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INTRODUCTION
 
David Moody
 
 
Back in 2015, Wayne Simmons and I were looking for ways to celebrate a couple of impending anniversaries – 15 years since the release of my novel AUTUMN, and, by default, 15 years since I founded INFECTED BOOKS. We came up with YEAR OF THE ZOMBIE, and the book in your hands (or the book on the ereader in your hands), is the result of those conversations.
In 2001 when AUTUMN was first released, my aim was to get my story to as many people as possible. I launched Infected Books and gave the novel away for free. And with no real plan or design, it went on to generate around half a million downloads, a series of sequels, a radio adaptation, and even a (not so great) movie starring Dexter Fletcher and David Carradine. Since then, zombies have become a global phenomenon and, the publishing industry has changed beyond all recognition. Back in the day, myself, Brian Keene and David Wellington were just about the only folks putting out zombie fiction. Now that’s changed and there are many brilliant zombie authors delivering the goods to a massive global audience. We thought this would be a great opportunity to celebrate both the enduring appeal of the living dead and the success of hordes of zombie authors worldwide.
Wayne and I selected some of our favourite folks to contribute to the series, and the end result surpassed even our wildest expectations. From Somalia to Wales, from cruising across oceans to hiding in bunkers, from bored kids to terrified survivors, from hunters to the hunted, from the beginning of the apocalypse to the post-apocalypse to the post-post-apocalypse, the stories you’re about to read have it all.
 
Long live the dead!
 
 



KILLCHAIN
 
Adam Baker
Daniel woke. He fixed coffee. He sat at the kitchen table and sipped from a mug. An electric fan washed cool air. Dust-furred blades and a dented wire grille.
He lived at the top of a twelve-storey apartment building near Mogadishu airport. He was a chef. He worked at a fortified hotel, an air-conditioned oasis for security contractors and aid NGOs. Each day he and his fellow kitchen scuts arrived before dawn and baked the day’s bread. Then, when the buns and loaves were cooling on a rack, the crew would escape the heat and noise of the kitchen and smoke a cigarette on the rear loading dock.
He often watched plane traffic on the nearby runway. Departing Gulfstreams carrying the nation’s corrupt, absentee government ministers back to their Swiss homes. Incoming 767s carrying petrochemical contractors intent on exploiting the northern oilfields.
Daniel wanted to be aboard one of those departing planes. Like pretty much everyone else in Somalia, he had spent his life plotting his way out of the battle-razed country.
He had tacked a postcard to his kitchen wall. A city by a river. WELCOME TO ROCHESTER! By some historical quirk the US ex-pat Somali community was based in Minnesota.
He heard it snowed in Minnesota. He’d never seen snow.
Dawn shafted through a dust-matted window.  The shitty kitchen was bathed in resinous gold light.
He listened to traffic noise. The incessant car horns and an intermittent Vespa backfire. He listened to the dripping tap and the low hum of the refrigerator. The Royal Flush of crappy apartment ambience.
Allāhu akbar. The nearby mosque, PA horns bolted to the bullet-pocked minaret. He reached across the table and switched on a fucked-up transistor, batteries held in by tape.
‘...You’re listening to the Radio Africa. We have suspended our normal programming at this time. Please stay tuned for important updates and announcements regarding current quarantine regulations and refuge centres in your area. Remember, it’s your responsibility to stay informed...’
The world was falling apart. A pandemic had swept through major cities. News showed riots and mass graves. It was a neat reversal: Africans watching footage of starving, displaced white folk on TV. He found it hard to give a shit. For pampered westerners street-battles and aid convoys represented an unimaginable cataclysm. For Daniel, it was just another day in The Mog.
He turned the dial and cranked a dancehall tune but couldn’t drown the muezzin calling the faithful to prayer.
A tremor shook the building followed by a muffled thud.
He leant over the sink and pulled back netting. A column of black smoke rose over the ramshackle skyline. A chain of secondary explosions. Probably artillery shells cooking off.
He re-tuned the radio and tried to find local news.
‘...broken out from the stadium into surrounding streets. Somali armed forces have fallen back and erected barricades cordoning the western side of the city while troops from AMISOM continue to...’
The president broadcast a speech a couple of days earlier praising Somalia’s heroic armed services. He promised the residents of Mogadishu troop reinforcements and food drops. Audio only, which suggested the hypocritical fuck had phoned his speech from his palatial hillside residence outside Zurich. His true message: every man for himself.
Daniel took another look out the window. The filthy smoke plume broadened as fires spread building-to-building. He could lie to himself any longer. He couldn’t pretend the unfolding global cataclysm wouldn’t reach his door. The situation was heading from bad to worse. It was time to hit the road. His cousin owned a repair shop. Maybe they could load a pick-up with a couple of jerry cans full of fuel. Head south to the port at Mombasa. Find a ship.
He dumped his coffee in the sink and headed for the bedroom. He pulled a holdall from beneath the bed and stuffed it with clothes from the cupboard. A family photo tacked over the bed. He plucked it from the wall and stuffed it the bag.
The bathroom. He swept toiletries into the holdall.
The kitchen. He jammed bottled water into a side-pocket.
He snatched a knife from draining board. He tested the blade for strength, assessed it as a weapon. He tossed it into the holdall and zipped the bag closed.
A knock at the door.
‘Who is it?’
No reply.
He picked up the cricket bat he kept propped against the wall. He checked the spyhole. A veiled woman in the hallway. He couldn’t see her face.
‘What do you want?’
Another knock.
He turned the latch and opened the door.
A woman in traditional Somali dress, head wrapped in a colourful scarf. He looked close. He could see Caucasian skin and bright blue eyes.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said. American accent. She fired a Taser. An air cartridge speared  two electrode darts through Daniel’s shirt into his chest. Instant neuromuscular spasm. He dropped the cricket bat and toppled backward, growling between clenched teeth.
The woman stepped over the threshold and kicked the door closed. She gave Daniel another jolt from the Taser. He groaned and arched his back.
She zip-tied his wrists. She zip-tied his ankles. She sealed his mouth with a strip of silver duct tape.
She opened the front door and retrieved a Samsonite suitcase propped in the hall.
She unwound her head scarf and shrugged off the ankle-length dress. She was wearing cargo shorts and a white T-shirt. She balled the discarded clothes and threw them in a corner.
She gripped Daniel’s ankles. She paused a moment, summoned her strength, then dragged him across the living room floor to the kitchen.
She pasted a scrap of tape over each of his eyes.
‘I’m genuinely sorry,’ she said. ‘I hoped this place was empty.’
She pressed wadded tissue into each ear and taped each lobe.
She paced the apartment and regained her breath. She opened the suitcase and retrieved a sat-phone.
‘I’m in.’
◆◆◆
 
Elize Mahone. CIA field operative. Her first live mission and, the way the world was crumbling, probably her last. She had spent a full year at The Farm studying asset handling and enhanced interrogation techniques. She honed her skills in the gym, the classroom, the gun range. She wanted to be an American samurai. It looked like this would be her sole opportunity to wield the blade.
She stood facing the apartment door and waited for the pre-established entry code:
Three knocks, pause, one knock: let me inside.
Two knocks, pause, one knock: under coercion, shoot through the door.
Bootfalls climbed the communal stairwell and crossed the hall. Three knocks, pause, one knock.
She pulled the door wide, hand behind her back gripping the Glock tucked in her waistband.
A grizzled-looking guy, forties, six-three, carrying a couple of suitcases. He wore a pocket vest and hippie beads that suggested foreign aid NGO, World Vision, Médecins Sans Frontières, Oxfam.
‘Ben. I’m your mechanic.’
He had eighteen inches on her. Roid biceps, probably twice her bodyweight. Tier one contractor. Ex-Special Recon, Saudi-based merc. Off-the-books JSOC asset.
‘He’s used up,’ the station chief told her. ‘Volatile. Sloppy. But he’s the best I can do, given our depleted resources.’
Elize glanced over Ben’s shoulder and checked the hall was empty. He entered the apartment.
‘What do I call you?’ he asked.
‘Don’t call me anything.’
She relocked the door. He glanced around the apartment.
‘Why here?’
‘The Sheraton got overrun.’
‘Jesus.’
‘They’ve lost the east of the city,’ said Elize. ‘Pulled back the barricades half a mile.’
‘Sooner we’re on the plane, the better.’
Ben looked around.
‘Highest building in the neighbourhood,’ said Elize. ‘Clear line-of-sight for our comms.’
‘Neighbours?’
‘Service workers clocking on at the airport hotels. Be gone most of the day. A few dudes on the government payroll. Rarely here. Sit in clubs all day chewing khat.’
‘Even with all the crap going down?’
‘Armageddon. Why not get shitfaced?’
Ben stood over Daniel.
‘Thought most folks would have cleared out by now.’
‘Fatalistic bunch. Place has been a war zone for generations. I doubt they hear the gunshots anymore. Just tune it out, like birdsong.’
Ben pulled back a square of grubby net curtain and looked out the kitchen window. The half-built/half-bombed skyline of Mogadishu. A warren of shanties and minarets.
‘How long we got?’ he asked.
‘An hour.’
‘Then we better get to work.’
He augmented the apartment’s weak mortice latch with a couple of brass dead bolts. He scanned each room with a handheld RF/cell detector. He checked plug sockets and light fixtures. He checked the antique cathode ray TV.
The bathroom. A draw-string activated a fluttering fluorescent tube. He checked the mirror, switched off the light and scanned for hidden optics using a handheld LED scatter beam.
He returned to the living room, tore tape with his teeth and blacked out the windows with garbage bags.
The bedroom. Elize took a wad of folded polythene from her suitcase. She flapped it open and draped it over the bed.
She ripped open a vacuum-sealed pack and scattered appendectomy instruments on a side table. Scalpels. Forceps. Clamps. Couple kidney bowls. She tore open packs of swabs and towels.
The living room. Ben took out a staple gun and rolls of kitchen foil. He papered the walls with foil, hung long strips and pegged them in place with hits from the staple gun.
He stood on a chair and papered the ceiling with foil. He was stripped to the waist. He dripped sweat. Years past, baring his tattooed chest would have been a straightforward sexual invitation. War zones: men and women far from home, libidos super-charged by proximity to death. But these days he avoided his own reflection. Sun-damaged skin starting to coarsen and sag. He was old. He was out of the game.
He looked down on Elize, caught her questioning expression.
‘Faraday cage. If I were the opposition, if I got wind there was a kill team in the locale, I’d do regular drive-arounds, scan the neighbourhood for RF anomalies.’
‘Hurry it up. We’re on a tight clock. Been chasing the target for months. Elusive bastard. Actionable intel pretty much non-existent. But we got him. Pinned him down, know where he will be at 10am. Fuck it up, and we won’t get a second shot.’
Ben stood at the kitchen sink and sponged his armpits with a dishcloth. Daniel squirmed at his feet.
‘Take it easy,’ said Ben.
‘He can’t hear you,’ said Elize.
◆◆◆
 
Ben dragged Daniel into the bathroom and dumped him in the bath. Daniel squirmed in the tub. Shouts of protest muffled by tape. Ben flicked open his pocket knife and gently placed the blade against his throat. Daniel immediately froze.
‘I don’t want to kill you,’ said Ben, knowing his captive was deafened by earplugs but could read his expression, read his intent. ‘I’m here for the money. Money I can use while a dollar still means something. So you be good, yeah? Couple of hours and we will be on our way.’
Ben let the blade linger a moment longer then flicked the knife closed, confident his captive got the message. He patted Daniel on the shoulder.
◆◆◆
 
The living room. They unboxed satcom gear. A tripod antenna, dish unfolding in petal segments. A router. A laptop interface.
Most of the window had been papered with foil, but a foot-square section had been left free. Ben put the dish to the aperture facing north-east and sixty degree elevation. He booted the laptop.
Elize sat on the shitty sofa and faced the Toughbook screen. She typed the ten digit authenticator. The screen hung at AQUIRING SIGNAL for fifteen seconds, the cleared.
NO COMMS.
‘Check the uplink.’
Ben checked the dish.
‘Active.’
‘Then the North Africa hub must be down.’
‘Want to abort?’ asked Ben. ‘Pack this shit and head for the airport?’
‘No. We came here to do a job.’
‘This asset you’ve got lined up. This boy. Reckon he’ll come through? Reckon he’ll die for us?’
Elize nodded confirmation.
‘A Jihadi. Picked him up a few months back before the shit kicked off. Local militia put a bullet in him coming over the border from Kenya. We put him back together, turned him around. He’ll dance to our tune.’
‘Sounds flakey.’
‘He’s committed. But make yourself scarce when he arrives, alright? Don’t crowd him.’
She sent an SMS to the only number in the sat-phone address book:
TIME
◆◆◆
 
