity, and yet he had slept.  He felt a momentary pang of guilt as
he turned to see the covered cadavers in the room.  They had at least
moved Jared away from the lurkers; it was the least they could do. 
He didn't deserve to lie with them, stacked up like something from
the aftermath of the Black Death.  He had been a true friend, a good
cellmate, and despite the fact that he had been weak and vulnerable
in life, he had died a hero.


	Terry couldn't
stand still; he needed to take a walk.  He knew, however, that
leaving the group was something that he would never usually
contemplate.  He had seen enough mistakes made since the outbreak,
and he was loath to follow suit.


	He picked up the
shotgun from the corner and headed out through the door, quietly
closing it behind him.


	The silence that
filled the school was eerie, but not unwelcome.  It meant that he was
safe, for now.  Providing he didn't open any shut doors without being
prepared first – God Bless you, Jared – he knew he would
be just fine.


	He ambled silently
down the corridor, the Remington ready and willing to do any work
needed.  He reached a T and decided to take a left.  There was no
rhyme or reason for it; it just felt right.


	There must have
been some sort of school-play at around the time of the outbreak;
there were posters everywhere, beautifully drawn pictures of elves
and a massive green castle.  It took Terry a while to realise that
they weren't elves at all, but munchkins.  The play had been A
Wizard Of Oz, and should have been performed on the 28th
October 2011, about a week after all hell broke loose in Jackson
State Penitentiary.


	The play that
never happened, Terry thought.  Poor kids didn't even get a
chance for one final dress-up.  Proud parents would have been eagerly
waiting for their offspring's fabulous portrayal of a munchkin or a
flying monkey, only to find that the final-act had already played.


	Terry pushed on,
ignoring the remaining posters with everything he had.  The last
thing he needed right now was more misery, and thinking about those
poor kids – even the ones that had chewed up Jared so damned
good – was intolerable.


	He pushed open the
door at the end of the hall to find that it was still snowing.  He
was staring into the night, which meant that he had located the
back-entrance to the building.  Good job, too, since it had been left
wide open.  Any number of lurkers could have crawled through it
before now; he was just grateful that they hadn't.


	The snow had eased
somewhat, but it was still sticking, piling on top of what was
already there.  Tomorrow would be a nightmare.  They still had forty
miles to cover.


	Terry stepped out
onto the snow, which crunched beneath his feet like a sea of crabs. 
He took another step, and then another, and then he saw something
that suddenly changed his mood for the better.


	A school-bus.


	Big, yellow,
reliable, wheels bigger than the Snatch; Terry wasn't sure if it was
real, or if he was still dreaming.


	He walked around
the bus, checking it for punctures or damage that would render it
useless.  Satisfied, he stepped back and gave it a cursory glance. 
It was a godsend, an actual sign from the Lord that they would reach
Jackson the next day.


	Terry smiled.


	Not everything was
shitty.


	'Move, old man, and
I'll make sure you chew this bullet before you swallow it,' a voice
said.


	Terry lowered the
shotgun to his side and slowly raised his hands.


	He stared to the
heavens.  First you giveth, then you taketh away.


	Mysterious ways
didn't even begin to cover it.


	


*







Victor Lord couldn't
believe their luck.  What were the chances of finding them so easily?
 Though, a lot of that had to be accredited to the inquisitive ex-con
who had decided to go for a middle of the night stroll.


	'So, you thought
you'd go in search of that prick's family, did you?  You stole my
property, and the crashed it in the process.  Do you have any idea
what you've done?'


	Terry shook his
head.  'We were only gonna be gone for a few days,' he said.  The
snow was falling thick and fast, now.  He stared towards the
school-bus and began to wonder whether it would have been much use,
after all.  'It was a deer,' he said.  'Fucking thing came out of
nowhere.'


	Moon winced at the
mention of the animal.  It must have been the very same deer that had
torn Randall's head from the rest of him and proceeded to race
through the snow with it dangling from its maw.


	'I don't give a
fuck whether it was aliens,' Victor snapped.  'That vehicle was worth
more than all of you idiots put together, and it sure as hell was
worth more than some fucking woman and kid who're probably already
turned.'


	Terry didn't have a
response; in fact, even if he had, it was too cold to venture into
details.  He was biting his bottom lip to stop his teeth from
chattering, and it was all he could do just to stay on his freezing
cold feet.  The Captain and his minion, on the other hand, were well
prepared for the weather; their long padded coats were doing a
bang-up job of protecting them from the elements, and they were
wearing gloves thicker than the jacket that Terry wore.


	'Well, it was a
mistake,' Terry finally managed.  He was about to lower his hands
when he felt the cold barrel of a rifle press against his ear. 
'Look, I don't know what else to say.  We thought we would be able to
pick up some supplies while we were out here, you know, medicine and
food.  If we'd have known how much shit it was gonna cause―'


	'You have no idea
what shit you've caused,' Victor sneered from the side, which meant
the hulking idiot, David Moon, was the possessor of the rifle.  It
didn't make Terry feel any easier, and all of a sudden he developed
the need to use the toilet.


	'So what now?'
Terry asked, hopping from one foot to the other; the snow crunched
beneath his boots, but the cold was somehow soaking through his
socks, which made him dance on the spot more than he would have
liked, considering the circumstances.  Terry was expecting the
Captain to curse, show his disapproval at such an idiotic
rescue-attempt, grab Shane and Marla, and head on back to the
helicopter, which must be somewhere near; Victor rarely went anywhere
without it.


	'Take me to them,'
Victor said.  He was moving around, though Terry still hadn't seen
his face since they'd appeared out of nowhere.  'I need to have a few
words with that prick, Shane, before I put an end to all of you.'


	Terry thought he
misheard in the first instance.  Of course he misheard; a
death-threat – promise? - from the Captain was obscene, wasn't
it?


	'Excuse me?' Terry
said, beginning to lower his arms once again.  When the frosty
rifle-barrel brushed the back of his head, he lifted them wearily
back up.


	'You heard him,'
Moon said, poking him just behind the ear with the tubular-steel of
the rifle.  'Now, I think you should get moving.  This trigger
freezes up, you never know what might happen.'


	The school-bus had
suddenly become nothing more than a pipe-dream, now.  An oasis, about
to vanish for the last time.


	Terry could hardly
breathe; the realisation that death was only minutes away could do
that to a man, and the irony was not lost on him.


	He pointed towards
the open door which led into the school.  'We decided to hanker down
for the night,' he said.  'Didn't see much point in trying to carry
on in this shit.'  He gestured half-heartedly towards the sky.  'I
only just found this here bus, otherwise I'm sure Shane would have
carried on through the night.'


	'Well,' Victor
said, appearing from the shadows.  'Ain't we lucky that you didn't
bother to check out back like you prob'ly should have done?  We never
would've caught up with you.'


	Terry pondered the
fact, and found the desire to kick himself, hard.  The Captain was
right, though; they should have checked.  However, it was
difficult to raise enough morale – and bravery – when you
had just seen one of your friends die at the hands of kids still
young enough to piss the bed.  Terry didn't feel the need to mention
that little episode, though.  Why give Victor Lord any more
ammunition than he already had.


	Which was
apparently lots.


	'In,' Victor said,
his coat rustled as he raised his arm and pointed towards the door. 
'Take us to them.'


	Terry nodded
morosely.  He would take Victor to them, and then what?  He
heard what had been said, and since glossed over.  They would die,
perhaps where they lay intertwined.  Terry would be next, his
conscience dirtier than a meth-dealer's.  Was that how it was going
to pan out?  Was that how the Lord had decided Terry Lewis's fate?


	Terry began to
crunch through the snow, slowly making his way for the open door that
ultimately led to his final resting-place.


	'And don't try
anything,' Victor added.  'Or you'll suffer more than you need to.'


	Thanks,
Terry thought.  You're the best executor I could have wished for.


	The three
men entered the school; Victor remained at the rear and pulled the
door shut behind them.  Why let any unnecessary cold in, especially
since they would all be spending what remained of the night there. 
Some, admittedly, would be breathing a lot less than others, but
still...


	'It's just down
this way,' Terry said jabbing a conspiratorial finger towards the
corridor that lay ahead.  'I don't suppose it'll do any of us any
favours if I decide to beg?'


	Moon laughed;
Victor didn't.


	'Do you honestly
think that you can talk your way out of this?' the Captain asked. 
For such a short sentence, he made sure to emphasise every word so
that it lasted for what seemed like an eternity.  'You made your bed,
shit in it, and that's where you'll sleep.'


	Terry had never
heard it put like that before, but it was an apt description of the
trouble they were about to face.


	Then, Victor said
something that neither Terry or Moon expected.  'Tell you what, old
boy.  You give me Shane and the doctor, and I'll let you and the
other one live.  You can come back to the barracks with us.  How does
that sound?'


	Terry was
speechless; it was the kind of offer that he would have jumped at,
once upon a time.  The other one – Jared – was
never making it back to the barracks, though, not unless they could
find a mop and bucket, and Terry knew that he couldn't betray Shane
and Marla like that.


	'Sounds like you've
got yourself a deal,' Terry lied.  Even though he hadn't meant it, he
felt a pang of remorse as the words passed his lips.


	Terry led Victor
and his trigger-happy minion down the corridor, away from the room
where Shane and Marla slept.  He had no idea where he was going to
end up, or what he would do when he got there, but for now it was all
he could do.  He was in no position to take the men on, and even if
he made a move for the rifle in Moon's hand the chances are he would
end up decorating the school walls with his own lifeblood.


	As the air palpably
altered – it was almost as if it thickened, making it more
difficult to breathe – Terry hoped that he had rediscovered his
faith in time.  He had lived so long without it, perhaps God had
forsaken him.  Maybe, and this is the part that frightened him the
most, it didn't make a blind bit of difference whether he had faith
or not.  What if he was going to die, anyway, regardless?  What if
those years as a Padre had been wasted, and there was nothing but
darkness and eternal sleep?


	As those thoughts
mercilessly assaulted him, he had to fight back the urge to turn to
Victor and inform him of the real whereabouts of Shane and the
doctor.  He just about managed to retain what little faith he had,
and pushed on up through the corridor, heart racing so fast he could
hear nothing else.


	As he reached the
next passageway, he knew that enough was enough; he could lead them
on a merry-fucking-journey all night long, but that didn't detract
from the end-product.


	He was going to
die.


	He was simply
prolonging the inevitable.


	'They're through
there,' Terry said, pointing towards a door that could lead to
anywhere.  'But you have to promise me that you'll make it quick,
while they sleep.'


	'Sorry,' Victor
said, in a voice that suggested he was anything but.  'I need to have
a little parley with that fool before Moon shoots him.'


	As if the mere
mention of his name excited him, the soldier patted the side of the
rifle with a mixture of pride and anxiety.


	'So be it,' Terry
said.  The Captain's response didn't change anything, for the room
was severely lacking in potential marks.  'Can I stay here?  I don't
want them to know that I led you to them.'


	Victor sighed,
glanced at his colleague, who was shifting nervously from one foot to
the other.  When he turned his attention back to Terry, there was a
slight glint of compassion in his eyes, very obscure, almost
nonexistent, but it was there.


	'Okay,' he
whispered.  'But don't try nothing, or you'll die here, tonight,
along with them, you understand?'