A knock at the door.
A young man stood in the hallway. Sanjeev. She let him in. He sat at the kitchen table. She poured two cups of sweet tea. He was agitated. He jiggled his right leg. He chewed cuticle. He looked terrified. He took an envelope from his pocket.
‘For my mother.’
‘I’ll see she gets it.’ She tucked the letter in her pocket. ‘So how are you holding up?’
‘Okay,’ said Sanjeev, clearly meaning: I’m desperately frightened. Please tell me everything will be okay.
‘Look at me. Hey, look at me. You don’t have to do this. It’s your decision.’ She pointed to the front door. ‘If you want to leave, go live your life, then fine. I’ll understand. I’ll give you money, send you on your way. It’s down to you. It’s your mission. I’m just here to help.’
She’d spent a couple of months looking after the kid in an abandoned village out in Somali wilderness. Empty, mud-brick homes. Rippling, blistering heat. The kid sat in shade all day and read the Quran while he recuperated from a gunshot wound in the shoulder. Each night, after the kid was asleep, Elize booted her laptop and transmitted a psych report to her handlers back at Langley. She knew him better than anyone.
He fidgeted in his seat, looked longingly at the door.
Elize adjusted her watch strap. She wanted to glance down and check the time but knew she couldn’t let her attention wander from Sanjeev’s face. She was trying to delicately prompt him to reach a decision, trying to subtly guide him to choose death.
He took a deep, shuddering breath and stood up.
‘Let’s do this.’
She led him to the bedroom. The bed draped in polythene. Surgical instruments were laid out on a table.
Elize held open a garbage bag as he stripped out of his clothes. Sneakers, socks, Nike tracksuit, balled and binned. He sat on the end of the bed in his underpants. He breathed fast like he was trying to psych himself for a high-dive. He leant back. Plastic crackled as he lay flat.
Elize said:
‘No. This is wrong.’
‘What?’
‘There has to be another way to hit the target. Maybe we could wait outside his apartment, try to shoot him as he comes out the door.’
Reverse psychology. Prompt the kid to reinforce his commitment to the mission, allay his own doubts.
‘These men are evil,’ said Sanjeev. ‘Russians. Kaffirs. They must be driven from this country.’
‘It doesn’t have to cost your life.’
‘I want this.’
She nodded acquiescence.
Elize loaded a hypodermic. Diacetylmorphine.
‘This will help you relax.’
She pressed the plunger and emptied the reservoir. Sanjeev’s eyes fluttered. The opioid took effect.
‘Good?’
Woozy nod.
She sank a cannula in his arm and secured it with micropore tape. She removed a picture from the wall and hung Ringer’s Lactate on the nail. She unsnarled translucent feed, plugged it into Sanjeev’s arm and made sure there was a steady drip-flow.
‘Just rest there a moment.’
She opened the bedroom door and beckoned Ben. Ben sat beside Sanjeev and clasped his hand, awkward like he didn’t know what to say in the presence of a man about to kill himself.
‘I’m going to give you a series of injections,’ said Elize, pitching her voice low, soothing, maternal. ‘There will be a little pain at first, but then you’ll feel nothing but numbness.’
Sanjeev nodded.
She sprayed his belly and upper groin with lidocaine. He flinched as cold moisture settled on his skin. She loaded a hypodermic. Lidocaine laced with 2% epinephrine to promote vasoconstriction. She delivered a series of subcutaneous shots at regular intervals across his stomach.
‘Ten minutes for the full effect.’
A muffled thump from the bathroom. Ben got up to investigate.
◆◆◆
 
Daniel thrashed in the bath. His chest was heaving. His skin was grey. Ben knelt beside the bath. He pulled back tape and removed a foam plug from Daniel’s ear.
‘I’m going to release your mouth so you can breathe better, okay? I’d prefer to keep you alive. But if you make a racket I’ll waste you, understand?’
Daniel nodded. Ben tore tape from the man’s mouth. Daniel whooped for breath.
‘Asthma?’ asked Ben.
He nodded.
‘I didn’t see your faces,’ said Daniel. ‘Happened too quick. I didn’t see anyone’s face.’
Plenty of home invasions in Mogadishu. One of the reasons Daniel paid extra for a top floor apartment. Thieves were too lazy to climb twelve flights of stairs. But Americans? He’d heard computers boot up. He’d glimpsed a fresh-out-the-box firearm before the girl taped his eyes. He was in deep shit.
‘Rest easy,’ said Ben. ‘I don’t care about you. I don’t care about this shithole country. One hour. Two at the most. Then we’re gone, and you’ll be free.’
◆◆◆
 
Ben returned to the bedroom. He sat beside Sanjeev and took the man’s hand once more.
‘How you feeling?’ asked Elize. Sanjeev smiled a sick, giddy smile:
‘Can’t feel my middle. Feels like I’m hollowed out.’
Elize double-gloved and put on a surgical mask. She selected a scalpel from the instruments laid out on the table and lifted the blade with a trembling hand. She had practised the procedure once before at Langley. She had operated on an anaesthetised pig. The pig bled out and died.
She leant over Sanjeev and sank the scalpel into flesh. Bubbling blood. She drew the blade down sharp and created a three inch incision. The vaginal gash pouted yellow globules of subcutaneous bodyfat. She sopped blood then spread the wound with forceps.
She hummed to put him at ease. A deep, breathy hum of maternal reassurance.
A white nylon zip pack on the table. FIRST AID. She opened it, worked the zip with blood-smeared gloves. A thin, grey strip of putty. One-point-five kilos of PETN with a thumb-sized detonation circuit. The package was sheathed in cellophane.
She leant over the wound and slowly fed the thin strip of explosive into Sanjeev’s belly. His stomach bulged as she methodically worked the slab inside, pushed it between the skin of the abdominal wall and sheathed muscle.
A suture kit. A length of nylon thread and a curved needle. She began to sew the wound closed.
‘Almost finished.’
She snipped lose thread. She patted a Mepore dressing over the wound.
‘Done.’
Sanjeev lifted his head and looked down at his blood-smeared torso. He lay back, panting. Elize stroked his hair. His breathing settled.
‘Let’s get you up.’
She and Ben helped Sanjeev to his feet.
‘Here.’ Elize gave him water.
‘Let’s get you clean,’ said Ben. He helped Sanjeev hobble to the kitchen. He sponged blood from the man’s body and helped him step into fresh underpants.
Elize probed Sanjeev’s belly. She could feel the explosive patty if she sunk her fingers into his flesh, but the oblong package was deep enough in his abdominal cavity to be invisible to the naked eye.
The uniform of the Mogadishu police lay folded on a kitchen chair. Blue camo BDU, sand boots, green beret and fucked up AK with a split stock lashed together by tape. There were plenty of Indian expats in Mogadishu. He wouldn’t get a second glance.
Ben helped Sanjeev step into trousers. Sanjeev sat on a kitchen chair while Ben knelt, wriggled socks and laced his boots.
Sanjeev stood. T-shirt. BDU jacket. Beret. Elize tucked a laminate card in his breast pocket. His photo affixed to a police ID.
She opened a padded envelope and spilled the contents onto the kitchen table. A carefully curated selection of pocket detritus. Coins. Crappy Velcro wallet with a few crumpled shilling notes. A half-smoked soft-pack of Sportsman cigarettes. A half-struck matchbook (Inter-Continental Hotel – Nairobi). Couple of keys with a bottle-opener fob. A notebook and pencil stub.
Sanjeev filled his pockets.
Ben set a laptop on the kitchen table. He took a hearing aid from his pocket. He hooked it over Sanjeev’s left ear and gently pressed the plug into his ear canal. Caucasian flesh-tone. Aged to look like it was bought from the Bakara market, bought from a stall selling artificial arms and legs, the kind of prosthetics that were almost currency in this eternal warzone. The hearing aid was cracked and patched with scotch tape.
Ben put on a headset.
‘Can you hear me?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Levels? Too loud? Too quiet?’
‘Fine.’
‘Talk. Let me hear you.’
‘God is merciful, God is great...’
Sanjeev’s voice relayed by the headset. Breathy, intimate, but with a metallic edge of digitisation.
Ben returned to the laptop. He opened the camera feed. A crack in the casing of the hearing aid above Sanjeev’s ear was the aperture for a micro-camera. The lens relayed Sanjeev’s POV to the laptop.
‘Stand up. Look around.’
Sanjeev looked left and right, swung his head like an automaton.
Ben watched the laptop image. Sanjeev’s POV swept the room.
‘Look up. Good. Look down.’
Glimpse of ceiling. Glimpse of boots.
‘Look at her.’
Focus-blur as the POV swung and trained on Elize’s face. Signal-glitch: for a moment her features dissolved to a kaleidoscopic pixel grid then the image cleared.
‘That’s it. You’re set.’
‘Roll your sleeve,’ said Elize.
She taped two capped hypodermics to his right forearm. She taped another two to his left. She stood close to get his full eye-line. She spoke slow to make sure the traumatised man understood.
‘Your left arm: morphine, for pain. Your right: epinephrine. It’ll give you a boost, keep you going. Understand?’
He nodded. She gave him an epinephrine shot.
‘To get you going.’
He perked and straightened up. She took a watch from her pocket. A cheap Casio with a resin strap. She buckled the watch to his wrist.
‘The light function. Detonator. Press it twice in quick succession. It will be instantaneous. No pain.’
He got to his feet. Elize handed him the AK. He slung it over his shoulder. She opened the door.
‘God bless, Sanjeev.’
He took a deep, shuddering breath. Then he marched across the hall and down the stairs without looking back.
She closed the door.
‘Smart,’ said Ben. ‘Trying to talk him out of it.’
‘There are no firm rules handling these kind of assets,’ she said. ‘You have to fly by instinct.’
She burned Sanjeev’s letter in the sink. She felt sick. She’d just killed a man as sure as if she put a gun to his head and pulled the trigger.
Ben opened one of his suitcases. A half pint of bourbon. He took a long swig. 
‘Tooth playing up?’ asked Elize.
‘Something like that.’
He drank deep then handed her the bottle.
A muffled voice from the bathroom:
‘Please. I can’t breathe.’
◆◆◆
 
Ben checked the bathroom. He sat on the edge of the tub and tore Daniel’s blindfold aside.
‘Open your eyes.’
Daniel kept his eyes screwed shut. Ben slapped him.
‘Look at me. Hey, look at me. I’m not going to kill you.’
Daniel opened his eyes and pointed towards the bathroom cabinet. Ben opened the cabinet. An inhaler. He leant over Daniel and gave him a shot of Ventolin.
‘Again,’ gasped Daniel.
Ben gave him another shot.
‘We have to get out of here,’ said Daniel. ‘All of us. The infected were quarantined east of the city. The radio says they’ve broken out. The army are useless. They won’t be able to hold them back.’
‘Makes no difference to me,’ said Ben. ‘I’m on a plane in a couple of hours. This shithole can burn for all I care.’
◆◆◆
 