	Terry nodded.


	'Okay, let's get
this over with so we can go home.'


	Terry watched as
the two men headed for the door.  He knew that the room on the other
side would be empty, and yet he anticipated a miracle of sorts,
anything to stop the maniacal Captain and his overgrown henchman in
their tracks.


	They pushed the
door open and stepped into the darkness.


	Terry closed his
eyes and silently prayed.







*







The room was some
kind of theatre, with seats laid out in rows from the front of the
room to the very back.  There was a stage at the head of the room,
elevated from the ground by roughly three feet.  At the side of the
stage were little wooden steps leading up.  The curtains were pulled
shut, but there must have been an open window somewhere because they
flapped with each new howl of the wind.


	Victor signalled to
Moon: Move quietly.  It was quite the request for somebody of
his stature, but he would try his best not to knock anything or cause
a row since it was liable to get him shot.


	Behind them, the
door clicked shut.  They both turned, not knowing what to expect, and
the relief hit them as they realised that it was just the door.


	The floor was
soaked, and they tread carefully as they moved up the centre-aisle. 
At first Victor thought there must have been a leak in the roof, or
perhaps the water-mains had burst and flooded the entire hall.


	And then he
realised that it wasn't water, at all.


	Blood.  Enough to
cause ripples in the surface as they walked, at least five
millimetres.


	The aisle was wide
enough for three people, maybe four, which relaxed Victor somewhat;
there was very little chance of his accompanying ogre from kicking a
chair and warning the deserters of their presence.


	Victor had Terry's
shotgun strapped to his back, which seemed to take the edge off.  He
pulled it out and quietly removed the safety.  There was no point
going into this half-cocked, and he forgot to ask the old one if
Shane was armed.  



	The wind kicked up
a fuss, howling like an escaped lunatic, and somewhere in the room a
window rattled in its frame.  The curtain danced on the stage, and
then it opened a little.  



	Through the tiniest
of gaps in the material, Victor could see movement.


	They were
definitely back there, hiding behind the curtains like some
agoraphobic neighbour.  The room was dark, but the moonlight had
offered just enough of a glimpse to prove the old man had led them to
the right place.


	As they reached the
end of the aisle, Victor pointed to the left; the place where he
wanted Moon positioned.  He would take the right.


	The soldier nodded
and moved across.  Once there, he settled down just in front of the
curtain and pulled the rifle into position just below his cheek.  He
watched as the Captain moved away, but he could see a thin smile
begin to curve up on his lips as he stealthily shifted.


	David Moon had seen
very little in the way of wartime; apart from a short stint in Iraq,
but that had simply been a peace-keeping tour, nothing nasty.  This,
however, made his heart race so fast he thought he might piss
himself.  He was literally buzzing at the thought of what was going
to go down.


	Victor climbed
slowly onto the stage, and for an older guy he was still pretty
lithe.  Moon expected to hear bones cracking, or something.


	The Captain took a
long, silent breath before pulling the curtain across.  With the
shotgun raised, ready to fire, he screamed at the top of his lungs,
'YOU FUCKED WITH THE WRONG GUY WHEN YOU STOLE MY FUCKING
JEEEEEEEEP!'


	On the other side
of the stage, pulling the curtain so hard that it almost came
unhooked at the top, David Moon powered forward, his face exhibiting
several expressions at once: anger, hatred, excitement...and fear.


	He was caught off
balance for a moment as he realised what he had launched himself
whole-heartedly into.


	The prick and the
doctor were nowhere to be seen on the stage.


	Instead there were
children, dressed up in various colourful costumes, but one things
was immediately made clear.


	They were hungry.


	'What the fu―'
Victor managed before a three-foot lurker dressed as a lion launched
itself towards him.  The whole thing was so surreal that Victor
didn't fire straight away; he was too hypnotised by the strange sight
in front of him.


	As the lion came
down, another joined it, this one painted silver and wearing tin-foil
as a hat.  Black goo drooled down in strings from both of their lips
as they lunged forward, and now Victor finally managed to reach his
senses.


	Just in time.


	He pulled the
trigger and took the entire left side of the tin-man's face off.  It
cartwheeled in the air, the power from the shot enough to take it a
few feet backwards.


	The lion, though,
kept moving forward, growling, drooling, screaming.


	Moon still couldn't
get his head around what was happening.  What should have been an
easy hit had turned into his worst nightmare, and now he was faced
with an army of mini-lurkers dressed up in silly outfits.  At the
front of the pack was a girl – or at least she had been when
sex had been determinate – dressed in a blue and white dress. 
Her hair was pigtailed up in an innocent style, but as she shambled
towards him he knew that she was far from innocent.


	He managed to fire
off two rounds, taking out two of the munchkins flanking the girl. 
The third and fourth shots managed to hit the girl, splattering her
dress and knocking her back a few feet, but it wasn't enough and she
kept on coming.  



	Most of her right
cheek was exposed, and moon could see her teeth chattering away
through the flapping skin.  He was about to fire what would have been
the final shot, the one that counted, when something latched onto his
ankle.  The pain down there was immense, and he was momentarily too
scared to look.  He shot and the lurker in the blue dress –
Dorothy? - didn't have time to react as her head exploded in a geyser
of blood and gore.


	He kicked out with
his foot, the one that nor hurt like a sonofabitch, and connected
with something hard.  Finally, he glanced down to find one of the
mini-lurkers crawling back for another bite.  Leaving a trail of
straw as it army-crawled forward, Moon could see even through the
darkness that it was a scarecrow.


	How very odd,
he thought, just before he brought his foot down on the back of its
skull.  There was a meaty crunch as he made contact, and the creature
lay inert.


	Moon could see bone
through the glistening hole in his leg, which made him want to
upchuck, if only there had been anything inside of him to bring up.


	He glanced across
at Victor Lord, and knew that the Captain was in serious trouble. 
There were six of them, the little bastards, crawling on top of him,
trying to get a decent purchase on any piece of flesh they could. 
Victor was wriggling, trying to knock them off so that he could reach
the shotgun which had been taken away from him and lay useless on the
stage a foot away from his grasp.  He screamed as a witch bit down on
his throat, and then he gurgled as she yanked away the flesh and
began to chew frantically.  The others, who were all dressed as
winged monkeys for some reason, soon managed to find flesh, and they
began to devour Victor Lord alive.


	Moon knew he had to
run, and dropped his injured foot to the stage.  The searing pain was
enough to cause dancing white spots between his eyes and his eyelids.
 There was no way he could run, not now, thanks to a fucking
scarecrow.


	He turned and threw
himself off the stage, trying to keep a hold of his rifle.  Landing
somewhere between row three and four – and knocking chairs
everywhere – he tried to clamber to his feet, but the
blood-coated floor was too slippery and he found himself face-down in
it, water-boarding himself.


	He lifted his head
and saw, through the pain and sticky blood that coated his eyebrows,
a shadow at the back of the room.


	Terry.


	He lifted his hand,
urging the old man to come and help, but he didn't move.


	'Help me you
fucking asshole!' Moon cried, trying to pull himself up using one of
the small, plastic chairs.  It fell from underneath him, though,
sending him sprawling back to the ground.


	The man at the back
of the room made the sign of the cross and raced for the door.



	'You get back
here!' Moon screeched.  'Fucking get back here, or I'll―'


	And then more pain.
 He felt something land on his back, the weight forcing him into the
ground, pushing his head down into the puddle of blood.  He managed
to roll over and found himself staring into the eyes of a wizard.


	The wonderful
wizard of Oz...


	The creature
snapped with savage teeth, tearing Moon's nose clean away from his
face with one solitary bite.


	Moon screamed as
the flying monkeys went to work on the rest of him.




















































TWENTY-FIVE







Shane and Marla were
on their feet in less than a second.  Terry screaming at the top of
his voice had woken them, and they stared towards him with pure
confusion and utter dread.


	'What is it?' Shane
asked.  He had the pistol in his hand and was aiming it towards the
door that Terry had just barged through.  



	'We need to get
moving,' Terry said.  'Lurkers, lots of fucking lurkers.'


	Marla's concern was
palpable, and she was already hoisting up Shane's Bergen and shoving
it in his direction.


	'Where?' Shane
said.  He took a few furtive steps towards the door.  'And why did
you go out there?  You could have gotten yourself killed.'


	Terry wanted to
tell them how close they had all come to being killed, but it didn't
seem like the right time.


	'Never mind that,'
Terry said.  'I found a school-bus, our ticket out of here.  Let's
just hope it fucking goes.'


	Shane was about to
continue with his reproach when the thought of moving on hit him like
a slab.  'Take us to it,' he said, shouldering his bag and ushering
Marla towards the door.  



	'Okay, but we need
to move fast,' Terry said, moving out to the corridor.  'Those little
bastards are quicker than you might think.  Victor and Moon didn't
stand a fucking―'


	'Wait,' Marla said,
both hands extended and trembling as if she was afflicted with
something particularly nasty.  'Victor was here?  What the―'


	'We don't have
time,' Terry interrupted.  'I'll explain everything,' though he
doubted he would be able to give them every detail, 'once we put some
miles between us and this godforsaken playground.'


	Shane nodded; he
had expected Victor to send someone out after them, but hadn't quite
anticipated the big man himself. 



	'The bus,' Shane
said, urging Terry forward.  In his head, visions of his family swam
merrily around.


	He was so close,
now.


	Yet farther than
ever.







*







'What happened to
the shotgun?' Shane asked as they raced through the school towards a
bus that may – or may not – still function.


	'They took it,'
Terry breathlessly replied.  'I didn't have time to go grab it, not
once those things started crawling out of the woodwork.'


	They
entered a narrower hallway, which had been decorated with painted
letters of the alphabet and zoo animals.
 At the end of the passage, a door with frosted glass was all that
stood between them and the freezing-cold night.  The snow was visible
through the door, and the
alacrity with which it fell reminded Shane that even if they were to
make it onto the bus, it probably wouldn't start.  They had no idea
how long it had been sitting for; a dormant engine in a snow-covered
steel shell.


	Terry pulled the
door open and allowed Marla to pass him.


	'That's never going
to work,' she said, crunching her way around the bus and surveying it
as if she were a first-time buyer on a used-car forecourt.  The
yellow paint of the bus was only visible on sections of the
side-panels; the rest of it was blanketed with inch upon inch of
snow.


	'We don't know
that,' Shane said.  He dropped his Bergen next to the door and
located the handle.  As he pulled it across, the door folded and
opened halfway.  There was a pile of snow on the step, enough to keep
the door from opening fully.  With his foot, Shane began to kick the
snow away.


	'I
have a question,' Marla said, an undertone of pessimism already
tainting her words.  'Have either of you ever hotwired anything
before?  I mean, I know you were both criminals, no offence, but if
neither of you can make this
thing go then aren't we just wasting our time?'


	Shane sighed. 
'First of all,' he kicked the remainder of the snow away and pulled
the handle once again.  The door opened fully, and he turned to
smile.  'No offence taken.  Secondly,' he stepped up onto the bus and
pulled down the driver's side visor.  A set of keys fell down, which
he caught one-handed.  'Bus-drivers aren't known for their
originality.'


	Marla smiled and
climbed aboard.  'Fluke,' she said.  'You would've looked like a
complete moron if those hadn't been there.'