Ben returned to the living room. A coffee table swept clean of magazines and coasters. Two laptops scrolled data. Cables snaked to back-up battery packs in case of local power outage. Internal fans at full rev, processors already running hot. The room smelled of ozone and stale sweat.
Elize sat at the Toughbook screen. Ben sat beside her.
‘Do we have eyes–on-target?’ asked Ben. ‘Tell me we have a sat-feed at least.’
Elize enlarged a graphic window. A monochrome street grid. The mortar-pocked rooftops of Mogadishu relayed by a KH-11 mil-sat in geostationary over the Horn of Africa.
‘JSOC are giving us the southern district in real-time.’
Streets jammed with cars, bikes, pedestrians. Locals fleeing the city.
‘Jesus,’ said Ben, leaning close. ‘Look at that.’
A street blocked by a wall of bulldozed rubble. Troops on one side, a seething, clawing crowd on the other.
‘The perimeter,’ said Elize.
‘Hundreds of them.’
‘Thousands. Army won’t be able to hold them off much longer.’
‘Let’s finish the job and get the fuck out of Dodge. That noonday plane is probably the last transport out of here before the city falls. I intend to be on it, no matter what.’
‘Got to hold our nerve. Folks are relying on us.’
‘So who’s the target?’ asked Ben.
Elize handed him pictures.
Aden Adde International. Surveillance pics shot through chain-link fence. The sequence showed a Slavic guy descending the steps of a Turkish Airlines 737 to a waiting Mitsubishi Pajero bearing the red Corps Diplomatique plate-stripes of the Sudanese Embassy.
‘Doctor Viktor Teplov. Russian surgical specialist working out of an annex of the Medina Hospital. Lives in the diplomatic compound near the airport.’
‘Why hit him at the hospital? Why not take him in the street?’
‘Chauffeured to-and-from in an armoured limo. We could zap him with a TOW from a rooftop but it wouldn’t be a guaranteed kill.’
‘Lot of manpower, lot of effort to whack a doctor.’
‘High priority target. Highest in this theatre of operation.’
‘Why?’
‘Classified,’ said Elize. ‘Keep it Playstation. Just help me steer the asset. Put the warhead on the forehead, that’s all you got to do.’
‘Who’s the spotter?’ asked Ben.
‘Local kid. Clan militia. He’ll finger the target. ID Teplov’s Mercedes as it leaves the compound. Give us the heads-up.’
Elize positioned a headset. She adjusted the earpiece and mike. She enlarged Sanjeev’s POV and shared his sensorium. He was looking down. Feet descending a stairwell, a hand gripping an iron balustrade. Open audio channel: she heard bootfalls, laboured breathing.
The cave-dark of the apartment lobby. Brass mailboxes hung open, long since levered and ransacked. He headed out through the main door into sunlight. Whiteout. It took two seconds for the camera to adjust. He walked down the gravel path towards the fortified gatehouse.
Boots crunched gravel as he walked the path towards the compound entrance. Sandbags and rubble-filled Hesco barriers. Couple of Ugandan AMISOM troops huddled round a radio, probably debating whether to abandon their post, hijack a pick-up and head out of town while the roads were still open.
‘Light a cigarette,’ advised Elize.
Hands fumbled a breast pocket. He shook a cigarette from the pack and raised it to his lips. Sanjeev held the matchbook in cupped hands and scratched a flame. He took a drag. His fingers trembled.
‘Keep it casual. Give them a nod. Look them in the eye.’
Sanjeev complied. A nod of greeting to the AMISOM guys. Out the other side. He found himself on the edge of a busy road.
‘Turn left.’
He turned the corner and tossed the cigarette.
‘You got a two kilometre straight run up Jidka Madina. How are you holding up?’
Sanjeev masked his mouth by scratching his nose.
‘Feeling pretty rough.’
‘Flag a taxi.’
He flagged a taxi, one of the blue and yellow Toyotas that worked the western quarter. He climbed inside and laid his AK on the seat next to him. Thumping reggae. Prayer beads swung from the rearview.
Elize:
‘Ask him to drop you at the K4 junction.’
‘K4,’ said Sanjeev. The driver nodded and the car pulled out.
‘Amazed there are taxis still running,’ said Ben.
‘These folks are survivors. Armageddon is just another day in The Mog.’
Sanjeev took the notebook from his pocket and scribbled a message.
I AM IN PAIN
‘We need to save the morphine,’ said Elize. ‘If you shoot it all now, it’ll peak and wear off. You’ll be unable to function.’
He triple underlined I AM IN PAIN.
‘Alright. One shot.’
Sanjeev checked out the driver in the rearview. The guy was hitting the horn. He was focused on a couple of Vespas blocking the road. Each bike was balanced with three passengers, motors grinding, exhausts venting black.
Sanjeev peeled back the sleeve of his BDU. A couple of hypos secured by tape. He uncapped and sunk a needle into a vein. Slow press of the plunger. He dropped the spent syringe on the floor and kicked it beneath the passenger seat.
He checked the rearview. The driver was still preoccupied with the Vespas up ahead.
‘The morphine shouldn’t take long to hit. Count to twenty or something.’
Sanjeev looked out the window. Hindi hoardings advertising Bollywood action flicks playing at local picture halls. Guns, babes, mirror shades and a backdrop of flame. Scratched, sprocket-jumping 35mm prints projected on taut bedsheets in front of a cheering, wolf-whistling crowd. Saturday night, Mogadishu-style.
A door slam from the hallway.
‘Check it out,’ said Elize.
Ben was already out of his seat, pistol drawn.
Eye to the peephole. An empty hallway. The sudden thud of dance music. Someone had returned to 12B.
Ben crouched by a suitcase and rummaged inside.
‘What’s going on out there?’ called Elize.
‘The neighbours are home.’
Ben took an ADCelco oil filter from his bag. An improvised suppressor. He screwed it on to the threaded barrel of his Glock using an adaptor ring.
‘Problem?’
‘Hope not.’
Ben and Elize sat side-by-side staring at the screen. Sanjeev was looking out the taxi window at a succession of bullet-pocked storefronts. Most of the Somali population was illiterate. Each bombed-out store bore pictograms of stuff they used to sell. Butchered meat. Fabric. TVs.
‘Tell me about our kamikaze,’ said Ben.
‘British. Second generation Bangladeshi. No father. Low IQ. Fucks up at school. Falls in with the local Mo Money Gunz. Runs with them a while, gets busted for packing a knife. Gets recruited by Islamicists during a four month stretch. Grows a beard, swaps his bling for a thawb and a kufi cap. MI5 clocks him hanging with a bunch of converts at the Brick Lane mosque, manning a da’wah stall at the local market, shouting through a megaphone calling for the establishment of an Islamic state. Street soldier for Hizb ut-Tahir.  They send him here with a head full of Jihad. Him and two other guys. Intercepted them coming over the border from Kenya. His buddies got whacked. Sanjeev got winged and picked up. We’ve been running him ever since.’
‘I couldn’t do it. Nothing you could say to me would make me volunteer to be a human bomb.’
‘Like I said, dumb. Guy’s a blank sheet. You can write whatever narrative you want on the dude. One minute he’s filling buckets at KFC. Spat on, sworn at, lowest of the low. Then some intense dude from the mosque tells him he’s Luke Skywalker. He’s destined to kill kaffirs to please an angry god, strike a blow against the evil empire and get fast-tracked to paradise. Who wouldn’t be seduced by that story?’
‘Surprised he takes direction from a woman.’
‘I’m his new mother.’
‘That’s actually pretty heartbreaking.’
‘Save you tears. He and his buddies were heading for Sool. Big oil reserve. Used to be a bunch of US petrochemical contractors in hotels down there, before the virus took hold. Some of them brought their families. Sanjeev and his buddies planned to hit a restaurant. Wait till it was nice and busy. Walk right in and press the button.
‘Know how they fix up suicide vests? They press screws and nails into the explosives. Creates an arc of supersonic shrapnel. Would have turned the place to a fucking slaughterhouse. This way we steer our dude at the opposition, take them both out. A righteous twofer. All we got to do is nurse him through the next hour. Guide him to target. Allay any last minute doubts. Confirm he is doing God’s work. Convince the dumb-ass to blow himself to offal, then there will be one less idiot in the world. Think of it as ju-jitsu. Channelling the enemy’s momentum, turning it back on them.’
‘How long have you been babysitting this kid?’
‘Couple of  months, off and on.’
‘Got to feel for him. I mean you can’t work the kid, push his buttons, without some genuine empathy.’
‘I feel sorry for the boy he used to be. Not the thing he has become.’
‘How will you feel when the moment arrives?’ asked Ben. ‘You’ve been mothering this guy for months. You’ll see what he sees. You’ll see his hand reach for the watch and press the button. You’ll share his death.’
‘Loss of signal. That’s all. One minute there’ll be sound and vision. Next minute there’ll be static.’
‘Friend of mine was a sniper. Asked him once: ‘What do you feel when you shoot a man?’ He said: ‘Recoil’. Trying to be a hard-ass but deep inside you could tell he was hurting. He remembered the faces. Saw them in his sleep.’
‘My dad bred sheep,’ said Elize. ‘Now and again a newborn lamb was so weak we had to bring into the house and treat it like a pet. We’d bottle feed the poor thing and let it sit by the fire, all the while preparing it for slaughter. If you know a creature is destined to be butchered, you don’t get attached.’
Ben took another swig of Jack.
‘Ever seen the aftermath of a suicide bomb?’ he asked.
‘You know I haven’t,’ said Elize.
‘Head tends to pop off like a champagne cork. Weirdest expressions on their faces. Some of them look happy. Some of them are goofy and cross-eyed. Most just have their mouths open like they are mid-way through saying something. Our boy? Detonation in a confined space. He’s going to repaint the walls.’
Ben gestured to the screen.
‘How much control do we have over the sat imagery? Can we get better resolution that this?’
‘That’s as good as it gets,’ said Elize.
She leaned close and studied the street grid. She pointed to a blurred building. A ten storey apartment block. A cell mast and a couple of air con chillers. Plenty of activity out back. Folks burning documents, and hurriedly loading a truck.
Two black saloons out front.
‘Our target is in town working for a development NGO. Building taken over by Russian nationals. Oil, shipping, over-flow from the embassy. Virtually all FSB, or FSB affiliates. Compound security is provided by TTU Protection out of Pretoria. Ex-South African special forces. Tier one operators. Real pros. They got the compound perimeter locked tight. Residents get shuttled round town by their fleet of Mercedes. Like I say, plenty of scope for hitting them at an intersection but the vehicles have armoured body-panels, ballistic glass and run-flat tyres. Chauffeurs are also TTU. Evasive driving specialists. Security at the hospital is provided by AMISOM. That’s the weak point. Bunch of lazy-ass Ugandans sitting round reading comics.
Our spotter is stationed outside the apartment building. He’ll eyeball the target when he gets in his car. We could arrange some kind of hold-up, pay a street kid to slap a tracker in the wheel-well but why fuck around, right? Ten, fifteen minute ride.’
‘Alright.’
‘This is a one shot deal. The guy will be on a flight out of Aden International in a couple of hours. His crew are clearing out, just like everyone else.’
The taxi had come to a halt. Sanjeev’s POV: looking past the driver and out the windshield. A roadblock ahead. White guys. Contractors. Pocket vests, AR-15s, wraparound shades. They were checking cars, opening trunks, demanding ID.
‘Stay cool, Sanjeev,’ advised Elize. ‘They aren’t looking for you. They’ve blocked off the airport roads. Only the chosen few are getting out of here. They don’t want the runway swamped with refugees.’
Elize grabbed the sat-phone and dialled.
A kid’s voice:
‘Yo.’
‘You’re in position?’
‘Fifteen minutes, then I’m out of here, lady. Everyone is leaving the city.’
‘You stay exactly where you are. You bail on me, I will find you. I will track you to the ends of the earth and slit your motherfucking throat. I don’t care if the world is in ruins. I will make it my personal mission.’
‘Hey now.’
‘Do not fuck this up.’
‘Chill, lady.’
She killed the call.
The power went off. Darkness. Their faces lit by laptop screens. Pencil beams of sunlight shafted through snags in the garbage bags which blacked out the windows.
‘What kind of battery life?’ asked Elize, gesturing to the computers.
‘Six, seven hours.’
The cooling breeze of the fan diminished as the blades slowed to a stop. It was furnace hot inside the apartment.
The phone buzzed. The kid said:
‘Your man. He’s on the steps.’
Elize cupped the phone. She turned to Ben.
‘He’s coming out.’
Ben tweaked the mouse. He zoomed on the image of the front steps. An aerial view of a suited guy and body guard emerging from a covered entrance and climbing in a glossy black Mercedes.
‘You’re sure it’s him?’
‘For sure. So job done, yeah? I’m out of here, lady.’
Ben tracked the target car. The black saloon made stop-start progress through streets choked with refugees. Trucks, Vespas, trike-taxis. The Mercedes’ simonized roof wormed through the dust-drab city like the gleaming carapace of a roach.
‘This heat is fucking killing me,’ said Ben. He stripped out of his shirt, balled it up and used it to towel sweat from his torso. He picked up the target dossier and fanned himself with the RESTRICTED cover. He thumbed through surveillance picks of the target. Street shots. Teplov in a white coat, standing at a hospital bedside.
‘The guy does eyes. Cataracts.’
‘Among other things.’
‘Done some time in India, some time in rural Kamchatka. Dude is a stone-cold humanitarian. If it’s cover for some nefarious shit, it’s deep, deep cover.’
‘Person can be two things at once.’
‘So who is this guy? For real.’
‘Need-to-know.’
‘And I need to know. I’ve run a bunch of these ops. Every man I’ve killed, I knew their name and I knew why they had to die.’
‘A few weeks back, something fell from the sky. It came down near a village to the north of Mog. NASA had been tracking it for months. Space junk. A dead satellite, third stage booster, something like that. No big deal. Probably burn up in the atmosphere, right? But ground stations caught it passing through flight lanes, heading to Earth. Seems it survived re-entry. Again, no big deal. Some local would find a scorched hunk of metal sitting in a crater and sell it for scrap.
‘Couple of weeks later the outbreak began. Three village women brought to town in a cart. Some kind of extreme haemorrhagic reaction. They were quarantined at the hospital but it was already too late. The virus had entered the general population. Couple of infected guys got on a plane to O’Hare and spent the flight coughing on the passengers. Next thing there are outbreaks in Tokyo, Chicago, Munich, all over the damned place. Infection gone exponential. This is where it started. This is ground zero.’
‘Guy on TV said it’s some kind of mutant ebola.’
‘You believed him?’
‘Could it have been some kind of orbiting bioweapon falling to Earth? Some kind of cold war kill-platform?’
‘Maybe. The Russians had a keen interest from the outset. A doc at the hospital called foreign epidemiologists for advice. Described the symptoms. Teplov and his boys landed in Mog a couple of days later. We think he’s working with a Biopreparat acquisition team.’
‘To do what?’
‘Isolate the virus. Study it. Develop some kind of antidote or vaccine.’
‘Good for them.’
‘And bad for us. You think Russians would share a cure? All they have to do is wait, let the disease run its course and then they would own the earth.’
‘They aren’t monsters.’
‘Situation like this, everyone becomes a monster. Got to be realistic. The world is going to burn and there’s nothing we can do to stop it. But what happens afterwards? Who survives? Who prevails? Us or them?’
Elize turned her attention back to the screen. The Mercedes wove through crowded streets. A brief stop at a checkpoint then the car was waved through.
‘He’s almost there.’
The vehicle took a left turn through an AMISOM gatehouse and entered the hospital compound. It skirted a couple of parked ambulances and pulled up beside a side entrance. Elize and Ben leaned close to the screen. Elize zoomed for maximum resolution. A top view of the chauffeur; a burly contractor with an AR-15 holding open a rear door. The passenger got out. He nodded gratitude and entering the building.
‘We’re in. Re-align this thing, get us eyes on Sanjeev.’
She unmuted the headset.
‘Alright, Sanjeev. How you doing?’
Sanjeev’s POV: a garbage strewn alley. He was sitting on a fruit box. His POV gently rose and fell as if he were taking deep breaths.
‘I can’t go on.’
‘Give yourself another shot.’
He reached for his sleeve and fumbled the cuff.
‘No. Other arm. Adrenalin. Give yourself a boost.’
He bit the cap from the epinephrine hypo, slapped for a vein and sunk the needle. ‘Better?’
POV nod.
‘Okay. Let’s move.’
Sanjeev walked down the street.
‘Smoke a cigarette,’ advised Elize. ‘Try to relax.’
He lit a cigarette.
Elize tried to anticipate the kid’s mood. The symbolism of a last cigarette, those last few puffs before the firing squad shouldered their rifles and took aim, would not be lost on him. The taxi ride and walk through the slums had kept him preoccupied but here he was, approaching the hospital, feet carrying him step by step to his death. He had come to this building to die. The moment he crossed the threshold he would be leaving daylight forever.
‘You’re doing great, Sanjeev. You’ve held it together better than I could have done. You’re a true soldier.’
Sanjeev crossed the road and approached the hospital steps. Panting respirations.
‘See those three guys heading inside? Get behind them.’
Three guys in red overalls. Some kind of maintenance crew. Sanjeev fell in behind them and headed inside.
◆◆◆
 
The bathroom. Daniel leant from the tub and rolled onto the tiled floor quiet as he could. He struggled to his feet, ankles and wrists still bound with zip-ties.
He looked around for something to cut the ties. A Bic safety razor on the lip of the sink. He tried to split the plastic to access the blades. The handle snapped. He froze and glanced at the bathroom doorway in case the intruders heard the noise.
He looked down once more and tried to pick the razor apart. He felt a gun jammed to the back of his head. Ben’s voice:
‘Move.’
◆◆◆
 