	Shane stepped down
and grabbed the Bergen.  Terry climbed the steps; Shane could tell by
the look on his face that something was wrong.


	'Hey,' he said,
pulling Terry up.  'Are you okay?'


	Terry sighed; a
plume of white fog danced in the air an inch in front of his face
before dissipating.  'I guess,' he said.  'I just wish things had
been different in there.'


	It took Shane a few
seconds to realise that Terry was talking about Jared, and the loss
thereof.


	'There was nothing
we could do for him,' Shane said, patting the side of Terry's arm. 
'We just need to count our blessings that we made it out of there in
one piece.'


	'Err, guys?' Marla
said.  She was already seated and was rubbing her hands together and
blowing hot-air into them.  'I hate to be a pain, but is there any
chance we can try to get this fucking thing moving?'


	Terry smiled.  'The
queen has spoken,' he said, brushing aside the morose memories of a
fallen friend.  'You never know,' he said.  'This thing might even
have heating.'


	'We can only hope,'
Shane said.  



	With everybody on
board, he pulled the lever next to the steering-wheel and the door
mechanically shut.  He grappled with the keys for awhile – his
frozen hands were doing everything apart from what he wanted them to
– before managing to get them into the ignition.


	'Please,' he
whispered.


	He
turned them slowly, and was pleasantly surprised to hear the engine
trying to turn over.  Not quite starting,
but almost.  It whirred, looped a few times, and began to dip a
little, which was Shane's signal to turn the keys back and try again
in a second.  It certainly wanted to go, so there was no point in
pushing it, not yet.  Flooding the engine was something he didn't
care to think about.


	'See,' Marla said,
rubbing her hands together so hard that if she was made of wood she
would have started a fire.  'Probably not even got fuel.'


	Terry shushed her,
which she didn't appreciate at all.  To Shane, he said, 'Try it
again, this time with the pedal.'


	Shane turned the
key and pushed the accelerator down to the floor.  Once again, the
engine fought for life.  He pumped the pedal, hoping to give it just
enough to spark the beast into action.  After a few seconds, he
turned the key back and relaxed in the seat.


	Outside, the wind
howled and rocked the bus gently from side to side.  Everything on
the inside, though, remained quiet.


	Shane took a deep
breath and turned the key.


	The engine turned
over as he pumped the pedal, and then there was an almighty roar as
the bus came to life.


	'Oh
yeah!' Marla screeched from her seat.  'See, I told
you she'd go.'


	Shane fist-pumped
the air before turning his attention back to the control-panel. 
'Where are the wipers for this thing?'  He played with a few levers
and switches before he found the one he was searching for.


	The snow on the
windscreen pushed aside and fell off onto bonnet.


	Through the frosty
glass, though, was a face staring back at them.


	Shane gasped as he
realised who the man standing in front of the bus was; dripping with
blood, missing an arm, an eye hanging down his cheek and flailing in
the howling wind...


	Victor Lord looked
more pissed off then ever before.







*







The Captain shambled
forward a few steps and launched himself onto the bonnet.  The bus
rocked and creaked as Victor tried to drag himself up to the
windscreen, but he was like a fish out of water and flailed aimlessly
around on the snow-covered bonnet before slipping back down and
hitting the ground with a thud.


	Marla was on her
feet, now.  'Drive over him!' she screeched.


	Shane tried to find
the gearstick; when he found there was nothing to his right, he
realised that the bus was lever-controlled, the gears were on the
dashboard.


	'He's getting up!'
Terry said, glancing through the side door.  'And he does not look
happy.'


	Of course he didn't
loo happy; he'd been a miserable prick when he was alive.  Now that
he had an eye hanging out and a missing arm, he was hardly going to
be the life and soul of the party.


	Shane
rammed the bus into first gear with a crunch and stuck his foot down
on the accelerator.  The bus moved, only an inch or so, but it was
enough to knock the lurker
formerly known as Victor Lord back onto his ass.


	'Did I get him?'
Shane said, trying to peer over the bonnet.  He couldn't see a thing,
so his reliance on Terry's vision was paramount.  'Talk to me,
Terry.'


	Terry could see a
broken and torn hand, reaching up to the wing-mirror.  'No,' he said.
 'He's still down there.'


	Shane needed no
further encouragement and began to roll forward and back.  The bus
was relatively simple to control now that he had discovered the
gears, and he was surprised at just how responsive it was, despite
the inches of snow and frost beneath the wheels.


	At the side of the
bus, Victor's hand disappeared.  'I think you got the bastard,' Terry
said, alternating his gaze between Shane and the exterior.  



	'Don't suppose you
want to take a closer look?' Shane said, already knowing the answer.


	'Let's just get the
fuck out of here,' Marla said.


	Shane put the bus
into Reverse and was about to hit the pedal when the door in front
slammed open.


	Victor
had been a problem; the steady swarm of costumed
children piling from the rear-entrance, slavering maws and bloodied
garments, would prove to be something else entirely.


	Shane hit the pedal
and the wheels began to turn.  The only trouble was, the bus didn't
move.


	'Take it steady!'
Terry said, clinging onto the centre-rail as if Shane was Sandra
Bullock and they were about to hit a ramp.  'They can't get in, so
just take your time.'


	Terry's words of
advice did very little in the way of comforting the driver.  If
anything, Shane panicked further as he realised two winged monkeys
were making their way around to the rear of the bus, where there was,
due to safety regulations, probably a fucking emergency exit.


	'What are they?!'
Marla gasped, wiping the window to her left with the sleeve of her
coat.  It made no difference; the frost on the outside prevented her
from getting a good look.


	'You
ever see The Wizard Of Oz?' Terry said.  Of course she had, everybody
had seen it.  Every Christmas for
the past fifty years, some channel would bang it on, next to It's
a Wonderful Life or
Mary fucking Poppins.


	'The
one with all the midgets?' Marla said, the confusion in her voice
palpable.


	'That's
the one,' Terry replied.  He began to make his way down the aisle of
the bus.  'Only, they were munchkins,
not midgets.'


	'Whatever,'
Marla said.  'That doesn't explain what they're doing trying to
cannibalise
us.'


	Shane gave the
order to hold tight, and this time the bus did move.  Something
thumped the underside as the bus rolled steadily backwards.  The
tyres met something, which lifted them a few inches into the air.


	'Fucking winged
monkey!' Terry said, and then realised the preposterousness of his
words.  He had never, in all of his days, expected to use the words
Fucking Winged Monkey in a serious sentence.  It was all he could do
not to burst out laughing.


	Shane
couldn't see out of the windows, so the wing-mirrors were rendered
obsolete.  He was relying on Terry to tell him if he was about to hit
anything, although the
visibility out the rear of the bus was just as limited.


	A female lurker,
dressed in a pink frock and a tiara, had clambered up onto the
side-step and was clawing at the window.  Her tongue trailed across
the glass, leaving a snail-trail of black goo in its wake.  She was,
by far, the least fair princess in all the land.


	Marla switched
sides so that she didn't have to look into the creature's listless
eyes anymore.  'Freaks me out,' she said, feigning a shudder.


	The bus was picking
up speed, now, and the prom-dress wearing lurker was clinging on as
if her life depended on it.  Shane paid no attention to its ceaseless
scratching, and instead occupied himself with getting the bus out
onto the unlit road.


	'Keep going!' Terry
called from the rear of the bus.  'I can see the gate.'


	Shane turned back
just in time to see the female lurker drop off the side, do a few
rolls in the snow, and come to a grinding halt.  



	'I
thought she'd never take the hint,' Marla said, rubbing her eyes as
if a few hours sleep were not unwelcome.


	Shane smiled. 
'How'm I doing Terry?  I can't see a thing.'


	'Okay,' Terry said,
straining to see through the tiniest hole in the frost in the
rear-window.  'Slow her down, now.  You can spin it round here, and
we're out on the road.'


	Shane discovered
that he could breathe again; he'd spent the last few minutes doing
very little of it.


	He brought the bus
around slowly, still unsure of the controls and more than wary of the
poor road-conditions.  Just ahead, the female lurker was on her feet
and shambling towards the bus.  Just behind her, lying inert on the
driveway, were several twitching shapes, their paper-mache wings
flapping in the wind.  Some of them were trying to get up, but they
were too broken to make it and fell back down into the snow.


	Shane
lugged the massive steering-wheel all the way to the left as he
reversed.  He kept expecting a robotic voice to announce the the
vehicle he was operating was reversing, but there was nothing. 
Apparently, safety
regulations had come a long way, but not far enough.


	'That little fucker
just won't quit,' Marla said as she noticed the approaching lurker in
the pretty pink dress.  'She'd have been a real catch in a few years
time.'


	There was something
inappropriate about Marla's sense of humour, but Shane remained
silent; it was all he could do to keep his concentration on the job
in hand.


	'You're
good to go,' Terry said, giving a thumbs-up at the rear of the bus. 
'Just take her steady, Shane.  It's slippery as fuck
out there, and we can hardly hope for clear roads the farther we
get.'


	Shane slipped the
bus into first and began to crawl forward.  Through his side-window –
which was now relatively free of collected snow – he gave the
female lurker one last look before she started to get smaller and
smaller.


	The
road was, as Terry put it, slippery
as fuck, but it was a
lot safer than the schoolyard, and a helluva lot more appealing than
seeing the night through in a building filled with enough costumed
freaks to throw a decent
Halloween party.


	'Right,' Marla
said, turning to Terry.  'Do you mind explaining what just happened?'


	Terry ambled up
through the centre-aisle and sat a few seats behind Marla.


	'I'll tell you what
I know,' he said.


	And the bus rolled
on.





















































































































TWENTY-SIX







She took a deep
breath and pushed the door slowly open.  Her heart was racing so fast
that she thought, despite her age, she was about to have a
heart-attack.


	They were gone;
the creatures, all of them, had left the dinosaur-room.  The scary
thing was – and she had to keep reminding herself of this –
they were probably not far, maybe in the next room, perhaps
destroying some ancient Roman artefacts or bleeding all over a
priceless tome.


	It didn't
matter.


	What mattered
was she was out of the cupboard, her machete ready.  She had begun to
think she might die in there, cowering like a mouse behind a
skirting-board, hiding from an inexorably patient cat.


	She moved across
the room, slowly, listening for any movements.  If they were nearby,
they were certainly being quiet about it.


	She couldn't
hear anything other than her own heartbeat, which in itself was
pretty unnerving.


	The storm
rattled the windows, as it had done all night long.  She could
determine the difference now, however, between the howl of the wind
and the moaning creatures.


	The creatures
usually growled at the end, whereas the wind simply trailed off.


	She knew that
she was no longer safe in the museum, that she had to get out before
the place was crawling with the undead.  The night was almost at an
end, though; was it possible to bug out at first light? 



	Could she last
that long?


	She was
terrified to move, just in case they heard her and came back.  If she
were to accidentally knock something – or god forbid she should
sneeze or cough – then there would only be one outcome, and it
was something that she didn't want to think about.


	She slipped
behind a display-cabinet and crouched; if one of them came into the
room now, they wouldn't immediately see her.


	Still, she
wasn't comfortable with the thought that they would find her within a
few seconds of shambling around.  She stood, once again, and exhaled
with frustration.


	She might as
well crawl back into the store-cupboard with the mop-bucket and
cleaning products; being free from the place simply gave her a
hundred new things to worry about.  At least in there she only had
the problem of starving to death.


	No.


	She wouldn't go
down like that.  She had made a promise to herself, and she would
fight, just as she had sworn, to the very end.


	She swung the
machete and strode across the room, ignoring the gigantic skeletal
remains of some long-extinct creature.  As if they could smell her
determination, a trio of zombies came crashing through the door,
falling over each other to get to her.


	Adrenaline, she
hoped, would be enough to get her through.  They were slow,
impossibly awkward, and easy to finish, provided she didn't get
cocky, provided she didn't find herself outnumbered.


	There were
three; she had fought more than that at once before, but that had
been outside.  The dinosaur-room was cramped, claustrophobic. 
Outside she had the freedom to run in any direction that wasn't
blocked by creatures.  Inside the museum, she was caged, trapped with
the zombies.  If she was forced against a wall, she would be royally
fucked, and she knew it.


	The creatures
all went for her at once, as if they hadn't eaten in weeks –
maybe they hadn't.


	She dived to the
right, using her free hand to send a pillar crashing to keep them at
bay.  The pillar she thought was made of stone was, in fact, nothing
more than polystyrene, and landed harmlessly a few feet away, where
it began to roll back and forth, silently.


	She pushed
herself back onto her haunches and stepped behind another pillar. 
This one had a scale-replica Pterodactyl egg balancing on it; she
knew that because she had read the gilt plaque upon which it sat
several times earlier whilst she was bored shitless.


	'Come on!' she
screamed using her best war-cry.  Her face was contorted, just like
William Wallace she thought, and her eyes bulged from her sockets as
if she was ready to be measured for her special white jacket now.


	She picked up
the fake dinosaur egg and pitched it as hard as she could at the
closest creature.  It connected with the thing's temple and sent
loose flesh flying through the air.  The creature – a woman in
life, but the farthest thing away from one now – hardly
responded.  If anything, it spurred the thing on, and she ran a few
steps forward, her momentum doing most of the work.


	Raising the
machete, she whipped it through the air in front of the thing.  The
creature didn't flinch, not immediately, but then it stopped
entirely.  It was almost as if it had something very important to
say, the way its mouth opened and shut.  As thick, black drool strung
down from its mouth, its glassy eyes rolled up, and then the head –
or most of it – slipped off the body.


	She had been
lucky with that one; if it hadn't have lunged at the precise moment,
it would have probably been on top of her right now, chowing down.


	The other two
creatures were unsure of what the best approach was.  One of them was
staggering around the side of the room, but she didn't think that was
intentional.  It was simply the  direction its feet had taken it.


	The other one –
who looked a lot like one of her old schoolteachers, Mr Daniels –
lunged, growled, and basically fell to the ground all at once.  She
jumped back, evading its flailing arms, and managed to bring the
machete down into the back of its head.


	If it was Mr
Daniels, she thought, then that's what he deserves for all those
boring Science lessons. 



	She twisted the
machete; there was an audible crunch, and then a sound like a wet
surface being rubbed down with a dry towel.  The back of its head
erupted upwards, like a terrible geyser.  It twitched spasmodically
for a few seconds, but as she yanked the machete out it fell still.


	She was still
trying to figure out if the creature on the floor in front of her had
once worn a baseball-cap to school, just to fit in, when she felt the
cold, putrid breath of the third creature on the back of her neck.


	She was mid-turn
when a hand grabbed her shoulder, and now it was her turn to moan. 
The snapping jaws of the thing were so close, so very real, that she
could feel its beard running up and down the side of her face.  She
managed to put an elbow between the creature and herself, which just
about kept those terrifying teeth from biting her ear off.


	She felt sick. 
All of a sudden, her stomach decided to somersault and a pang of pain
ripped through her entire body.  Maybe it was a combination of the
attacking putrescence and too many sodas.  Whatever, the thing was on
her, forcing her downwards.


	She had no
choice; she couldn't hold it off all day.


	The creature's
face was only an inch in front of hers.  Warm, dark spittle dripped
from its chin and landed on her shoulder, but she tried not to think
about that.


	The way in which
they were tangled made it impossible to get enough of a swing with
the machete, so instead of doing what she hoped for, the blade merely
poked and prodded the creature's side, as if it were nothing but a
recalcitrant pet and she was the wielder of a rolled-up newspaper.


	She felt a claw
– talon? It sure felt like one – try to  tear through her
coat, but she had prepared for such an attack, and her layers were
enough to keep a pack of wolves from ripping her to shreds.  



	They landed on
the floor with a thud, together, as one, and the creature made what
was, ultimately, the worst move it could possibly have made.  



	It dropped down,
tearing at her coat, trying to get to the meaty goodness inside.  The
sound its nails made as they scratched away at the material was
horrific, the kind of noise that sets your teeth on edge, like nails
down a blackboard or cutlery scratching a plate.


	She knew that
she had very little time, and so managed to get the machete beneath
the creature's chin as quickly as possible.  She sliced, pulling the
blade to the right so fast that her arm almost fell from its socket. 
The gargled moan that came from the thing was enough proof that she
had managed to slit its throat, the explosion of putrid liquid as it
fell down onto her coat merely confirmed it further.


	The creature
flapped its tongue around, aimlessly, as she pulled the blade through
to the left, and this time she heard a loud thump as its head came
off and rolled onto the priceless rug beneath them.


	The full weight
of the thing came down on top of her, and she felt the air rush from
her lungs to accommodate it.  After a moment of struggling, she
managed to crawl out from beneath it.  For the first time in days she
had actually broken into a sweat, and it was not unwelcome.


	She wiped her
coat down with what she had available – it just happened to be
a piece of ancient tapestry that nobody would ever be able to
appreciate again – and when she was satisfied that she wasn't
going to become infected by her own clothes, she began to breathe
again.


	It didn't occur
to her that there were others – lots of them – roaming
the museum like bored attendants at a thimble-convention.


	But there were;
she could hear them, scratching, moaning, trying to figure out where
that wonderful stench of death was coming from.


	Her options were
limited, and for once she realised that she had made a massive
mistake in choosing the museum.  Sure, with its bright lights and
constant heating it was attractive, but they knew
that, they must have
known it for so many of them to wander off the beaten track.


	Another mistake
that she suddenly became aware of was escape-routes, and her lack of
them.  She had never, not once in the last month, entered a building
without scoping for each and every door, window, skylight.  Never. 
Yet the museum had tricked her, somehow, with its magic and awe, and
the fact that she had access to whatever junk-food she could raid
from the vending-machine.


	Stupid.  She had
been very stupid, indeed.


	She shouldered
her backpack after filling it with as much vending-machine rubbish
that she could.  The severe cramps in her stomach would eventually
wane, and the sugar-content of the junk-food seemed to be keeping her
fully-alert, which was very useful indeed when it came to fighting
members of the undead.


	She stood in
front of the splintered door and took a deep breath.


	The
dinosaur-room, and the adjoining store-cupboard, had been her home
for only a fraction of time she had intended, but she still felt
remorseful, knowing that the warmth it had offered, and the momentary
respite, would soon be a thing of the past, relegated to memory.


	She moved, her
machete swinging beside her, out onto the corridor and into the jaws
of death.









































































































































TWENTY-SEVEN







'There's a sign
coming up,' Shane said as he tried to keep the bus steady on the
increasingly slippery road.  'Can one of you try to see what it
says?'


	Marla stood,
cracked her back in a less than feminine fashion, and said, 'I'm
hoping it says something about food.'  She made her way to the front
of the bus, keeping a hold of the aluminium railings either side of
her.  As she reached the front, she glanced out through the
windscreen at the blanketed road ahead.  'Shit, Shane, how are we
even moving?'


	He sighed. 
'Slowly.  Very slowly.'


	The snow was so
deep in places that the school-bus lifted from the road.  Beneath the
bus, the soft noise of snow as it scraped the undercarriage was not
too comforting, but they hadn't beached, yet, which was probably down
to sheer luck rather than anything else.


	The sign came up on
the left-hand side.  JACKSON - 3 MI.


	In his seat, Shane
shifted nervously.  Although he had requested help with the sign, he
had managed to prise his eyes away from the road long enough to read
it himself.


	Marla put a hand on
his shoulder.  'If they're there,' she said, softly rubbing his
collar, 'we'll find them.'


	He sighed, an
amalgamation of relief and tension, which were the toughest
combination imaginable.


	Terry was a few
seats back; he'd been given the unenviable task of cleaning Shane's
pistol, which in all fairness looked about ready for scrapping.  When
he heard the whispering at the front of the bus, he reassembled the
gun in quick-time and headed up to see what was going in.


	'We're nearly
there,' Marla said.  Her look told Terry everything he needed to
know; the moment of truth was fast approaching; time to put up, or
shut up...


	'I'm annoyed at
losing the Remington,' Terry said, unprompted.  He was, of course,
referring to the shit-state in which Shane's pistol now found itself.


	'Not your fault,'
Shane reminded him.  'You kept us alive by leading them away to that
room.  I'm eternally grateful for what you did; losing the shotgun
was a small price to pay.'


	Marla planted a
small kiss on Terry's cheek, which shocked him completely.  'Yeah,'
she said.  'We might never have woken up if it hadn't been for your
self-sacrifice.'


	Terry had known the
risks, yet he hadn't considered himself a hero, not even when the
Captain and that fool, Moon, were getting devoured.


	He didn't speak, or
couldn't.  Marla's kiss had silenced him.


	'So, this is the
first time we've been back to Jackson since jail,' Marla said.  'The
old gang, back together again, huh?'


	Shane smiled.  'I
thought I'd put this place behind me for good,' he said.  'Just shows
how fucked up a thing guilt is.'


	'We had to run,'
Marla said.  'If you remember, we were surrounded by fucking lurkers,
and that helicopter wasn't going to wait all day for us.  It's easy,
thinking back, to say that you would have done things differently.  I
don't think that you could have, under any circumstances.  We ran,
we're still alive, and we're here now.  If Megan and...' Shit, she'd
forgotten what his wife was called.


	'Holly,' Shane
said, trying not to sound too annoyed at her for the
absent-mindedness – though maybe she had subconsciously forced
the name from her memory; her feelings for Shane had been made
apparent back at the school.


	'If Megan and
Holly,' she continued, 'had been there, had seen what we were up
against, they would have told you to do the very thing that you did.'


	Shane thought for a
long moment, then nodded.  Marla was right, as always, and though it
pained him to admit it, he knew that there was nothing else he could
have done back then.


	'Hey,' Marla said,
more excitable than she had been the rest of the journey.  She jabbed
towards a small window above what looked like a strip-bar.  The neon
lights were still working, even after a month; two flashing female
legs opening and closing incessantly.  'Guess who used to live in
that apartment?'


	Silence.


	Then Terry laughed.
 'You didn't?'


	'I did,' she
said, laughing along.  'Three years I had to listen to porn-music
from downstairs.  It was back when I had been training for my
doctorate, and it was the only place I could afford at the time.' 
She paused, trying to remember something, some little detail that
might have eased the tension further.  Then, she said, 'The landlord
had been a right bastard.  I remember his name, now.  Jebediah
Crunt.'