Ben pushed Daniel into the living room. Daniel bunny-hopped to an armchair and sat down. Ben tossed the inhaler in his lap.
‘Please,’ said Daniel. ‘We have to get out of here. All of us. There isn’t much time.’
‘Shut the fuck up.’
Ben turned to Elize.
‘How about we just cut this guy loose and kick him out the door? Who’s he going to tell? The local cops? They’re probably long gone.’
Elize was preoccupied by Sanjeev’s POV. She didn’t look up from the laptop.
‘Just do your fucking job and keep him quiet.’
A crowded atrium. Young clansmen nursing battle wounds, old men on crutches, mothers rocking squalling kids. The city’s sick and desperate heading the only place they could get help.
Ben craned to see the screen.
‘Will there be much collateral damage?’ he asked.
‘It’s a shape charge. No shrapnel. Our guy stands in front of the target and triggers the weapon. Teplov will be ripped up by the shockwave. Tissue cavitation, haemorrhages in the lining of the brain, that kind of thing. Strictly short-range. If Sanjeev detonates the bomb in a crowded waiting area, well, there will be a few burns, burst eardrums. Cost of doing business.’
The soldiers checked Sanjeev’s ID. They took his AK and stowed it. He emptied his pockets into a tray. He unbuckled his belt and unlaced boots in case metal eyelets triggered the alarm. He took the hearing aid from behind his ear and put it in the tray. The Camera POV suddenly became a close-up on grey plastic.
The guard’s voice:
‘Please step through the scanner.’
Buzzer tone.
‘Anything in your pockets?’
‘No.’
‘Arms out.’
Another pause. Guard passing a detector wand over Sanjeev’s body.
Beep.
‘What’s this?’
‘Just had an operation. Appendix. Might be staples.’
‘Lift your shirt.’
Pause. The guard’s voice:
‘Alright. You can go.’
Sanjeev’s hand lifted stuff from the tray. His belt. Coins. Security lanyard.
He lifted the hearing aid and secured it behind his ear. POV re-established. He lifted the Casio watch from the tray and carefully buckled it to his wrist. He laced his boots. He glanced at the security guards. They were talking amongst themselves, debating when they should blow their posts and hit the road.
Sanjeev headed down the corridor following eye-glyph arrows to Opthalmics. He turned left. He turned right. He climbed a flight of stairs. Double doors up ahead. Glass panels gave a glimpse of a crowded waiting area and a harried receptionist.
‘On your left.’
A door. Sanjeev opened it and pulled a light-string. He found himself in a laundry cupboard. Floor-to-ceiling racks of sheets and gowns. He shut himself inside and leant against the door, panting with fear.
‘What’s up, Sanjeev?’ asked Elize, keeping her voice calm and maternal.
‘I can’t do this.’
‘I understand.’
‘I don’t want to die.’
‘Who does? Nobody wants to die. No one in their right mind. But we all need something bigger than ourselves, something to achieve, some kind of legacy. Otherwise what’s the point?’
‘I know.’
Elize sat back and let Sanjeev think.
‘You want to back out? No shame in that.’
‘Could you take it out of me? The bomb?’
‘If you want.’
‘If I came back to the apartment, you’d take it out?’
‘Yep. Patch you up. Put you on a plane back to England.’
‘You’d do that?’
‘It’s your choice. I can’t make it for you.’
Counter-intuitive persuasion. Turn the tables. Try to talk Sanjeev out of his mission. Let him persuade himself, re-commit to achieve his goal. He would conform to months of subtle conditioning but retain the illusion of choice.
Elize spun a daydream of escape:
‘Walk out the hospital. Right now. Flag a taxi. Come back here. It’s a simple procedure to remove the bomb. Open the wound, pull it out, stitch you up. Painkillers and antibiotics. That’s all you would need. Then we get you over the border to Kenya and on your way. Back in England before you know it. Back to your mom.’
‘But it’s not there anymore, is it? London. The infection is everywhere the world over. There’s nothing to go back to.’
Long pause.
‘Let’s get this done.’
‘Okay. Check the bottom shelf, near the door.’
Sanjeev knelt and groped beneath a shelf of towels. A Smith and Wesson snub lashed to the underside of the rack with duct tape.
‘A shit-load of money changed hands to get that pistol in position. Don’t fuck this up, alright?’
Sanjeev nodded.
‘.357 hollow-points. Should cut through body-armour at close range. You’ve only got five rounds, so no panic fire, alright?’
He nodded. He stuffed the pistol in his pocket. He opened the cupboard door and shut off the light. He strode towards the ophthalmic clinic and pushed open the swing doors. A dozen men and women sat in the waiting room, some with milky cataracts, some with dressings pasted over their eye sockets.
Ben turned away from the screen. He got up out of his chair and headed for the kitchen.
‘Call me when it’s over.’
He stood at the window and swigged bourbon.
‘Hey,’ he said, peering through dust-matted glass. ‘The guards have gone. The guards at the gate.’ He rubbed grime from the window to get a clear view. ‘Shit. The street is empty. I think it’s time to haul ass.’
Elize ignored him. She leant over the screen and shared the last minutes of Sanjeev’s life.
Sanjeev headed down the short corridor.
‘That’s it. The unmarked door at the end.’
A security guard blocked the doorway. A slav. He stepped forward, hand raised, mouth open like he intended to say: You can’t come in here.
Sanjeev pulled out the pistol. The guard fumbled at his holster. Elize observed the guard’s death like it was first-person-shooter game play. She looked down the sights, heard a sharp crack then saw muzzle-flash and smoke. A shot to the face. The guard was thrown against the wall. He slumped dead.
Sanjeev stepped over the dead man. The door was secured by a keypad entry system.
‘Kick it down.’
He shouldered the door. Hinges began to rip from the frame.
Ben hurried from the kitchen and stood over Elize.
‘Did you hear me? Did you hear what I said? The Ugandans are gone. The guards have fled. Everyone has bailed. This sector is about to fall. We have to leave right now.’
Elize didn’t respond.
Ben crouched in front of Daniel. He flipped open a pocket knife and cut the man’s ankles free. He grabbed Daniel and hauled him from the armchair. He stood him at the kitchen window.
‘Watch the road. If you see any infected, holler.’
Ben ran back to the living room. He threw equipment into his suitcase.
‘I’m leaving. Stay if you want. But I’m out of here.’
Elize didn’t look up from the screen.
Sanjeev’s POV: a pristine anteroom. Yellow haz-mat suits hung on a rack. Two men rushed Sanjeev. Slavs. One half out of a haz-mat suit, one wearing surgeon’s scrubs. Each felled by a shot to the chest.
‘Finish them,’ commanded Elize.
Headshots. Sanjeev tossed the pistol.
He stared through an observation window. Four beds, each curtained by polythene. The patients were strapped to iron bed-frames. He could see drips and bandages. Hard to make out detail through opaque plastic. Evidently they were locals in the grip of the strange infection. Tumourous growths protruded from flesh.
A man in a haz-mat suit checked a steel case open on a table. Glass vials packed in foam. Blood samples ready for transport. The man turned to face the window. He stared at Sanjeev. Sanjeev stared back.
‘That’s him. Teplov. Get in there. Finish it.’
BIOHAZARD LEVEL FOUR – STRICTY NO ENTRY.
A door framed with UV sterilisation lamps and rimmed with hermetic seals. Sanjeev threw himself against the door until frame-bolts began to tear from cinder block.
◆◆◆
 
Daniel stood at the kitchen window and watched the empty street. He looked down at the holdall near his feet. He glanced towards the living room and made sure he was unobserved. He crouched and unzipped the bag. He took out the carving knife and straightened up. He was about to slit the plastic ties which bound his wrists when he saw the first wave of infected townsfolk shuffling down the street. Rotted misshapen things.
‘Oh my God. They broke through southern barricade,’ he shouted. ‘They’re here, they’re outside.’
The tight-packed crowd advanced slowly down the street. A couple of infected stopped, turned and looked up as if they sensed Daniel’s presence. They stumbled through the abandoned gatehouse and headed down the path towards the apartment building.
◆◆◆
 
The living room.
‘Hey,’ said Ben, feverishly thumbing through a travel wallet. He held up a scrap of paper and waved it at Elize. ‘There’s only one chit. Yo, listen to me. The chits. The tickets for the plane. There’s only one.’
Elize remained transfixed by the screen.
Sanjeev’s POV. He advanced on Teplov. Teplov backed against the wall, his sweating, panicked face glimpsed through the Lexan visor of his respirator.
‘Do it. Do it now.’
Sanjeev looked down and gripped his watch. Trembling fingers fumbled for the light button.
‘Now, Sanjeev.’
Gunshot. Muzzle flash and smoke. Ben put a bullet through the laptop screen.
‘Fuck are you doing?’ shouted Elize. She reached behind her back for the pistol jammed in her waistband. Ben stepped up and aimed his smoking 9mm at her face.
‘Don’t you dare,’ he said. ‘Don’t you fucking dare.’
Elize slowly raised her hands. Ben held up the paper.
‘Two of us. But only one ticket out.’
‘I don’t know anything about it.’
‘Is that right? You didn’t notice? When you signed for the gear, the paperwork? One ticket? Escaped your fucking attention?’
‘Two. There should be two. Look again.’
Daniel stood in the kitchen doorway transfixed by the tableaux before him. Elize on the sofa. The shattered laptop. Ben standing over her with a smoking Glock.
A dull thud against the apartment front door. A scratching sound like dragging nails. He edged to the front door and peered through the spyhole. A grotesquely disfigured face staring back at him. A woman. Jet black eyeballs. Skin stretched and broken by grotesque tumours.
‘What’s out there?’ demanded Ben, keeping his eyes on Elize.
‘The woman from 12B. She’s infected.’
The creature sniffed the spyhole like it could smell Daniel inches away. He glimpsed movement in shadow on the other side of the hall. A couple more infected stumbled up the stairs.
Daniel turned to face Ben and Elize.
‘Listen,’ he said, pitching his voice calm and low like he was trying to pacify fractious children. ‘I don’t understand what’s going on with you two. I don’t understand the politics. But there are infected on the other side of this door and more will be joining them any second. We have to get out of here right now, otherwise we’ll be trapped.’
Ben ignored Daniel. He kept his gaze fixed on Elize.
‘I was going to get whacked when the job was done, is that right? Expendable asset, is that the deal?’
‘There are two tickets. Double check the wallet.’
‘Bitch, please.’
Ben blinked back tears. He was overwhelmed by anger and shame. He’d seen plenty of burn-out cases discreetly retired from the game over the years. Never thought it would happen to him. He let himself get old.
He shot Elize in the kneecap. She screamed and rolled on the floor. He pulled the pistol from her waistband.
He crossed to the front door, pushed Daniel aside and checked the spyhole. Three infected clawed at the door. He weighed the odds. He rocked on his toes like he was limbering for action.
He put a gun to Daniel’s head like it as an after-thought, like he was taking care of a last piece of business.
‘Sorry kid.’
‘Why?’ said Daniel, facing the moment of his death. ‘You said you would let me live.’
Ben gave an apologetic shrug.
‘I got to vanish. New name, new life. Can’t leave loose ends.’
‘You know why they want you shipped?’ shouted Elize. ‘Because you’re a fuck-up. Head in a bottle. You got nothing coming. Just the same downward spiral.’
The distraction was enough for Daniel to draw the carving knife from his waistband with bound hands and stab Ben deep in his side. Ben gasped and fell against the wall. Daniel drove the knife into his belly four times in quick succession. Ben grunted with each impact. He dropped the pistols, slid down the wall and slumped dead.
‘Give me his belt,’ said Elize.
Daniel cut the zip tie binding his wrists. He unbuckled the dead man’s belt and tugged it free. He handed it to Elize. She wrapped it round her thigh as a tourniquet. Shrieking through clenched teeth as she pulled the leather strap tight.
‘Morphine. Bedroom.’
Daniel retrieved a clutch of hypodermics. He gave her a needle. She bit the cap from a hypo and shot the dose into a bicep.
‘More.’
She shot three more needles. Her pupils shrank to pin-pricks as the opiate hit. She picked the headset off the floor.
‘Sanjeev?  Sanjeev?’
‘Did he detonate the bomb?’ asked Daniel.
‘Guess I’ll never know.’
She tossed the headset.
‘How many of them out there?’ she asked.
‘Three. Plenty more in a minute or two. They smell blood.’
‘Have to shoot our way out. Get me up.’
Daniel helped Elize to her feet. She swayed like a drunk. He handed her a pistol.
‘Madness,’ said Daniel. ‘Americans. Playing spy games as the world falls apart.’
‘Some folks are going to ride this shit out. The chosen few. They’ll hide in bunkers, or take to the sea. They’ll survive and inherit the world. I’m a patriot. I want it to be us.’
They edged towards the door. Elize hopped, dripping blood.
‘Got your inhaler?’ she asked.
‘Belongs to my ex. I don’t have asthma.’
‘Sly motherfucker.’
A heavy slam against the front door.
‘Damn,’ muttered Elize. ‘They really want a taste of me.’ She chambered her pistol. ‘Alright. Banzia, motherfuckers.’
Daniel checked the spyhole.
‘God in heaven. There are more of them. Five. And more headed up the stairs. We can’t go out there.’
‘We don’t have a choice.’
‘Hold on,’ said Daniel. He helped Elize prop herself on the arm of the sofa. ‘I have an idea.’
He swept the table clear. He grabbed his cricket bat, stood on the table and began to pound the ceiling. He brought down a cascade of plaster, turned himself ghost-white with dust.
A shallow roof void. Beams and ply wood. He pounded plywood until it splintered and buckled. He tossed the bat and clawed with his hands. He ripped a hole, tore chunks of wood and scraps of tar-sheet. Sunlight shafted through the aperture.
‘The apartments in this street are built side-by-side. We can move rooftop-to-rooftop.’
He hauled himself up and out. He leant back through the hole and held out a hand.
‘Come on.’
Elize limped to the centre of the room and grasped his hand. He strained to lift her. No good. She released her grip. She shook her head.
‘I’m not going anywhere.’
She limped across the room to Ben’s body and tugged a scrap of paper from the breast pocket of his shirt. She stuffed the paper into Daniel’s outstretched hand.
‘C-17 transport. Leaves Aden International in an hour. It’s the last ride out of here. This chit will get you through the cordon and on the plane.’
‘I can’t leave you.’
‘That’s exactly what you’re going to do. You got that pistol?’
‘Yes.’
‘You got an hour to reach the airport. Get going.’
A moment’s hesitation, then Daniel was gone.
Elize slid down the wall and sat next to Ben. Hypos lay scattered on the floor. She gave herself another shot in the arm. Fists pounded the door. The locks wouldn’t hold much longer. She checked the Glock was chambered. She looked round the shitty apartment. Motes of dust danced in sunlight shafting through the hole in the roof. An amplified voice from outside. Allāhu akbar. Final call to prayer for thousands of faithful barricaded in the mosque.
She rested her head against the wall and closed her eyes against the world.
‘Fuck it. Let the roaches have their turn.’
She listened as the muezzin called on an absent god. His voice rose over the ruined city and was lost in empty sky.