	At first Terry
didn't speak.  Instead he gave her a disbelieving look, testing for
holes in the story.


	'I swear,'
she said, chuckling.  'I used to call him Jeb the cunt.  Sonofabitch
wouldn't even give me my fucking security-deposit at the end.  Said
I'd pissed all over the bathroom carpet, which I hadn't.  How
can a woman piss on the carpet?'


	Shane piped up. 
'You'd be surprised.'  He laughed.


	They all laughed,
thanks to Marla's moment of reminiscence, and whether it was true, or
not, the tension slipped out of the bus and stayed out for the last
mile to Jackson.


	The final mile,
though, was where the nightmare began.







*







They stared up to
the road ahead, none of them able to speak.  Cars were strewn across
the road, covered with snow.  A vehicle-transporter lay overturned
and stretched all the way from one side of the street to the other. 
People had been attacked in their cars on the day of the outbreak;
either that or they had run for their lives, leaving their vehicles
where they sat.  The transporter was covered by a thick drift of
snow, the Hondas it had been carrying barely visible thanks to the
appalling weather.


	'Do either of you
get the idea that we're not meant to get to the city?' Marla finally
asked.


	'I expected this,'
Shane said, turning the key in the ignition of the bus.  The silence
that came was more terrifying than the view through the windscreen. 
'We were lucky to get this close.'


	'Really not feeling
lucky right now,' Marla said.


	Shane pushed
himself up from the driver's seat and turned to Terry, who handed him
the recently cleaned and loaded .22.


	'What do you
think?' the old man asked.  'It's about a mile into the city. 
Whereabouts did they – did you – live?'


	'They lived with
Holly's mother the last I heard,' Shane said, slightly perturbed by
the current direction of the conversation.  'In a house not far from
the museum.  I reckon we can make it in less than half an hour.'


	'Without taking
into account the lurkers,' Marla said, ever the optimist.  'And the
fact that we're in the middle of a fucking blizzard.'


	Shane sighed.  'I
understand if neither of you want to get off the bus,' he said,
trying not to make eye-contact with either of them.  'You've already
done enough for me, but you know this is how it has to be.  I ain't
stopping now.'


	'Are you saying
that you want to do this alone?' Marla asked, slightly dejected and
annoyed with Shane.


	'No, of course―'


	'Then we're getting
off this bus together,' she said.  'Look, Shane, we know what your
family mean to you.  Shit, I'd be doing exactly the same fucking
thing if I thought any of my friends were still alive.  We've come
this far together, and we're seeing it through, together.'


	Shane smiled.


	'I will never
forget this,' he said.  



	'We won't let you,'
Terry said, pulling the zipper on his jacket up so high the lower
half of his face disappeared.  'But can we just get moving, before I
have the sense to change my mind.'


	Shane pulled the
lever on the dashboard and the door at the side noisily folded and
opened.  Marla held her hand out flat, gesturing to the open door
which was already allowing snow onboard.  



	'After you,' she
said.


	Shane turned and
carefully lowered himself from the step.  The last thing he wanted to
do was slip, fall on his ass and make a complete idiot of himself.


	Though the hand
that grabbed his ankle made sure he did all three.


	Marla tried to
reach for him, but it happened too fast.  Initially, she thought he
had simply gone over, landed with a thump in the snow, but as he
flipped over, she could see that he was genuinely terrified, staring
under the bus as if the devil himself had made a camp there.


	Terry launched
himself outwards, avoiding whatever Shane was staring at.  He landed
in the snow, turned, and immediately recognised the creature staring
back at them from the darkness.


	Victor Lord's face
was mostly gone, but his one cheek remained, flapping about on his
oozing skull.  Back at the school he had been missing one arm; now,
though, everything from the waist down was gone.  He had somehow
managed to hold on to the underside of the bus for forty miles, his
remaining limbs must have been torn from him during the journey, his
face scraped off by the harsh road-conditions.


	'Stubborn fucker,
I'll give him that,' Terry said.


	He noticed an unlit
cigar, tattered and useless, protruding from the creature's breast
pocket – the only bit of camouflaged material that remained.


	'Do you want to do
the honours, or―'


	Shane lifted the
gun, and with one shot managed to tear apart what remained of
Victor's head.  Bone fragments and flesh spattered the snow beneath
the bus.  The creature's teeth chattered maniacally for a few
seconds, and then its head fell forward into the soft, white blanket.


	Shane kicked the
still-twitching hand off his ankle and lay still for a few seconds,
trying to comprehend what had just happened.  How the fuck had he
managed to survive for forty miles?  Was he that desperate to make
them pay for stealing the Jeep, or was it simply the creature's inane
relentlessness that drove it forward?


	Shane clambered to
his feet and began to brush the snow from his clothes.  His ass was
soaked, and he wasn't looking forward to spending the next few hours
with his jeans clinging to him like cellophane.


	Marla was standing
in the bus door looking genuinely terrified.  'Am I okay to come
down, now?'


	Terry smiled before
offering his hand to her, which she duly took.  As she stepped down,
she glanced under the bus.  The fragment of burnt camouflage gave it
away, and she gasped, her hand slapped to her mouth.


	'Wow!' she said.


	Shane half-expected
her to follow it up with OMG, or something equally as
annoying, but she didn't.


	'Guess he really
wanted to get his Jeep back,' Terry said, dusting himself off. 
'Sonofabitch doesn't know when to stop.'


	'Are we going to
stand here all day,' Marla asked, 'or are we gonna go find your
family?'


	Shane liked her
attitude.  He pointed over to where the car-transporter lay in the
road, like a dead mammoth in the middle of an ice-age.  'That's the
best way on foot,' he said.  'We leave the Bergen here; I doubt
anybody'll steal our shit.'


	'Why not?' Terry
said.  'We would?'


	Terry was right,
but Shane shrugged it off; there was no way they could carry the
weight, not when they needed to be quick, and what if they came
across a lurker, or worse?  The packs would slow them down, no doubt
about it.


	'Come on,' Shane
said.  



	He took one step
before a guttural moan stopped him dead.  They all glanced over to
the blockade, to where the noise had apparently emanated from.  



	They were right.


	A lurker, then
another,. And pretty soon a small horde, appeared from behind the
transporter.  They hadn't spotted the survivors yet, but they would.


	'We need to get
moving,' Shane said, sidling away to the right.  Terry and Marla
followed.  'They can't see us if we stay in the shadows.'


	'They're in our
fucking way,' Terry whispered.  'What are we gonna do about that.'


	Marla shrugged.  'I
know this city like the back of my hand,' she said.  'There's a
shortcut to the museum over by the bank, providing you don't mind
climbing a little.'


	'How do you know
that?' Shane asked, pushing himself against a shop-front.  'You used
to go fence-hopping when you lived above the strip-bar?'


	Marla nodded. 
'Something like that.'


	They headed for the
bank, keeping to the shadows, and trying to ignore the incessant
racket of the shambling horde.







*







She pushed
forward, through the increasingly crowded corridor.  The creatures
snapped for her, tried to grab onto her with broken fingers and
bloodied maws, but she gave them very little opportunity to get a
purchase.  They were slow, awkward, and she was lithe, like a Russian
gymnast, and she danced through them, heading for the museum
entrance.  As she slipped past one final creature, it almost hooked
her.  She spun to find a cowboy – or what appeared to be a
cowboy – reaching for her with arthritic fingers.  She was so
unsure at what she was seeing that she almost tripped over.


	The corridor
opened up into the museum-foyer, and she knew that she could make it.
 Shambling towards her were at least ten of them, apparently led by
the cowboy, who was eagerly lunging towards her with both arms, its
hat held on only by a piece of elastic beneath its chin.


	She was so
focused on the surreal creature that she almost didn't spot the one
sneaking around to her right.  Its grunt gave it away, though; she
was thankful that they didn't seem to be able to keep their mouths
shut, even when their food was at stake.


	She whipped the
machete through the air and decapitated the cadaver where it stood. 
Its head shot across the room, hit a wall, bounced off, knocked over
what was probably a priceless artefact which smashed into more pieces
than anybody would ever want to count, and rolled to a stop, still
blinking.  By the time she realised what was happening, the cowboy
had launched itself towards her.


	The machete, on
its return visit, sliced the cowboy's face off completely, and the
brim of its hat.  She dropped to one knee and pushed the blade up
through the cadaver's jaw, up through its brain and out the top of
its head.  The hat lifted a few inches, balancing on the tip of the
machete.  As she retracted her weapon, the hat came back down onto
the confused-looking cowboy's head.  To an observer, it would have
looked like the cowboy was merely being polite.  'Thank you, Ma'am.'


	It fell to the
ground as she pushed herself up onto her feet.


	She turned and
ran for the entrance, for the cold of the night.  As she lunged
through the door, she realised that her fight had only just begun.


	A hundred
creatures – maybe more – were shambling around the museum
grounds, falling over each other, bumping into things.  She raced out
onto the snow, the group of cadavers approaching from behind giving
her no other option.


	She whipped the
machete through the air and took a deep breath.














































































































































TWENTY-EIGHT







At first, the snow
was nothing but a hindrance, something that slowed them down.  They
were covering ground as if they were wearing ice-skates on concrete;
very fucking slowly.  But the snow had its perks, as they found out.


	'I never came to
this side of the city,' Terry whispered, breathlessly.  'I was more
of a west-sider.'  As he spoke, a plume of fog filled the air in
front of his face, obscuring him completely.  'Mind, I didn't see
much of anything after the nineties, so I can hardly comment on the
changing face of the city.'


	He was, of course,
referring to the fact that he had spent almost twenty years
incarcerated for the murder of a priest.  One that had made the
mistake of molesting him, but a priest nonetheless.


	'You didn't miss a
lot,' Marla said.  'Just the Spice Girls and 9/11.'


	'Holy shit,' Terry
said.  'I forgot about that.  What an absolute fucking nightmare. 
The goddamned Spice Girls...'


	He waited for them
to get the joke, and when they did it was hard to stay quiet.  Marla
actually had to stifle herself, shoving a hand into her mouth to
prevent the laughter from echoing around the silent street.  Shane
finally hushed them cocking his head to one side as if he was trying
to hear something.


	'What?' Marla
whispered.  'Shane, did you hear something?'


	He nodded.  They
were standing just outside a coffee-shop, the kind of place that
costs real money to drink at.  Across the road lay a car on its side,
the door jutting up into the air showing that the passengers had
either managed to escape, or been dragged kicking and screaming.


	Shane was looking
past the car.


	'I don't see
anything,' Terry said.  'The wind―'


	'It wasn't the
wind,' Shane mumbled.  He readied the pistol in his hand,
awaiting...well, nobody knew, but it was clear that he was spooked,
and that was enough to set the others on edge.


	'Maybe,' Shane said
after a few moments, 'I got it wrong.  The sounds travel in this
weather, don't they?'


	He was about to
lower the .22 again when it appeared, just jumped out of the open car
door, a dog, or so they thought at first.


	And then it landed,
a few feet in front of the overturned vehicle.


	All three of them
recoiled; Marla actually squealed, which was a rarity in itself.


	Shane held a hand
up, a sign for them to make as little sound as possible.  The gun in
his hand rattled, though, as he kept it trained on the prowling
monster.


	A tiger, an actual,
full-grown fucking tiger, in the middle of the street.  You heard
about things like this in Africa, but now it was happening in the
middle of an American city.


	Shane didn't know
what to do.  The animal was obviously uninfected – was it even
possible for them to contract the virus? - but it was a maneater,
nonetheless.  They had slipped even further down the food-chain in a
matter of seconds.


	Marla's eyes bulged
from her head as she struggle to control her breathing.  She had seen
tigers before, at the zoo where they belonged.  There were no safety
fences now, though, and she had never been more terrified in her
entire existence.  Lurkers were slow, they could outrun them; a tiger
would chase them down and tear them to shreds before they even had a
chance to turn.


	The beast slowly
stalked the road.  Shane tried to recall the countless nature
programmes he and Holly had watched together, but there had been
nothing on there about fending off one of the predators should they
appear in the middle of the fucking street.  He knew that you should
punch a shark on its nose, and if a pit-bull latched onto you the
best way to get it to open its jaws was to shove a finger up its ass.
 Shane didn't think either of those methods would work on a 700 pound
tiger.


	Suddenly, its head
turned in their direction.  Its expression changed, its mouth fell
open and a rumble from deep within its throat emerged.


	For a moment, it
did nothing but look at them; maybe it was working them out, or maybe
it was trying to figure out the best way to attack so many delicious
treats.


	'Can we run now?'
Marla whispered, not knowing or caring if the tiger heard her.  It
could see them, which was enough.


	'Don't move a
muscle,' Shane said out of the corner of his mouth.  'Not yet.'


	The tiger grunted
again, huffed as if it was pissed off beyond belief, and took a step
towards them.


	Terry wished he
hadn't let Moon take the shotgun.  One shot from that would have
probably been enough to bring the beast down.  The .22 that Shane was
clinging to would do the job, but it would take a lot more than one
shot unless they got lucky.


	The tiger suddenly
lifted its head; up until then it had been skulking.  Its mouth open
wide, it roared, and then it started to run, racing towards them,
covering the space between them in less than a few seconds.


	Marla was already
running down the street, Terry hot on her heels.  She was screaming
something incomprehensible as she ran.  Shane was a few feet behind,
but he was running backwards, trying to get a shot off.


	The pistol recoiled
in his hand, followed by a deafening blast.  If it was shot, the
tiger didn't show it.  There was a row of bicycles chained up in the
road, which it leapt over in one bound.  Shane fired again, and this
time the tiger yelped as the bullet tore through its hind leg.  It
skidded for a few feet through the snow, slammed into a fire-hydrant
and buckled over, pained and confused.


	Shane turned and
started to run, not looking back.  The tiger would have been all over
them by now if he hadn't fired true.  Marla and Terry were
twenty-five feet in front, rounding a corner.  Shane heard something
groan from the side, and immediately thought that he'd made a big
mistake in turning his back on the beast.


	Then, he saw them,
lurkers everywhere, attracted to the noise of the pistol.  As they
shambled into view, a sea of undead, Shane heard the tiger begin to
roar behind him.


	He raced around the
corner to find that Marla and Terry were holding back a little.  The
truth was, he wouldn't have been mortally offended if they had
decided to run for their own lives.


	'Look!' Marla
screeched.  She jabbed away to the road behind, to where the lurkers
had appeared.


	The tiger was
wounded, limping on its back leg ever-so-slightly, but that didn't
stop it from going after the cadavers as if they were a herd of
antelope.  It lunged amongst them, and they began to crowd around it,
unaware that the beast would tear them all into pieces.  



	It just proved that
the lurkers were so vacuous, so intent on only one thing...


	Feeding.


	But the tiger was
hungrier.


	Shane, Marla and
Terry watched, dumbstruck, for a few seconds before they turned and
ran, none of them looking back to see the carnage.
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The moment they
noticed her, they began to stagger towards her, groaning, arms
outstretched.  She wasted no time in killing the first one,
decapitating it with the adeptness that she had somehow taught
herself.  As the creature fell aside, another two were immediately
after her.  She wasn't sure whether to take them on, or run for it. 
What good was it to fight them?  There would never be a last one, at
least she didn't think there would.  It was like trying to fight off
an intrusion of cockroaches; sure, you might get the first wave, but
what about the one that followed, or the one after that?


	Regardless, she
sliced the freezing air with the machete, lopping body-parts off the
cadavers as if they were made of straw.  



	More came, a lot
more, and she suddenly found that even if she wanted to turn and run,
she couldn't.  Her path was blocked, the only gate she could see was
now teeming with the undead.


	What the heck,
she thought as she fought for her life.
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'This way,' Marla
said, ducking into a darkened alleyway.  Once away from the street,
she doubled over, trying to catch her breath.  As Terry and Shane
caught up, they did the same.


	It was amazing how
unfit they all were; the world had gone to shit, and so had they. 
Shane made a mental note to start working out when they returned to
the barracks.  Better chance of survival if he didn't get a stitch
every time he ran more than twenty metres.


	'See,' Marla said,
straightening up, though still breathless.  She was pointing to a
fence at the side of the alley.  Barbed-wire twisted around the top
of it, but nothing too difficult, not with the padded jackets that
they each wore.  



	There were wooden
panels just on the other side of the mesh; a clever tactic to obscure
the museum fence from intruders, though if Marla knew about it, then
the chances were that everyone did.


	'I'll take a look,
first,' Shane said.  He handed Terry the pistol.  'If you see a
fucking tiger, or a bear, or anything that's got more legs than me,
you have my permission to shoot it.'


	'I was gonna,'
Terry said.  'I ain't kidding you, that tiger scared the holy fucking
shit out of me.  I mean, really...'


	Shane began to
scale the mesh.  It rattled as he climbed, chunks of snow fell from
the spaces between the wire.  His boots barely fit through the holes,
which caused him to falter a few times.  Marla gasped as he slipped,
and then relaxed when she realised that he was still clinging on with
his fingers.


	Once
at the top, he pulled himself just high enough to peer over.  You
never could be too careful, not since the outbreak.  Riflemen might
have taken up refuge in the museum, posted sentries up on the roof. 
It sounded ridiculous, but didn't everything
nowadays?  Shane knew to never take anything for granted, and so
assumed there would be a sniper somewhere over the fence, just
waiting for a head to pop up.  The trick was to give as little to aim
at as possible.


	He stared out
across the museum grounds.  A hundred metres of untouched snow lay
between them and the building.  The fact that the white sheet was
pure and untainted came as a relief.  The rear of the museum was just
visible through the blizzard, a largely grey structure that could
have been an asylum if you didn't know better.


	'What can you see?'
Marla whispered from the safety of the ground.  When he didn't
respond straight away, she called his name with a hint of impatience.


	'We're good to go,'
he said.  And no fucking snipers, he thought but didn't add.  He
pulled his body the rest of the way up and tossed his legs over the
fence beyond the mesh.


	Marla began to
climb, hoping that she didn't make a complete fool of herself in the
process.  It had been her idea to take the shortcut, which made her
all the more careful in her ascent.


	Terry
struggled at first, but once he got his footing he was over the fence
quicker than Marla.  Landing on the other side, he wiped his
rust-stained hands on the front of his
coat.


	Marla came down a
few seconds later, and had never been more grateful to find her feet
planted in freezing-cold snow.


	'Come on,' Shane
said, turning and breaking into a jog.


	Marla offered Terry
a cursory glance before they joined Shane.


	She couldn't stop
thinking about the tiger, the way it had immersed itself in lurkers. 
What bothered her more, though, was that the tiger would have won
that particular fight.


	And unless Shane
knew of another way back to the bus, they would meet the beast again.
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They attacked as
a pack, which was something she hadn't seen before.  Maybe they were
getting smarter.  Perhaps they had evolved, regained a portion of
their brainpower, and working together for their food was just the
start.


	She evaded three
of the cadavers, rolling away to her left.  As she scrambled to her
feet – it didn't pay to lie down for too long, although she
suddenly found herself exhausted – she swiped the machete at
the legs of one creature.  Tendons tore, and the thing went down like
a broken marionette.  She was back on her feet, now, and making her
way slowly towards the gate that led onto the street.


	She turned and
saw that it was only partially blocked by the creatures; some of them
had continued to shamble towards the building, while others had paid
no attention and awkwardly made their way across the grounds in
search of an easier meal.


	One of the
things, a female cop before the virus had stricken her, groaned and
landed in the snow a few feet away from her.  She could see the
creature's holstered gun, and was immediately confronted with a
tantalising thought.


	I could take it,
she thought.  She had never had the opportunity to fire a gun before,
and why would she?  They rarely handed out weapons like that to girls
of her age, despite what foreign countries thought.  The fact that
she hadn't fired a gun before did very little in the way of
dissuading her, and she stepped forward, slammed the blade down into
the back of the corpse's head, and waited for it to stop moving
before freeing the pistol from its holster.


	It was heavy; a
lot heavier than she had anticipated.  She would have to use two
hands just to keep it steady, and even then she was unsure that she
would be able to pull the trigger without being propelled through the
air backwards.


	She slipped the
machete through the loops of her backpack and stepped back, enough
distance between her and the nearest corpse to have a practise-shot.


	Using both
hands, she lifted the gun and aimed it at the approaching creature's
face.  She pulled the trigger, and when nothing happened she panicked
momentarily, before noticing the red dot on the side of the gun and
the tiny switch next to it.


	Safety was still
on. 



	She flicked the
switch, levelled the gun at the cadaver's head, and pulled the
trigger.


	She didn't fly
back through the air as she had half-expected, but her arm did recoil
as the bullet exploded from the weapon at a thousand feet per second.
 It tore through the corpse's face, lifted the top of its head off
and exited, leaving a hole roughly the size of a tennis ball at the
back.  The creature immediately toppled over.


	She wondered how
many bullets she had, before realising that she was better off with
the machete, at least for now.


	She clicked the
safety back on and shoved the gun into her coat-pocket.  
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Shane stopped
jogging as the gunshot echoed around the grounds.  It sounded as if
it came from everywhere, all at once, though he knew that it was
close.


	Was someone firing
at them?  Had Shane been right about the snipers?  The shot sounded
close, but not near enough to have been meant for them.  There were
no holes in the snow around them, either, which meant that they were
not the intended targets.  Either that or the sniper was the worst
fucking shot in the world.


	'Shane, that was
close,' Marla said.  She looked like she might start to cry any
moment, though that might have just been the freezing-cold wind
making here eyes water.


	'Lurkers don't fire
guns,' Shane said.  'Which means there's a survivor.'


	Terry nodded. 
'Yeah, a survivor with a gun who could quite easily confuse us for
lurkers in this half-light.'


	He was right, but
they had to find other survivors, didn't they?  That was one of the
reasons they had returned to Jackson, to search for living souls, to
locate and help the uninfected...


	'It must have come
from the front,' Shane said, largely clouded by the white-fog that
was his breath.  'The street.'


	Marla sighed.  She
already knew what Shane was thinking; it was in his nature to get
involved, and the more time she spent with him, the more she noticed
her own fear dissipating.


	Without another
word, they moved slowly towards the museum.


	There were no more
gunshots.
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She dodged the
maniacal lunge of one creature, but found herself amongst several
others who appeared to have been expecting her.  The machete whooshed
through the air as she stumbled backwards; the blade embedded in one
of the cadavers' throat, and a geyser of dark, putrescent sludge
spewed forth, painting the surrounding snow.  