THE PLAGUE WINTER
 
Rich Hawkins
When Eddie opened the door and stepped back, a spindly shape with too many teeth emerged from the house and crawled out into the rain. It was a woman in the filthy remnants of a summer dress, her blackened mouth gasping and her face slack and drooping upon her skull.
He stepped back until he was beyond the reach of her claws and corruption. She wheezed past sore lips and halted on her hands and knees, trembling and raw upon the tarmac of the car park. She looked up at Eddie as he raised the pistol, and her eyes were bloodshot and wild in their bone sockets. Skin shockingly pale. She reached for him, her mouth pleading.
Crack of the gunshot and the pistol bucked in his hand. The bullet caught the woman just below her left eye and exited through the back of her head. She uttered a strained gurgle from her throat, and died crawling towards him, one hand scraping at the ground while the other pawed at the hole in her face.
Eddie stepped away.
The silence in the rain. Soft patter upon his shoulders and hood. He pulled the tied cloth down from his nose and mouth and took in a breath that felt like the best he’d ever tasted. His hands trembled. The weight of his old bones. He moved one arm in its socket and his old joints were like rusted hinges and knots. When he looked at the woman and her ruined form, anger swelled behind his eyes and teeth. The back of his mouth watered with nausea. The taking of a life never got easier. Never would. And it would never end. Pestilence was in the land, and the plague would abide. The country belonged to the infected and the scavengers.
Smell of gunpowder in the damp air. He touched his face and then checked his clothes for the woman’s blood, but he was clean. He slumped and watched the woman for a while as the rain fell and the wind pulled at him from the surrounding fields.
◆◆◆
 
The gunshot would bring visitors and he had to finish before they arrived. He moved to the doorway and stepped inside the house with the pistol awkward in his hands. Air pulled through the cloth over his mouth. All he could hear was his heart as he stood in the kitchen and eyed the doorway to the hallway and the stairs beyond. Rainwater dripped from his coat. If there were any infected upstairs they’d have descended to meet him by now.
He pulled down his hood and ran one finger over a worktop and it came away black with dust. The linoleum sticky with old stains. In one corner of the floor there was a puddle of some kind of mucus that smelled like rotten eggs.
Everything covered in dust. Rain fell against the window above a sink filled with dirty plates and bowls growing colonies of mould. Dead insects upturned in the windowsills. A clock ticked soundlessly upon a wall speckled with black rot. Eddie noted the time because he didn’t want to be caught out in the fields in the dark, and the prospect of spending a night in the house appealed only to the vague suicidal tendencies he’d been feeling since winter had arrived.
He listened to the house and the creaks between the walls. In the cupboards he found two tins of tomato soup and one of oxtail, a Mars bar, a packet of dried pasta and a tin of baby carrots, all of which he placed in the rucksack over his shoulder.
Deeper into the house, where the rooms smelled of old murder and bone marrow. The solemn daylight revealed the old things of a lost world. Skeletal remains piled in one corner like an offering. Blood-encrusted rags and bandages. Bookcases of tattered books. In the rooms where the curtains were drawn, he used his torch to pick through the darkness to the sound of the incessant rain on the roof. In a desk drawer he found packs of batteries, some birthday candles and a box of matches. They all went into the bag.
Eddie made sure not to look at the photos on the walls and high shelves and behind the glass doors of cabinets. It didn’t matter who had lived here. To think too much about the dead was to let his guard down, which would likely end with a bite or a scratch from some ravenous thing. And that would be that.
He climbed the stairway into the darkness and when he reached the landing he opened the curtains and flinched from the grey daylight. He opened the door to the master bedroom and in the dark inside he saw the thing that squirmed in the bed. He raised the pistol and froze. The torchlight revealed what remained of a man. The bed clothes damp with blood and other fluids. A putrid stink.
The man was emaciated and hairless, his pale skin glistening, and he extended a dripping hand towards Eddie. His face opened into a vertical slit and the skin peeled back to reveal teeth, slick-red cilia and the horror of a grinning skull all wet and sopping.
Eddie backed against the wall as red tendrils rose from under the stained blankets and climbed to almost the height of the ceiling, dancing and swaying like underwater plants. The tips of the tendrils opened and bloomed, flowering into pale suckers with purple innards and little teeth. Eddie didn’t react until they were almost upon him then fired the pistol once and hoped the bullet had found the man before he fled the room and slammed the door shut. He hunched over on the landing, spitting a bad taste from his mouth, his heart lurching and frail.
When the scratching began upon the other side of the door, he turned away and stumbled down the stairs then fled into the rain.
◆◆◆
 
In the eighteen months since the start of the outbreak Eddie understood that no one was coming to help and the realisation was always followed with a knot of despair that hardened in his chest.
The house receded behind him. It was one of the few isolated cottages in the area, and the last one to be looted. After today he would have to look for supplies in the nearby villages, and that filled him with a dread that constricted his heart. He was too old for this. Too tired and sore with his blackened heart dwindling like a deflated balloon and his liver swollen and scarred from years of self-medicating with whiskey. He remembered the warnings from his doctor and her concerned face across the desk as she admonished him about his drinking. She had handed him leaflets filled with frightening words and medical jargon, but once he got home he had dropped them on the table and promised to read them later, but he never did and they went out with the recycling at the end of the week.
If he lived to see Sam into early adulthood, that would be enough, and his job would be done.
He walked on, struggling over slopes and rises, wiping specks of rain from his eyes. One step then the next as he navigated wet ground and overgrown pastures. Black streams trickling into frothing ditches. He could feel the rust inside him and the microbes and germs on his skin. The bacteria toiling in his gut.
Distant towns and villages like apparitions in the downpour. Thunder crackled in a sky the colour of base metals. Slouched like a sickly wanderer, Eddie watched the fields and the trees. The rain tasted of ash. The roads were flooded, so he kept to the fields and was careful not to get stuck in the boggy ground, where the mud pulled at his boots. The land was carnivorous; it would drag him down and devour him, then spit his bones out for the crows.
His thighs burned. The pain in his knees caused him to wince with each step. He muttered a prayer for the rain to stop, to give him some respite, but if anyone had ever been listening they had stopped a long time ago.
◆◆◆
 
In a field blasted to bare ground by the winter, he crouched by a child’s skull and broken vertebrae scattered in the mud and thought that none of it was real until his fingers found the dulled bones and caressed them. Then he snatched his hand away and wiped it on his trousers. Those bones were someone’s son or daughter, dismantled and obliterated. How was that an end to a life? It was cruel and hopeless, and he looked at the sky to ask questions, but his voice was lost in a sudden burst of icy breeze whipping across the fields.
He pulled the metal hip flask from his pocket and drank deep from the whiskey inside and savoured the aching burn in his chest. Then he drank again and the world went away for a while and it was a small comfort.
◆◆◆
 
The house appeared out of the rain, darker than the shape of the woods behind it. Eddie sighed, relieved to be almost home. His boots and trousers were filthy with mud and weighed him down. He was exhausted down to his bones.
He walked along the river and looked for fish in the dark water, but they were either too deep to be seen or they were gone. He climbed over a wooden stile and stepped onto a dirt track flanked by bare hedgerows. Small depressions in the ground. Loose stones and wet grit. Ditches flooded with rainwater that spilled onto the track.
Eddie looked at the house. One of the downstairs windows held a faint light; he would talk to Sam about that.
A small face appeared in the window then dipped out of sight again, and when Eddie reached the house there was the sound of bolts being pulled back. The scraping turn of an old key in the lock. Then the door opened and Sam stood in the doorway, hopeful and pale in the fading daylight. The smallest curve of a smile. He shied away from the rain and wiped his nose with the back of his wrist.
‘You were gone a long time.’
Eddie lowered his cloth mask and put away the pistol. ‘I know. Weather held me up.’
‘It’s raining bad.’
‘Yes, I’m standing in it. I saw the light in the window from over in the field. I told you to make sure the curtains are drawn.’
‘Sorry, Grandad, I forgot.’
‘It’s okay. Just try to remember.’
‘Did you find any chocolate?’
‘Let me in the house first, lad.’
‘Sorry, Grandad.’
◆◆◆
 
The door closed behind Eddie, shutting out the wind and rain. Sam threw the bolts across the door. Eddie struggled to take off his boots, and nearly fell over when he lost his balance and had to lean against the banister at the foot of the stairs. Sam watched him. Eddie put his boots next to the door and stood dripping in the hallway like a half-drowned man pulled from the sea. He took off his coat and waterproof trousers, and slumped, glad to be out of the rain.
Sam handed him a towel. Eddie dabbed at his face and the back of his neck. The towel smelled of mildew but he didn’t care because he just wanted to be dry and warm. He walked into the kitchen, where an LED lantern gave definition to the room and its angles. Sam watched him unpack the bag on the dining table.
Eddie handed him the Mars bar. ‘Here you go. Can’t be many of those left.’
‘Thanks, Grandad.’
‘Don’t eat it until after dinner, okay?’
‘Yes, Grandad.’
‘Good lad.’
‘Did you see any other people out there?’
‘Like who?’
‘People like us.’
‘People like us?’
‘Survivors, Grandad…’
‘Survivors.’ Eddie said the word as though it were the punchline to a bad joke. He sorted through the food he’d scavenged. Looked at the stash and frowned. ‘I didn’t see anyone.’
‘Oh.’ The boy stared at the chocolate bar as he turned it over between his fingers.
Eddie put one hand on Sam’s shoulder. ‘That doesn’t mean there are no survivors out there.’
Sam glanced at him and sniffed. Scratched the side of his mouth as he looked at the floor. ‘I suppose so.’
‘We’re not the last ones left, Sam.’
The boy raised his face and the sad shine of his eyes broke Eddie’s heart. ‘Would we help other people, if they were starving or in danger?’
‘Depends.’
‘Depends on what?’
‘It’s not as simple as you think it is, Sam. There’s only so much food and water left.’
‘So we shouldn’t help other people?’
‘I didn’t say that.’
‘Then what are you saying? If there was a little boy or a little girl out there, you wouldn’t help them?’
‘Of course I would.’
‘Doesn’t sound like it, Grandad. If we needed help, I hope someone would help us.’
‘We don’t need help,’ Eddie said.
‘What about when the food runs out?’
‘It won’t run out.’
‘But you said there is only so much food left…’
‘I didn’t mean it like that. I mean… It’s hard to explain, Sam.’
‘Okay.’ He frowned. ‘I don’t understand old people.’
◆◆◆
 
Darkness fell to dismantle the fields and trees. Rain upon the roof. The windows rattled in their frames and the thin glass seemed barely capable of resistance. Howl and scream of the wind across the winter-barren countryside.
They went through the same routine each night. The curtains were drawn, doors locked, bolted and checked, then checked again just to make sure. The fireplace was blocked with bricks and stones.
‘What do you want for dinner?’ Eddie asked.
Not missing a beat, Sam said, ‘Spaghetti hoops and sliced up hot dogs.’
Eddie patted the boy’s head. ‘Good answer.’
◆◆◆
 
Eddie cooked the meal on the camping stove and Sam sat with him and they enjoyed the warmth of the steaming food from the pot. They ate from the old plates they’d found in the cupboards when they first arrived here after fleeing the city. Sam speared the spaghetti on his plastic fork and watched the tomato sauce drip back onto the plate before he put it in his mouth. But he still managed to get the sauce on his chin. He ate the slices of hot dog without chewing. Eddie watched and couldn’t help but smile as he picked at his own food.
‘When can we go for a walk outside, Grandad?’
Eddie swallowed a mouthful of food and looked at the boy. ‘A walk?’
‘You promised me we could go for a walk one day. So we could go bird-watching.’
‘I can’t remember saying that,’ Eddie said.
‘You promised, Grandad.’
‘We’ll see. It’s not safe outside.’
‘Not a long walk; just around the garden and maybe the nearest field. I could take my birdwatching book with me, so I could tell what birds are what.’
‘We’ll see,’ Eddie said. ‘Maybe when the weather clears up, okay?’
Sam nodded and looked at his plate.
‘I know it’s difficult to stay inside all the time,’ said Eddie. ‘But it’s for our safety.’
‘But you go outside…’
‘Only because I have to find food for us.’
‘And your drink.’
Eddie sighed. ‘We’ll go for a walk soon. I promise.’
‘You always promise.’
‘I know.’
After Sam finished the spaghetti and hot dogs, he very carefully opened the Mars bar, and when he finished eating he looked at the empty wrapper in his hands. His eyes were damp and solemn. Then he folded the wrapper neatly and placed it in his pocket and went into the living room.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie sipped whiskey and watched Sam play on the floor with his Transformers action figures. He made laser noises; mimicked explosions and robotic voices. He didn’t cheer when the bad guys were killed. The boy played out battles and daring missions, and in the end the heroes won the fight. But he didn’t smile and in silence he packed the toys away.
Eddie’s eyes lingered upon the dead television. He missed watching the football. He missed a lot of things.
The evening passed and the rain didn’t stop. When it was getting late and Sam was nodding into one of his adventure books, Eddie put him to bed and read Where the Wild Things Are until Sam’s eyes closed and he turned away towards the window and fell asleep.
Eddie returned to the living room. The metal springs creaked as he lowered himself into the armchair. He drank from his flask and listened to the house in the night. The whiskey numbed his mind and soothed the black tumours of anxiety and fear in his heart.
As the night went on, all the people he’d known and who’d died came to visit him and he spoke with them all and they shared good memories.
◆◆◆
 