	She tugged at
the machete, hoping to get it free from the looming creature's neck. 
At first, nothing happened.  It was wedged somewhere between its
collar-bone, and no matter how much she struggled to pull it free, it
remained firmly stuck.  For now, she was controlling the corpse,
keeping it at a distance, making sure that it didn't succeed with its
advances and take a chunk out of the top of her head.


	Why did I have
to be so small?


	With one, final
almighty yank she managed to pull the blade free.  There was an
audible squelch; the unfazed corpse looked like it might drop, but
managed to compose itself, its head hanging half-off, its eyes
bulging from their sockets.


	She swung the
machete, severing the head completely, and now the cadaver dropped to
the snow, squirting a sickeningly dark torrent from the stump.


	She scrambled
back, hoping to make enough purchase on the snow to give herself some
space.  They were coming thick and fast, and although she knew she
could run at any moment, she had come to the conclusion that it would
do no good.


	Sooner or later
she would have to fight them.


	Why not now?


	Why not here?


	She couldn't
think of a reason to run, anymore.
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They stood at the
corner of the building, the blizzard whipping against them, the
half-light of the approaching morning doing very little in the way of
comforting them.  It didn't matter if it was day or night.  Those
things weren't nocturnal, it wasn't as if they went away when the sun
rose, the way they would if they were fucking vampires.  But weren't
zombies part of the same mythology?  They used to be, but apparently
not any more.


	They were real;
vampires remained firmly encased in the realms of fiction.  Though,
nobody had ever expected the dead to rise and eat the living, so you
never know what the future might have in store.


	Shane was the first
to see the horde, and immediately knew that he had made a serious
mistake.  There were too many of them, way too many if you considered
the gun-to-survivor ratio.  There was a way past them, but that
involved running, a lot of running, and they were already chasing the
next breath as if the air was pure carbon.


	Shane was about to
suggest trying to find another way around – perhaps the other
side of the museum offered more in the way of shadows and less in the
way of flesh-eating corpses – when Marla gasped and slammed her
hand to her mouth hard enough to loosen teeth.


	'I see him,' Terry
said, straining his eyes through the gloomy half-light.  'In the
centre.'


	Shane had no idea
what the two of them were talking about.  All he could see was
lurkers, a fuck-load of 'em.


	'Shane, there's a
person in there,' Marla said, pointing across to where the majority
of the cadavers were accumulating.  'Don't you see?'


	Shane took a step
to the side, to where Marla was standing.  She had to jab a
freezing-cold finger in the direction of where she was seeing this
so-called survivor, but it made it a helluva lot easier for Shane,
who spotted the guy amongst the gore-drenched crowd.


	'Holy fuck, you're
right!' Shane gasped.  'I don't think we can do anything to help
him.'  



	It was the truth;
there were just too damned many of them, and Shane couldn't speak on
behalf of the others, but he wasn't feeling up to much in the way of
fighting.  The cold had sapped his strength to the point where
collapse might not be too far away.


	And then, the
stranger jumped up, and Shane saw that it wasn't a man at all.


	It was a child.


	A girl.


	'Shit!' he gasped. 
'That's a fucking little girl in there.'


	He was already
loading a new clip into the gun.  Marla was hopping anxiously from
one foot to the other, not knowing what his decision was going to be.
 She had an inkling, though.


	With the gun
loaded, Shane glanced across to where the girl was fighting for her
life.  She must have been no older than eight, about the same age
that Megan would be...


	And then he saw the
pigtails either side of the girl's head, swinging with each swing of
her machete.


	Megan.


	He raced into the
battle, not caring what happened to himself.  His daughter was alive,
and she was a damn good fighter.


	Marla screamed
after him, tried to make him see reason, but it was too late.  They
could only stand and watch as the nightmare unfolded in front of
them.
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When she heard
the gunshot she immediately thought the worst.  She must not have put
the safety on properly, and now the gun had gone off in her pocket. 
She braced herself for the pain, hoping that the bullet had gone in
another direction.  She was fighting with a small, fat corpse which
was missing its nose, ears and lips, and she swiped the machete twice
through the air, hoping to take something else.  She missed, but then
its head exploded as another loud bang came.  She knew then that it
hadn't been her own pistol that had fired, which explained why she
hadn't felt any pain as the bullet ripped through her.


	It hadn't.


	The creature
flew backwards, thumping into the snow.


	She turned to
see if she could make out where the shot had come from, and didn't
have to look too far, for the man was coming towards her, shooting
everything that moved.  He took out seven corpses as if they were
nothing but a minor inconvenience.  She could tell by the look on his
face that he was determined not to die out here tonight, which was
more than could be said for herself.  She'd practically resigned
herself to the fact that it was the final battle, and now she was
being saved by a man she had never seen before in her entire life.
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All Shane could see
was Megan.  The lurkers around her were just background, blurs that
needed to be taken care of.  It was like looking through a fish-eye
lens where the only point of focus was extremely sharper than its
surroundings.


	He fired again, and
again.  Lurkers fell as bullets tore through their heads, through
their brains.  Fragments of skull and chunks of flesh landed in the
snow, creating a strange mosaic of gore and decay.  Behind him, he
heard Marla screaming frantically, but he didn't turn, he didn't
stop, not even for a second, because his daughter was still alive and
she needed his help.


	He fired again.
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She spun through
the air, the blade swinging from her hand as if it was nothing more
than an attachment of her arm.  She lopped the heads of three of them
in quick succession.  From out of nowhere she had found the will to
survive.  It had something to do with the man with the gun, the guy
who had emerged from the shadows to help her, but she didn't know
what.


	She fought,
taking as many of them out as possible, and soon she was standing
amongst a pile of rotten undead, breathing heavy but otherwise
unharmed.  Her back was turned to the man, who had shot about the
same amount of corpses as she had decapitated, but she could sense
his eyes on her.  She trembled, scared, for she didn't know what the
next few minutes held for her, just that they involved this strange
saviour.  She heard a woman scream from off in the distance; the man
obviously had a team, and she had been too busy fighting to notice
them cowering in the shadows at the side of the museum.


	She turned
around, slowly, and found herself staring into the sad, hollow eyes
of a broken man.







*







How had he managed
to mistake the girl for Megan?  How could he have been so stupid? 
Did he not know his own daughter at all?  The girl standing before
him now was nothing like her; she didn't even have the same colour
hair as Megan, and yet her pigtails...in the half-light...they had
seemed identical.


	The girl was
staring back at him, not knowing what to say, unable to find the
courage to speak first.  What did it matter?  Her words would mean
nothing to him; she was not Megan, and he had been so foolish to
think that she was.


	'Shane!' Marla
screeched, running across the museum grounds with Terry in tow.  'Are
you out of your fucking mind?!'


	And he was. 
He knew now that he was completely off his rocker.  He must
be, otherwise he wouldn't have seen his daughter's face, her hair,
her fucking pigtails when the girl had been fighting with the
cadavers.


	But he had been
convinced, so utterly mesmerised by the thought that she was still
alive...and now, now he was staring into the terrified face of just
another girl.


	'Are you okay?'
Marla asked, taking the steaming-hot pistol away from him.  He looked
like he had seen a ghost, literally.  He was trying not to look at
the girl, for some reason, but failing.


	'Fine,' Shane
muttered.  The girl was still looking at him, trying to figure him
out, wondering why the man had risked his own life to save hers. 
Terry trundled across to where she stood and crouched beside her.


	'Are you okay?' he
asked, in a manner usually reserved for kind grandfathers.  'What's
your name, honey?'


	The girl, for the
first time, allowed her gaze to drift from Shane to Terry. 
'Rebecca,' she said.  'But my friends used to call me River.'


	There was a story
behind that, of course, but this wasn't the time, nor the place, to
get into it.


	'Well, River, what
you did was just phenomenal,' Terry said taking her by the arms and
pulling her towards him.  'How sure are you that one of them didn't
scratch you, sweetheart?'


	Now she knew why he
was being so kind to her; he was simply making certain that she
hadn't become infected during the fight.  She wasn't annoyed about
it, though.  In fact, she would have done exactly the same thing in
their position.


	'I didn't get
scratched, mister,' she said, although she was now checking herself
over to make sure that she was telling the truth.  'I would've felt
it.  I always make sure that I keep their heads away from me, as
well, so they can't bite me.'  She smiled, a thin, beautiful smile
which belied her age.


	Always keep
their heads away? Terry thought.  How long had this girl been
surviving like this.  Judging from the way she fought, since
the outbreak, but she must have been pretty nifty with a blade before
even the first signs of the virus.  Fighting like that was a
gift, something that needed to be honed and practised.  She was
clearly gifted, and Terry found himself in awe of her spirit as he
looked searchingly into her eyes.


	'C'mon,' Shane
said, suddenly.  He was walking away, trying to put some distance
between River and himself.  'We need to carry on.  The house is only
a few streets away.'


	Marla could see
that something was not right; she had learned, quite quickly, to pick
up on Shane's emotions, and was now getting pretty good at spotting
when something was wrong, even though he was unaware of it.


	'Shane, what about
River?' Marla said, gesturing towards the girl.  There was no way the
youngster could hear; Marla turned to find that she was talking to
Terry, anyway, not paying the slightest bit of attention.


	'What about her?'
Shane said, indifferently.  'She's done well to survive out here for
so long on her own.'


	Marla couldn't
believe her ears.  'So, what?  You suggest we leave her here? 
She's been doing so well on her lonesome that she's earned her place
amongst them, fighting them, on her own?'


	Shane suddenly
snapped.  There was no warning, and Marla took a step back in
anticipation.  'What do you want me to fucking do, Marla?  I thought
she was fucking Megan!  I thought she was Megan, which was why I put
my own life on the line.  She's not Megan.  She's not anybody, so we
need to carry on just the way we were before she fucking showed up!' 
He stood, mouth opening and shutting for a few more seconds –
as if there were other things he wanted to add but couldn't find the
words.  Marla's expression told him that his comments were not
appreciated, but he had to tell her how he felt, didn't he?  They had
to push forward, just the way they were going.  This River, or
whatever her name was, could do whatever she wanted as far as he was
concerned.  At least she could fight, she was safe?  Megan was
helpless in a world that she couldn't understand.


	Marla was about to
speak – something reproachful, too, that would have no doubt
pissed Shane off even further – when River cut in.


	'Megan?' she said,
stepping past Terry.  She was speaking directly to Shane, whose voice
must have travelled something rotten in the howling wind.  'Do you
mean Megan Bridge?'


	Shane looked
towards River, his features softening, his eyes seeking answers.  He
didn't speak, though; he couldn't.  He began to trudge through the
snow towards the little girl, who was still holding the machete as if
it was her favourite doll.  When he reached her, he dropped to his
knees and grabbed her by the arms.


	'How do you know my
daughter's name?' he asked.  'River, please, I need you to tell me if
you've seen her, or you know where she might be hiding.'


	River looked to
Marla, silently asking for support.  Since she was the only other
woman present, it came as no surprise.  Though Marla didn't know what
to say, or do in this instance, so she simply nodded.  Tell him
what you know.