In his sleep he returned to when he first met Ruth. It was 1968 and he had gone to the shoe shop on Mandalay Road to buy a pair of oxfords for a job interview at a local bank.
As he stood staring at the shelves, his forehead shining with sweat from the summer heat, a small voice asked if he needed any help. And when he turned with his hands worrying at each other he couldn’t help gawping at the young woman smiling at him. His mouth dried up; his tongue became stuck behind his teeth, and he glanced everywhere except for her eyes, which were like wonderful colours from otherworldly pools.
He muttered something, unintelligible even to himself, and fidgeted.
The woman’s red lipstick-smile was replaced by a frown. She pushed a strand of black hair behind one ear. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that.’
He cleared his throat and sucked in his stomach. Tried not to stare at the cream floral dress tight against her chest and hips. She was beautiful, framed by the sunlight, and dulled everything else around her: the drone of the cars driving past the shop, the people chattering on the pavement, and chattering old women at the back of the shop.
When he realised he was staring at her, he looked away and swallowed a knot in his throat.
‘Sir, are you okay?’ There was a note of concern in her voice and he adored her for it.
‘Shoes, please.’ He spat the words and his face flushed red. His insides fluttered, dipped and climbed.
She smiled. Then Eddie smiled too, because that was all he could do.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie woke from those dreams of old memories and knocked his hip flask to the floor. He scrambled to pick it up, worried that whiskey was being wasted, but then realised the cap was screwed on and he slumped back in the armchair and breathed a sigh that scraped inside his throat. A blanket had been placed over his lap.
Grim daylight spilling through a window. The sound of movement in the kitchen. He rose from the chair and tottered for a moment, rubbing his head. His vision swayed. The walls closed in like unwanted friends. The ceiling reached for his head. At least the rain had stopped.
He went into the kitchen. A pot of water boiling on the camp stove. Sam turned to him.
‘You’re up early,’ said Eddie.
Sam eyed the hip flask in his hands. ‘You slept late.’
Eddie saw him notice, and put the flask away. ‘What time is it?’
‘Almost midday.’
‘You should have woken me.’
‘You were dreaming, Grandad. Did you dream of anything good?’
‘I can’t remember,’ he lied.
‘I had bad dreams.’
‘I’m sorry, lad.’
‘It’s not your fault, Grandad. Do you want a cup of coffee?’
‘That would be nice.’
◆◆◆
 
They sat across from each other at the dining table. Sam appeared slightly comical in the wooden chair, like an oversized doll in dirty clothes, his chin barely above the rim of the table. His crayons and colouring pencils were spread around him. He was drawing a robot in his sketchpad.
Eddie gulped coffee and rubbed his head. Bits of powdered milk stuck in his teeth. ‘Who’s that you’re drawing?’
‘Optimus Prime.’
‘Is he one of the good guys?’
‘He’s the leader of the Autobots.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘He’s a good guy.’
‘Ah, right.’
‘You’re too old to like Transformers, Grandad.’
‘Thanks.’ Eddie laughed, and then stifled a cough in his throat. ‘Did you ever watch the films?’
Sam’s face creased in concentration at the paper. ‘I didn’t like the films. They weren’t very good. I like the cartoons.’
‘Fair enough. I haven’t seen any of them.’
‘Maybe we can watch the cartoon one day, Grandad. If we ever have electric again.’
‘I thought I was too old for all that.’
‘Nah, I thought about it again, and you’re not that old.’
‘Lucky me.’
Eddie felt the scratch of Sam’s pencil inside his skull. He put one hand to his face and grimaced.
‘Mum always said you drank too much,’ Sam muttered.
Eddie raised his face from the steaming mug and wiped coffee from his beard. ‘Your mum was right.’
‘Do you drink to forget the bad things you’ve seen?’
‘Sometimes.’
‘Can I have a drink? Then I might forget some of the bad things.’
‘You’re too young. And it doesn’t always work. Sometimes it makes you remember the bad things you think you’ve already forgotten.’
‘Does it stop you feeling sad?’
‘Sometimes. Not all the time. Sometimes it makes you feel worse.’
‘Then what’s the point of drinking if it makes you feel worser?’
Eddie finished the coffee and put the cup down. He noticed the mug rings overlapping on the table top. ‘You’ll understand one day, I hope.’
Sam looked at him for a while then went back to drawing his robot.
◆◆◆
 
Later, Eddie stared at the television and tried to remember what programme would be on at that time of day. The usual turgid daytime TV. Doctors or some generic quiz show fronted by an ex-footballer in a bad suit.
Sam was lying on the sofa, reading one of his comics.
Eddie took his flask from his pocket and checked to see if the boy was watching before he unscrewed the cap and took a sip. The small mouthful only made him want more, and before he knew what he was doing he had downed half of the flask’s contents. His eyes watered. Fire inside him, pure and true. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them a moment later, Sam was looking at him in silence, and Eddie had to turn away.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie knelt before the cupboard where he kept his drink. His palms were greasy and it took a few attempts to put the key in and unlock the door.
The cupboard was empty.
The blood left his face. He ground his teeth until they ached. He shook his head as though this wasn’t possible and reached towards the back of the cupboard and pawed about, in case a bottle was hidden in the dark. But there was only a chipped vase and an old food blender covered in dust. When he withdrew his hand there was a splinter in his right index finger, although he barely felt it. He pulled the splinter out and sucked the blood from the tiny wound until it stopped bleeding.
He glared into the cupboard and scratched at a patch of skin on his neck. He swallowed and thought about things. Then he stood, wincing as his spine clicked and straightened. He touched the flask in his pocket and for the first time in a while its shape was not reassuring. His insides were hot and loose. Panic boiling under his ribs. He rubbed at the pressure in his eyes. Clenched his hands into whitened fists.
How had this happened? Had he forgotten to restock?
Eddie threw the key away and slammed the cupboard door shut.
◆◆◆
 
For the rest of the day Eddie rationed the whiskey that remained in the flask. The little sips barely sated him, and the time between the small mouthfuls, when he was anticipating the next drink, only increased his thirst.
He found a bottle of mouthwash in the wall cabinet above the bathroom sink and managed to down a few mouthfuls before he gagged and vomited most of it into the toilet.
He sat in the living room and watched the ceiling. Pencil-line cracks and flaking paint. In its silk web, a spider was busy wrapping hollowed carapaces.
Eddie looked at his flask. Little sips, little sips. When he realised there was only a small amount left to last him the night, he screwed his eyes shut and listened to the noise of his heart.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie jolted awake from nightmares of prolapsed faces and mouths with lips shredded to strips of skin. He took a breath that tasted of dust.
Sam was by his side, eyes pale and wide in the dim light of the room. When the boy spoke, his voice was so low that Eddie had to lean forward to hear him.
‘I found something outside, Grandad.’
◆◆◆
 
They stepped out into the cold dawn and walked to the riverbank. Sam shivered beneath his fleece and coat. They halted at the top of a short slope leading to the dark river and looked down at the figure sprawled on its front in the mud.
‘I found her when I came to get some water. I just wanted to see if there were ducks on the river.’
‘You know you’re not supposed to go outside.’
The infected girl raised her face from the mud and opened her mouth. She was no older than ten or eleven; her clothes were clotted, filthy rags on her starved bones. Soaking wet and trembling. The flesh of her face was puffy and looked soft enough to pull away. Her left arm was bent the wrong way, limp and skeletal, trapped in the dire mud. The hand at the end of the arm curled into a putrid claw.
‘Christ,’ Eddie said under his breath.
The girl was trying to drag herself from the mud, but the odd angle of her back suggested something wrong with her spine.
‘She can’t move.’ Sam let out a deep sob. ‘She’s just a little girl.’
Eddie’s eyes locked with the girl’s, and she reached towards him with her working arm mottled with black rot and encrusted cysts. Her hand opened and shut, then opened again, and the splay of her fingers was like a pale spider unfurling itself.
‘How did she get here?’ said Sam.
Eddie looked down the river. ‘Probably fell into the water and was carried here.’
‘I wonder where she came from.’
‘Doesn’t matter.’
‘Will she die without a name?’
‘What?’
‘We should give her a name, Grandad.’
‘She already has a name. We just don’t know it.’
‘That’s just as bad as not having a name.’
‘Don’t be silly. We can’t give her a name.’
‘Because you’re going to kill her.’
Eddie nodded and couldn’t meet Sam’s eyes.
‘Are all the children dead?’
‘You’re alive.’
‘I mean, apart from me.’
‘Go back to the house.’
Sam didn’t move.
Eddie turned to him. ‘Did you hear me?’
Sam looked down. His mouth moved silently. His gaze drifted over his feet. Then he raised his head and his eyes were damp. He looked from Eddie to the girl and back again. One hand fidgeted with his ear.
Eddie’s voice softened. ‘Do as I say, lad.’
His shoulders sloped downward. ‘Okay, Grandad.’
‘Good lad. I’ll be back in a minute.’
Eddie waited until Sam was inside the house before he took the pistol out. He looked at the girl. Dark blood dripped from her lips. Bleeding gums in her carnivorous mouth. The remaining strands of her hair plastered to her pale scalp. She could only raise her head from the mud for a short time before she slumped back down again. Pinned by gravity, mired in the thick mud. Spat from the dark river.
Eddie stepped forward so that he stood at the edge of the mud. He raised the pistol. At a distance of less than five yards, he centred the gun on the girl’s head. His voice was faint as he apologised and spoke words of comfort.
The gunshot scared the birds from the trees.
◆◆◆
 
He dragged the girl from the mud and laid her down near the willow tree at the foot of the garden. With the spade he’d found in the back of the house he dug a hole for her as the light burned on the horizon and the sky became white and flat. He placed her in the grave and covered her with loose dirt. He marked the grave with stones and said the words he remembered once spoken at a funeral long ago. He was choked with guilt and despair. Then he crouched and laid one hand upon the grave. Another body lost to the earth. His clothes dampened with sweat. Aching limbs. A throbbing heat in his calves. The world was cruel and it made him sick. He’d hoped the sun would appear to see her into the ground, but there was no sun and everything was dull and silent around him.
◆◆◆
 
They faced each other across the kitchen table. Eddie craved a drink. His skin was clammy and he kept thinking of the girl. 
Sam was eating baked beans from a plastic bowl. ‘How long are we going to stay here, Grandad? Are we going to leave one day?’
Eddie looked up from tracing his finger along a crack in the table. ‘Maybe one day, lad.’
Sam nodded and scooped beans into his chewing mouth. His hair was getting long. Eddie tried to remember where he’d put the scissors. ‘Are you alright?’
‘Yes, Grandad.’
‘I’m sorry I was angry with you earlier.’
‘You didn’t mean it.’
For a long while Eddie said nothing and watched the boy eat as he scratched at the table top with his fingernail. Nothing but silence outside. The sound of Sam mashing beans between his teeth and slurping at the tomato sauce.
Eddie smiled at the boy then stopped because a smile felt like an obscene thing when all was gone and children had been murdered.
◆◆◆
 
It was mid-morning when Eddie came to a decision. He was getting the shakes, restless and jittery, and he realised he had to do something when Sam caught him inhaling the leftover fumes from an empty whiskey bottle. The look of disappointment in the boy’s face would stay with him for a long time.
Eddie told the boy they needed supplies, which was not a complete lie. Essential supplies.
Sam only looked at him and nodded.
‘Lock the door behind me,’ Eddie said. ‘Keep the curtains closed and stay away from the windows.’
‘Yes, Grandad.’
‘What do you do if someone comes around here?’
‘Hide.’
‘What do you do if they know you’re in here?’
‘Don’t let them in.’
‘And if they get in?’
‘Show them my knife.’
‘Good lad.’
◆◆◆
 
The sky so pale and full of nothing. Eddie trekked across the fields, struggling against the ground that slowed him to awkward steps. He paused on a worn slope to catch his breath. The countryside silent and forlorn, coloured in decay, exhausted by the winter. Black branches of tall trees creaked in the wind. He moved on, the rucksack swinging against his back, rustling like cloth. He was inured to the sight of bones in the fields. Remnants. The forgotten dead.
He stepped around animal holes and jagged stones. Creeping movements in thickets. A fleeting shape in the treeline; possibly a deer.
Nearing the village, silent and dark in the shallow valley below. Walking and watching. Moving through brush and briars, the damp ground impeding his steps. Small lanes blocked by floodwater and fallen trees. The wind rushing through weeds and long grass to howl past him.
Sometimes, if he listened, there was music on the wind that fell across the fields.
A bare orchard. Whispering leaves. An overgrown cricket pitch and a white-walled pavilion falling into disrepair, its thatched roof rotting and blackened. He had played cricket in his youth, and an image came to him of men wearing white in the outfield while a fast bowler ran towards the wicket. Sunshine and the crack of the cricket ball upon a bat. Eddie stood at the edge of the outfield and imagined the crowd applauding a wicket or a well-struck boundary. And in the long grass he found an old cricket ball and picked it up and tossed it in his hand. It was coated in slimy grime. In the days before the plague it must have been lost when it was hit into the undergrowth. He threw it towards the centre of the pitch and thought it would stay there for the rest of time.
Despite each fresh reminder he still couldn’t grasp the enormity of what had happened.
Everything is gone.
He passed a crossroads marked by a tall oak scarred and withered by winter. A signpost. Alderbrook. A child’s rusted bicycle in the undergrowth, strangled by vines and weeds. Novelty reflectors on the spokes. A torn denim jacket hanging on a chicken wire fence.
He stopped in the road to catch a glimpse of the sun.
◆◆◆
 