	River began
to speak, her voice barely audible over the howling wind.  'We were
in the same class at school,' she said.  'I didn't really know her,
not as a best friend or anything like that, but she was nice to me. 
She used to help me with words that I couldn't spell properly.  She
was really good at that.'


	Shane didn't like
the constant use of past-tense, but didn't interrupt.


	'She told me about
you, though.  You're her daddy, aren't you?  She said that you worked
away, in a different part of the country, which is why you could
never come to any of the parent meetings or shows.  I can see, now,'
she said, reaching out and touching Shane's face with tiny, frozen
hands.  'You look like her.'


	Shane fought back
tears; River's own eyes seemed to be filling with them, too.


	'Tell me,' Shane
said.  'Please, where is she, River?'


	The little girl
sighed, and in that moment Shane couldn't stop the tears from
falling.


	'I was over by the
supermarket a few weeks ago,' River continued.  'I'd managed to fight
my way through a few of them so that I could get some supplies, some
food and water.  I saw her in the supermarket.'


	Shane smiled; his
daughter had been alive only a few weeks back.  She had survived the
beginning of the outbreak, and was probably holed up somewhere safe,
waiting for help, with Holly...


	'Did she speak? 
Was her Mommy with her?  You know what her mother looks like?'


	'She wasn't there,'
River said.  'And I didn't want to get too close Megan.  I knew that
something wasn't right.  The others, they were out roaming the
streets, looking for people like me, but Megan was just sitting in
the middle of the supermarket.'


	Shane couldn't
comprehend what he was being told.  'Was she hurt?' he asked, raising
his voice a little.  'Didn't you try to help her?'


	River once again
looked to Marla for advice.  This time, Marla had to speak.


	'Shane, let the
girl finish what she's trying to say,' she said.  'This must be
really hard for her.'


	Hard for her?
Shane thought.  It's fucking killing me.  All I need to know is
where she is, and how to get to her...


	'I couldn't help
her,' River said.  'There was nothing I could do.  By the time I got
there, it was too late.  I could see it in her eyes, and she was just
sitting there, growling like they do.  She was chewing a finger...I
remember that part because it made me want to spew.  I just got what
I needed and ran, back to the place I was staying in then.  I didn't
see her again after that day.'


	Shane shook his
head.  'No, you're wrong,' he said, shaking River so hard that she
almost dropped her machete.  'You must be wrong.  Megan's fine.  It
might not have been her that you saw...you were confused, she's
fine...she's my daughter, and I'll find her.'


	River was
frightened, that much was clear.  Marla stepped in and managed to
prise Shane away from the terrified little girl.  He was sobbing, his
face twisted into pure misery.  'She's fine,' he told Marla.  'I
swear I'm gonna fucking find her, and she'll be just—'


	'She's gone,' Marla
said, pulling him into a hug.  'Shane, she's gone.  Shhhhh. 
Everything's going to be okay, Shane, please trust me.'


	But he couldn't. 
He couldn't trust anything, anymore.  The whole world had gone to
shit and taken his daughter with it.  She might not be dead, at least
not truly dead, but she was dead to him, and there was nothing he
could do to take that back.  It hurt like hell; the worst pain he had
ever felt in his entire life – and he had been through a lot of
pain recently.


	'Did I hurt him?'
River asked Terry, who was trying to comfort her.


	'No, sweetie,' he
replied.  'He's just upset about his daughter, that's all.  You did
everything right.'


	It didn't feel like
it, to her.  The man was shaking violently, sobbing his heart out,
and she had caused it.  She felt terrible; maybe she shouldn't have
said anything.


	Shane finally
managed to compose himself and, wiping the frozen snot and tears away
from his face, he spoke.  'We still have to find her,' he said.  'I
need to see for myself.  I need to release her.'


	Marla nodded.  She
understood what he was asking, but didn't know the likelihood of
finding his daughter now, especially since she was just shambling
aimlessly around the city like the rest of them.  The chances had
been slim when they had pinpointed a likely location; now, they were
anorexic.


	'We'll do what we
can,' Marla said, shivering as a sudden chill coursed through her
body.  She knew that getting back to the barracks was the only way
they would survive, and despite Shane's pleas to locate his daughter
– who was now a lurker – she knew that they would only
stay alive for so long without the protection of a larger group.


	Terry suddenly
stood up and pointed off into the distance.  'Guys,' he said. 
'Look.'


	The street was
filled with lurkers, more than any of them had ever seen before all
at once.  They were like an army, a spreading plague of malevolence,
and they were stumbling towards them through the snow inexorably,
grunting gutturally, moaning along with the wind.


	'We need to move,'
Shane said.  He turned to find that the other direction was just as
bad; a shambling horde of around a hundred, aiming for the very spot
on which they stood.  'Fuck!'  He lifted the pistol, but it would be
no good.  Ammo was low, he knew that, and firing aimlessly into the
horde would just be wasting the few bullets that remained.


	The little girl –
River – raised her machete and pointed to the museum.  'I was
in there,' she said.  'But I had to bug out because I hadn't checked
the escape-routes properly.  We'll be safe in there for now.'


	She was already
moving for the grey building, not looking back.  Terry began to
follow; it didn't seem right to let the girl out of sight of an
adult, and then he remembered what she was capable of, what she had
already survived, and felt silly for even thinking of her as the
pre-pubescent little thing that she was.


	Shane shook his
head.  'We'll get trapped in there,' he said to Marla.  'They'll find
a way in.'


	Marla grabbed him
by the arm and began pulling him towards the entrance.  'We don't
have a choice, Shane,' she said.  'If we die out here tonight, we'll
never find Megan.  River's right.  We'll be safer in there than
anywhere else.  We'll just have to make sure we barricade it up
properly.'


	Shane was offering
little in the way of resistance, and allowed himself to be dragged
towards the museum.  He knew that there were too many of them to
fight; fuck, probably too many to outmanoeuvre.  He had never seen
such an immense horde, and they would converge in the middle of the
street in a few seconds.  It didn't pay to be present for that.


	They reached the
museum doors and stumbled through them.  The first thing that Shane
noticed was the temperature-change.  At least the building still had
heating, which was more than could be said for 90 percent of the rest
of the country.


	The groaning
cadavers were shambling towards the doors, drawn by the light and the
promise of live flesh.  Shane slammed the doors and screamed for
somebody to find something – anything – that could be
used as a barricade.  Terry was already on it, and was halfway across
the room pushing a mahogany cabinet.  It seemed heavy enough to keep
the doors closed.  Shane was pulling the deadbolts across as Terry
pushed the cabinet into place.  It would have to do, at least for
now.


	'Marla, switch off
the lights,' Shane said, stepping away from the doors.  



	Marla began to scan
the room, searching for the switch.  River pointed across to the far
wall, and she raced across.  She flipped them, all three of them, and
the room fell into darkness, accompanied by a tiny blinking noise as
the lights shut down.


	In the half-light
of the morning, the room looked dull and gloomy, not the kind of
place you'd want to find yourself trapped in for extended periods of
time.


	They listened,
silently, waiting for the horde to reach the building, to start
tearing at the doors, a hundred rotting talons scratching to get in.


	They weren't
disappointed.


	'So this is it?'
Shane said, whispering over the terrible clawing at the entrance.  It
was like being in a hurricane, one that could consume you alive if
the doors hadn't been properly checked.  'This is how it ends?'


	Terry slid down the
wall across the room.  'This is just the beginning,' he said.  'I
don't know about you guys, but there is no way I'm going out like
this, not a chance.'  He pulled the bible from his coat-pocket and
began to leaf through the pages as if he knew what he was searching
for.  Once he found it, he read silently, mouthing the words to
himself, closing his eyes.


	Listening to the
hellish scratchings of the lurkers upon the door.


	'He's right,' Marla
said.  'We're gonna make it through this, Shane.'  She looked over to
River, and said, 'We have to.'


	Shane thought for a
moment, about everything that had happened, about Holly and Megan and
how they were probably walking the streets in search of living flesh,
and he knew that the world had ended, that everything had altered
beyond repair.  He glanced towards River, who was standing and
watching Terry Lewis flick through his tattered bible with the
naivety of any eight year-old girl.  He knew, as he watched that
little girl – the machete-wielding warrior who could fight
better than the rest of them – that not everything had gone to
shit.  As long as people were fighting, trying to survive the day,
then it wasn't completely pointless.  If a little girl could see a
future worth existing in, enough to fight for, then shouldn't they
all?


	He pulled out his
.22 and began to load it.


	'Shane?' Marla
said, unsure of his motives.  'Are you okay?'


	He nodded, sighed,
and forced a smile.  'We're fine,' he said.  'We're all gonna be
fine.'






















epilogue







The main hall of the
barracks was almost empty.  Only a few lurkers remained, feeding on
what little flesh they could tear from the corpses that lay amongst
the bloodied tents and rudimentary camps that had been set up in
haste.  Creatures were now moving on, trying to find a way out of the
facility.  Little did they know that the barracks was secure, locked
down, and the only way of getting out was by going over the fence,
something that was beyond them.  In one corner of the room there was
movement.  Only a little, a twitch at first, and then a spasmodic
jolt.  The pile of flesh and blood that had been wedged into that
particular corner began to move more vigorously, until it became
apparent that it was not just a heap of steaming remains; it was –
or had been – a person.  It grunted through its blackened maw,
shook off the dismembered body-parts that were strewn across it, and
dragged itself forward, out of the corner.


	A new lurker in an
old body.  Maggie Cox was starving, and for the first time ever she
had no cravings for tobacco.


	Just living,
breathing flesh.


	She screeched and
pushed her hollowed-out body to its feet.


	Food couldn't be
too far away.







*







From the darkness of
the store-cupboard, the sounds of the cadavers stumbling around
outside were almost impossible to bear.  There was a screech,
something from the very depths of hell, and then what appeared to be
a thousand guttural growls all in unison.  



	Kelly Bloom gripped
tightly onto her mother's arm, terrified, her mind trying to work
through what had happened, what had driven them into the cupboard in
the first place and what kept them there now.


	She knew that they
couldn't remain there, trapped in the darkness.  They would be dead
before the end of the day.  It was cold, so undeniably uncomfortable.
 Kelly couldn't feel her fingers or toes, and it had been like that
for hours.  No matter what she did, how viciously she rubbed them,
there was nothing.  Her mother, who had sacrificed her sweater during
the night so that her daughter might rest more comfortably, was
remarkably still, not even trembling, not even...


	Kelly couldn't see,
but she could hear, and apart from her own panicked breaths there was
no other sound.


	Her mother had been
taken by the elements during the night; she was colder than the air,
colder even than the snow still falling outside.


	Kelly closed her
eyes and sobbed.  



	She chose to stay.







*







The roof was silent,
apart from a dwindling breeze which still had the propensity to howl
whenever it could.  The snowfall during the night had been
ridiculous, more than usually fell in an entire winter.  At the far
side of the roof, buried beneath a white blanket apart from his head,
was Henry Colburn.  He had died with his eyes open, which now stared
out over the rooftop, still searching for signs of the returning
chopper.  Tiny icicles had formed on his eyebrows and ears, and just
below his nose was a thin block of ice, the result of not shaving the
previous morning.  As he stared out, lifelessly, surveying the skies
for a helicopter that would never appear, the snow began to gradually
slow.


	And then, as if by
magic, it stopped completely.
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