At the outskirts of the village a car had crashed into the front of a house, damaging the wall and cracking one of the windows. The doorway was blocked by the car, which was empty and slowly rusting.
Eddie stood before the house and looked up at the windows; no movement, although he imagined pale forms bristling with tumours and black spines mewling behind the net curtains. Perhaps watching him, with their mouths forming squeals of delight. He moved to the side of the house, where he managed to climb through an open window with some difficulty. And with a groan he lowered himself into a laundry room and crouched on linoleum flooring between a washing machine and a tumble dryer. He froze and listened. A shelf lined with fabric conditioner, washing powder tablets and stain remover. Piles of folded towels, two of which he took and placed in his rucksack once he had risen from the floor.
The rooms opened to him as he moved deeper into the house. He felt mildly ridiculous with the pistol, like an imitation of a capable man. A man stuck in a nightmare.
He went through the kitchen cupboards and found a tin of strawberries in syrup, and one each of sweetcorn and marrowfat peas. A jar of coffee. A half-empty box of PG Tips. He searched for whiskey, grinding his teeth and scratching at the corners of his mouth. He rubbed his eyes with his knuckles.
In the living room, the skeleton of a man reclined in an armchair, dressed in a funeral suit with a plastic rose in the breast pocket. Held together by leathery sinew. The air was thick with the man’s decay. No clue as to how he died.
Eddie admired his shoes.
He kicked the empty vodka bottle across the floor and it rolled against the far wall.
◆◆◆
 
A potato peeler and a wrapped stack of paper plates both went into the rucksack. When he realised there was no alcohol downstairs and how that filled him with anger, he felt such a depth of self-loathing that it was all he could do not to bang his head against a wall. Bile and acid like serpents inside him. He watched his hands tremble. Then a bout of intense frustration and helplessness overcame him and he sat down opposite the skeleton of the man and saw himself in some similar near-future where his bones would be found in some squalid room.
He left the living room and climbed the stairs, the steps creaking under his boots, his hand trailing through the dust covering the banister. When he reached the landing, something began pawing and slapping at the other side of a bedroom door. Self-adhesive plastic letters stuck on the door. NATHAN.
For a while Eddie stood listening to the growls and whimpers from within the boy’s bedroom. The trample of feet. The sound of a mouth breathing wetly as it pressed against the other side of the door. He took the pistol and moved to open the door, but at the last second his nerve failed him, and he turned away to walk down the stairs.
◆◆◆
 
He staggered from cover-to-cover and between old cars that were rusting into dull shapes covered in grime and bird shit. Cracked windscreens. Glass shards amongst the drifts of dead leaves in the roads. Rust and dust and the gutters blocked by dried mud, thin sticks and leaves. Weeds growing through the cracks in the road. Drifting trash.
He could never shake the feeling of being watched and hunted as he glanced up at the windows of silent houses where the guttering was slowly detaching from lichen-speckled walls, loosened by the shuddering gusts of wind and rain.
He searched the houses and his heart was aching and loud. It took the best of him to brave those rooms; and aside from a few unexpected finds – a tin of chickpeas, which did nothing to raise his spirits, a can of lemonade and a packet of pretzels – there wasn’t much. Sam would be happy with the lemonade, at least.
The houses were looted clean. Mould-stained curtains fluttering in the breeze past the teeth of smashed windows. Broken furniture and tattered things. Everything fraying, dwindling and fading. Empty cupboards and stinking crypt-rooms of old murder scenes, where the floors were covered in bones that cracked beneath his boots.
How many people had passed through the village since the outbreak? Looters and refugees. Scavengers. Survivors. How many? He wondered how much of the land had been stripped clean and ransacked.
◆◆◆
 
He followed the road to the pub and stopped in the street, flanked by dark houses and trees. His shoulders slumped and he spat. One hand formed into a fist and tightened until it was bloodless. The grinding of his teeth as he clenched his jaw.
The pub had been burnt to the ground and all that remained was ash and debris and nothing else. Eddie’s heart sank and the stiffness in his throat brought him close to tears.
He picked through the ruins, stepping over charred rubble and scraps of metal with sharp edges. The smell of mould, plaster, and old drains. In the wreckage, things he recognised: the snapped legs of bar stools, broken tables reduced to limbs of damp wood; the remains of a pool table. Moss and weeds flourishing in the cracks and holes. Piles of rotting wall insulation.
There was thunder in the distance, like the collisions of great ships. He felt his body temperature dropping. He waited for the rain and stood amongst the smashed glass, mortar dust and brick fragments. Wooden beams blackened by fire. When the wind gusted just right, he thought he could smell the ghost-fumes of whiskey and vodka. He kicked at rubble and ash, and searched until his back was sore from hunching over and his legs were aching. And then he sat in the ruins and picked up handfuls of dust and watched it fall through his fingers.
He realised he was shaking his head. He spoke to the uncaring sky. It would be easy to give up and lie down in the ruins, and fade into the decaying landscape. The dust and ash and all things left to desolation.
‘It’s all nothing.’
He squatted and wrapped his arms around his chest, rocking gently. A soft drizzle fell. He shivered in the rain. Blinked water from his eyes and tasted it around his mouth. His face was cold and bloodless, a dirty mask of creases and old lines.
Tiredness heavy in his bones, he fell into a deep daydream and stared at his feet until something began to emerge from the wreckage to his left. At first he thought it was his mind playing tricks, but when he stood and turned he saw a pair of pale hands appear from underneath a lattice of broken wood. As though awoken by the rain. His mouth fell open. And then a snuffling form, raggedy and covered in ash and dust, emerged wheezing into the daylight and crouched on a slab of concrete with its head bowed and its hands curled into claws. It looked up and saw Eddie, and its face was little more than stretched and peeling skin across a tumescent skull; its eyes were bulbous and pained. A thin and genderless thing in the remains of a police uniform. It hissed at Eddie through a filthy mouth.
Eddie raised the pistol.
Another infected scrambled out from beneath a pile of bones and rubble, retching in its throat. Ruined and hunched, naked and bruised, it turned towards Eddie with eyes excited by hunger.
Eddie turned and staggered away; he fired the pistol blind over his shoulder and when he looked back the creatures were already chasing him.
◆◆◆
 
He ran despite the faltering of his legs, down an unknown road where the buildings slumped and sagged. There were yellowed bones in the drains. A name written in blood across a window. The rain fell against his face and slowed him, soaked him to the skin, as he struggled past the abandoned relics of a dead world.
The infected followed.
◆◆◆
 
He opened the door to the hardware shop and slipped inside, quietly closing the door behind him. He threw the bolt and retreated from the plate glass front window into the shadows at the back of the shop, dripping rainwater.
‘Wankers,’ Eddie said, taking deep breaths to inflate his lungs. He blinked to push away the white flashes at the edges of his vision. His heart was wild. Adrenaline caused tremors in his limbs. His legs went from under him and he fell down and shuffled backwards on his arse until he was behind the counter with his back against the wall.
He bowed his head to his chest. His buttocks and thighs ached. A sharp pain stabbing his knees. His chest tightening with each hurried breath.
He looked around. The cash register and a chip and pin card machine sat on the counter, and underneath – to his delight and relief – was a bottle of supermarket brand scotch among stained scraps of cloth and piles of scrap paper. He grabbed the whiskey and hugged it to his shuddering chest. The seal was intact. He smiled, his throat choked with emotion. His hands were shaking as he ripped the seal away and unscrewed the cap. Then he tipped the bottle to his mouth and drank.
◆◆◆
 
He imagined there were people moving among the aisles, chattering and shuffling their feet. Saturday morning shoppers looking for a bargain. Eddie laughed to himself and took another swig. If the infected weren’t out in the street, he would have been almost content. He muttered a poem he’d learned as a child, and fell into a haze of memories from before the outbreak. The frivolous concerns of his old life.
He shuffled onto his knees, holding the whiskey and the pistol, and peered over the rim of the counter.
One of the infected was looking through the front window into the shop, its face pressed against the glass. Eddie ducked, his heart flinching, and hoped the shadows at the back of the shop were dense enough to hide him.
The tortured cries of the infected echoed in the street. It sounded like the street was full of them. Where had they all come from?
He waited for a while longer, and the day went on. The rain tapered to drizzle and the cries of the infected died away. He had to get back to Sam before dark, and this formed a knot of anxiety in his chest. Placing the whiskey bottle in his rucksack he checked the window at the front and saw it was empty then he rose into a pained crouch and crept along the aisle to the back of the shop, where he found a door that led outside into a yard infested with weeds. He breathed the fresh air, glad for the breeze and the soft rain against his face. The sky turned from dull white to grey, and everything was washed out as if viewed through failing eyes.
Two ancient bicycles chained to a metal post, their chains rusted tight. A pile of concrete blocks. A Ford Fiesta mounted on bricks. With the pistol he swept the yard and when he was sure he was alone he moved to the back gate. He paused, and then opened the gate and the creaking of its hinges was muted in the rain. He winced and stepped onto a dirt track that ran behind the shop. The puddles were grey and there was the smell of animal rot. To his left and right, the track led to the streets. Beyond the track, directly opposite the backyard, was a row of pine trees and past the trees the old church and its tower loomed very tall.
Eddie turned towards one end of the track, when an infected man stepped around the corner at the entrance to the street. He was terribly thin, stooping with the burden of black tumours on his naked back. His hands scraping at each other and his wrists. The man saw Eddie and let out a breathless cry, then started down the track towards him on twisted legs that seemed to stab at the ground as he moved.
Eddie raised the pistol then realised a gunshot would bring more infected.
The infected man stumbled forward, mouth-breathing, his chest heaving, holding out his hands like he was offering something vital and precious.
Eddie lowered the gun and fled.
◆◆◆
 
In the shadow of the church he moved through the graveyard, between headstones and Christian signs, stumbling and tripping, too afraid to look back. Graves decorated with imitation flowers. The names of the dead all around him and the cries of the infected echoed in the dying light.
Exhaustion pulled at him. Gravity thickened. The rain was upon him, the stones and the footpath he hurried along. There was a crawling shape among the graves that turned towards him and shrieked. He quickened his pace.
The vicar was sitting on a wooden bench, languid and skeletal, his head bowed to his chest and his hands entwined in a semblance of prayer. And as Eddie stumbled past, the vicar looked up with a slick-red face and it was only close-up that Eddie could see the writhing feelers emerging through the ragged holes in the man’s black clerical shirt.
◆◆◆
 
He fled through gardens until exhaustion brought him down and he knelt on a lawn in the rain and stared at the ground while thoughts of using the pistol occurred to him. The cries of the infected were closing in, and he didn’t have the strength to keep running. They would find him here and slaughter him upon the cold ground and the last thing he’d see would be the mad faces of the monsters.
His chest was so tight that he thought his ribcage was collapsing. A deep sob in his throat. He spoke Sam’s name and repeated it to the rain. He spoke other names, of those he loved, who were long gone. All gone, like so much dust at the end of the world.
He looked to the end of the garden, where a large doghouse stood on the lawn. Something for a Doberman or an Irish wolfhound, maybe. Big dog.
Eddie crawled to the doghouse and paused at the entrance. Peered inside, where nothing lurked or waited for him in the dark. He dragged himself inside and curled up on the foul-smelling grass like a lost animal that had found sanctuary from beasts and hunters.
The pistol gripped in both hands, he waited.
◆◆◆
 
The infected were in the garden, lurking among the overgrown grass and foliage while they wheezed through mouths deformed by vicious teeth. Shrieking calls and saliva-wet grunts, like some kind of proto-language.
Eddie began to cry. He kept the pistol close. He went deep inside his mind, because he didn’t want to be aware of the monsters’ claws when they found him. There was no bravery in facing a violent death. He went to a place in his mind where the sky was perfect blue and a lush meadow foamed around him. And then Ruth was there and she was older than the age at which she died, and they sat together under a sun so pale that it was white and blinding.
◆◆◆
 
Old memories and lost voices, the faces of long-departed friends. The bodies in the burning pits. The machinery of the universe. When the dead came to pay him their respects, they asked when he would come with them.
◆◆◆
 
The rain fell softly. The garden was silent, but Eddie didn’t trust it. He breathed into his hands to warm them. His body temperature was dropping with the onset of dusk. The patch of daylight through the opening was steadily darkening.
He stiffened at footfalls on the grass and his hand found the pistol, and he felt sick that he’d have to use it again. He tried to listen past the pounding of his heart. His legs were going numb and one arm was aching with pins and needles.
Someone was standing outside the doghouse.
He thought he could hear the visitor breathing through some sort of restriction. A vague shadow darkened the opening. Eddie thumbed the pistol’s safety off.
Come on, bastard. Hurry up.
And then the shadow pulled away and the sound of damp footfalls receded into the rain.
When Eddie emerged from his hiding place, it was almost dark and the garden and the tall trees were all shadow.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie left the village in the bleak dusk as the rain hit the ground like falling stones. Into the fields, glancing around, keeping watch; startled at each sound that came out of the trees or from ditches bristling with stinging nettles, thistles and swarming briars. He staggered faster as darkness fell. Shadows all about him like unwelcome companions. Animal cries from the woods and the hidden places. There would be no moon over the fields tonight and he kept thinking he would lose his way. He was brittle and hollow-boned, breathless and frantic. God, he felt older than ever and weak in his heart.
‘I’m sorry, Sam. I’m sorry.’
◆◆◆
 
Sick with fear, Eddie reached the house as the darkness caught him and he pounded on the door and shouted for Sam to let him inside. There had been sounds behind him, like discordant voices and the suggestion of footsteps through bracken and soft dirt. Perhaps it had been his imagination or the trampling of wild animals; he just wanted to get inside, so he could rest in the comparative safety of the house.
The door opened and Sam stood past the threshold with the knife in his hand. The boy was in tears, his face moon-pallid and fearful. ‘I thought you weren’t coming home, Grandad. I thought something had happened to you.’
Eddie fell into the house and told Sam to close the door, slam the door; shut away the dark.
◆◆◆
 
The windows were shut tight and the doors were locked. Eddie had changed into dry clothes and downed a coffee laced with whiskey. They ate dinner in the frail light of birthday candles. Macaroni cheese from a tin, with crackers. Afterwards they went into the living room and played chess. Sam was getting good. Eddie could barely keep his eyes open.
‘Are you feeling better now, Grandad?’
‘Why do you ask?’
‘Because you’ve got some whiskey. I watched you put it in your coffee.’
Eddie paused with the mouth of the flask near his lips. He smiled through an aching mouth. ‘Yes. I feel better.’
Sam moved his rook and took one of Eddie’s pawns. Then he looked at him. ‘I’m glad you feel better.’
◆◆◆
 
Eddie put Sam to bed and read The Gruffalo to him. Sam fell asleep telling him about his favourite football players. Then Eddie kissed him on the forehead and tucked the blankets around his shoulders. He went downstairs and sat in his armchair. He drank, watched the front door, and kept the pistol close at hand on the arm rest.
He closed his eyes and slept.
◆◆◆
 
During the night, Eddie woke and watched Sam creep into the living room in his pyjamas and dressing gown. Eddie pretended to be asleep, as in the pale light of a candle Sam put a blanket over his legs to keep him warm.
◆◆◆
 
In dreams, Eddie returned to that day at the end of summer when he had woken on the kitchen floor of his council house to the rise and fall and wail of sirens; like those that would’ve signalled the four-minute warning during the Cold War, to herald an impending nuclear strike.
Eddie couldn’t remember passing out. He climbed to his feet and winced at a headache that was like tiny hands pounding on the inside of his skull. On the electric cooker, a frying pan held a congealed raw egg and two strips of bacon within a layer of vegetable oil. Next to that was a pot of cold baked beans.   
The cooker was switched off at the wall; the dials for the hobs were at their highest setting. ‘Jesus.’ His voice was hoarse and dry. He rubbed his itchy eyes. When he swallowed, it felt like gravel scraping down his throat. He drank a glass of water and downed two paracetamol. Put on his shoes with some difficulty and almost fell over. Then he drank another glass of water and winced at the turmoil in his stomach.
He had left the front door unlocked, and he stumbled outside to the front garden, squinting at the daylight. The sound of the siren scared him, and last night’s ale was slowly rising to his throat. He stood in the garden as the breeze stiffened the hairs on his bare arms, and looked out at the road, where a car had stopped over the white lines in the middle of the tarmac. There was someone in the driver’s seat with their head laid back, facing away from him.
The siren echoed through chambered streets and above the city. On a nearby road, a car exhaust backfired, and he flinched when a sound that must have been fireworks came from down the street. He could smell ash and burning oil, hot tar and plastic.
A thin plume of smoke rising from beyond the silent houses on the other side of the road. Someone was shouting from the block of council flats a few streets away. Why were people letting off fireworks this early on a Sunday morning?
The siren slowed, faltered and then died. The silence that followed made him feel exposed and vulnerable. But vulnerable to what?
He stepped towards the car and was about to knock on the window when the person in the driver’s seat turned their head. Eddie halted and put his hands to his mouth. And then he fled from the awful face he’d seen.
◆◆◆
 
At the dining table they ate a breakfast of biscuits and stale breadsticks. Eddie slurped coffee with powdered milk and sugar, still aching from the day before. His thoughts drifted to the bottle of scotch in the living room.
Sam eyed him over the biscuit at his mouth. ‘What will you do when you finish your whiskey, Grandad?’
Eddie wiped coffee from his lips. ‘I’ll sort something out. Your grandad’s a wily old dog.’
Sam looked down at his food. ‘I miss dogs.’
‘They’ve all gone wild now,’ said Eddie.
‘I know.’
‘It’s okay.’
‘I know.’
The front door rattled from three knocks.
They looked at each other. Sam was the first out of his seat. Eddie went to get the pistol.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie checked the rounds in the pistol. ‘Go to your room, Sam. Stay there until I tell you to come out. Don’t come out for anyone else.’
‘Can’t I stay here, Grandad? It could be someone who needs help. Someone like us.’
‘Go to your room.’
‘Please, Grandad.’
‘Do as I say, Sam.’
The boy began to walk away, then turned back and he looked at Eddie. A movement in his mouth, but he said nothing. Eddie sent him on his way.
◆◆◆
 
Three knocks again. Weak and slow. Eddie pictured a frail hand upon the door. Through the frosted glass panes, a slight figure, like a manifestation of sticks and feathers.
Eddie turned away and went to the back of the house.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie quietly opened the back door and stepped outside with the pistol in his hands. He shivered in the cold and the thin rain, listening to the sound of rushing water in the trees. He crept along the side of the bungalow and peered around the wall.
Turned towards the door was a short, scrawny man in an oversized raincoat and boots clogged with dirt and dead leaves. He was side-on to Eddie, and from under the sharp hood of the coat was the profile of a thin face with a long beard dripping with rainwater. Stooping, as vague as a shadow. The edges of his body lost in the large waterproof. A visiting ghost in filthy garments.
Eddie stepped around the corner of the house and levelled the pistol at the visitor. The man turned, and raised his hands when he saw the pistol. Fingerless gloves. Eddie could smell him.
Small dark eyes regarded Eddie from beneath the hood. A flat mouth within the raggedy beard; and when it opened, Eddie saw a glimpse of dulled teeth. Scabbed lips. The skin of his fingers was calloused and gnarled.
Eddie sighted the pistol on the man’s chest. ‘What do you want?’
The man let out a breath that was damp and rattling. ‘Thank God. I thought I was alone out here.’ He glanced at the pistol. ‘I’ve been wandering for months. My name’s Yost.’
‘Yost?’
‘Yes.’
‘Strange name.’
‘It’s just a name.’
‘What do you want?’
Yost exhaled. Sniffed. Swallowed. ‘I saw the light in the window so I thought there might be someone living here. I just need to get out of the rain for a while.’
‘There are plenty of trees to shelter under.’
Yost coughed wetly, then went to wipe his mouth, but thought better of it and kept his hands raised. ‘You look like a good Christian man. Won’t you help me?’
‘I was raised Catholic,’ Eddie said. ‘And none of that matters now.’
‘I just need somewhere to stay for a little while, until the weather clears up.’
‘There are a few abandoned houses around here. They’ve been looted, but they’ll give you shelter.’
Yost shivered in the rain; Eddie wondered if it was deliberate, to elicit his sympathy. ‘There might be infected in them. It’s dangerous out here. There’s nothing but the infected and packs of wild dogs.’
‘I can’t let you in.’ 
‘I’m not dangerous.’ There was a note of pleading in Yost’s voice. ‘You have a gun and I have nothing.’
‘You have nothing,’ Eddie said. ‘What’s in the bag?’
‘Just some old memories. Nothing that would concern you, my friend.’
‘I’m not your friend.’
‘We could be the last ones left,’ said Yost. ‘There’s no one out there. The infected are everywhere. Would you send me back out there to die? Would you do that to another man when you had the chance to save him?’
Eddie took one step forward. The rain fell like punishment. ‘You’re nobody to me. Leave us alone.’
Yost looked at the muddy ground around his feet and the slump of his shoulders was more pronounced. When he looked back at Eddie his face was forlorn and full of such misery that Eddie considered using the gun to release him from his miserable existence.
‘Us?’ Yost asked.
‘What?’
‘You said ‘leave us alone’.’
‘No, I didn’t.’
‘Yes, you did.’
Yost stepped back and almost slipped on the wet ground when Eddie moved towards him. Eddie stood less than two yards away and aimed the pistol at his face.
‘I will shoot you. Don’t think I won’t. I will shoot you in the fucking face and that will be that. Do you understand me?’
Yost nodded, shaking in his ill-fitting clothes.
The sound of the front door being unlocked made them turn their heads, and when the door opened Sam stood behind the threshold and stared out at the men with fearful eyes. The shape of his mouth was like a bloodless wound.
‘Please don’t shoot him, Grandad. You’re not a bad man. You’re not supposed to kill people.’
Eddie moved away from Yost and towards the house, but Sam had already stepped outside in his coat, blinking at the rain sloping against his face.
‘I told you to stay in your room,’ Eddie said.
‘I know, Grandad.’
‘Hello,’ Yost said to the boy.
Eddie turned to Yost and raised the pistol. ‘Don’t talk to him. Don’t say a word to him.’
Sam touched Eddie’s free hand and looked up at him. ‘It’s okay, Grandad.’
‘Get back in the house, Sam.’
‘You said we would help people.’
‘What?’ Eddie didn’t take his eyes from Yost.
‘You said before that if we found other people we’d help them, because there aren’t many of us left. Were you lying, Grandad?’
‘No.’
‘Then why can’t we help him?’
‘Because he’s a stranger.’
‘If you kill him, you’ll be a bad person.’
Eddie turned back to the boy. He was so tired and aching, and he felt utterly useless, soaked and wilting in the rain.
‘Please,’ Yost said, and his voice was pathetic and slow. Cowed in the rain like a man at the end of all things. ‘I’ll die out there. I’ve got nothing left. You’re killing me.’
‘We don’t kill people, do we, Grandad?’ Sam looked up at him with pleading eyes. Eddie felt something crumple in his chest and then he was nodding faintly. He lowered the gun and looked at Yost, who was staring at the ground.
‘Okay. You can stay, for a little while.’
Yost raised his head and his mouth trembled. A look of utter gratitude and disbelief in his face. A brief, tearful smile, and then he sniffed, wiped his eyes.
‘Really?’
Eddie nodded.
Yost was close to tears.
Sam gently squeezed his hand. ‘Thank you, Grandad.’
Eddie looked at him. ‘Don’t thank me yet, lad.’
◆◆◆
 
The rain upon the windows and the doors. Eddie made Yost empty his pockets and the plastic bag and then walked him to the spare room at the back of the house. Sam followed, asking questions that Eddie ignored, while Yost said nothing and bowed his head. Rainwater dripped from their clothes.
Eddie opened the door and showed Yost inside. Yost looked at him and complied. The dim daylight revealed the room. There was a bed in one corner, covered in a dusty blanket. No other furniture. Featureless walls.
Eddie kept the pistol in sight. Yost sat on the edge of the bed and looked around. Sam stood outside the doorway and peered into the room. Eddie frowned at him.
‘I’m going to lock the door,’ Eddie told Yost. ‘I can’t let you walk freely around the house.’
Yost nodded slowly, a dull lustre to his eyes. ‘I understand.’
‘I’ll bring you some food and water soon.’
‘Thank you.’
Eddie left the room and turned the key in the door to lock it. Sam watched him. Neither of them said a word on the way back to the kitchen.
◆◆◆
 
After giving Yost a cereal bar and a cup of water, Eddie looked over the man’s belongings on the kitchen table. A wallet and a dead mobile phone. A plastic cigarette lighter without any fluid and a pocket edition of the Common English Bible with a tattered spine and creased pages. Various trinkets and keepsakes. Some old coins and two pink buttons. There was a pencil worn down to little more than a nub half the size of his little finger. Eddie opened the wallet and pulled out a photo of a red-haired woman whose expression intimated her reluctance to the person behind the camera. Scribbled in blue biro on the back of the photo was: Selina, 17/6/12.
He ran his thumb over her face. Who was she? A sweetheart. A lost love, maybe.         
Eddie put the photo back. There was nothing else in the wallet except two ticket stubs for an old film and a single earring shaped like a teardrop. He held the earring up to the window and watched the light move through the glass then when he was done with that he put everything in the plastic bag and left it on the table.
Sam looked at him. ‘When will you let him out, Grandad?’
‘We’ll see.’ Eddie placed his hands on the back of a chair and tapped his fingers.
‘See what?’
‘We have to see if Yost is a bad man.’
‘I don’t think he is.’
Eddie snorted. ‘Bad people can hide how bad they are. You should know that. Remember what you’ve seen, lad.’
Sam frowned, glanced at his feet.
‘Do you think I’m cruel?’
Sam didn’t answer.
‘Do you?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘I’m being careful.’
‘Being careful,’ Sam said.
‘That’s right. Better to be careful than reckless.’
‘Okay, Grandad.’
‘And I don’t want you going near his room. Do you understand?’
Sam raised his head. ‘Yes.’
‘Good.’
‘Okay. What if he needs help?’
‘We’re already helping him.’
◆◆◆
 
It was late afternoon when Sam said he’d glimpsed an infected person in the fields. Eddie took the binoculars and glassed the countryside from the living room window.
Nothing moved out there but wind-blown treetops and crows picking at the ground with their black beaks.
‘Are you sure you saw someone?’
Sam wiped his nose. ‘I think so. It was a man. He was in rags. I saw him grab something from the dirt and put it in his mouth.’
Eddie did one last sweep of the fields then lowered the binoculars and looked at the boy. ‘He’s probably far away by now. Just another infected scavenging for food, I expect.’
‘Okay, Grandad.’
‘Go and play with your toys.’
‘Yes, Grandad.’
◆◆◆
 
The light began to fade from the sky and the wind grew from a frail breeze to a desolate howl. Eddie went around the inside of the house and checked the doors and windows. And after he finished with that daily task he lit a candle and took it into the living room, where Sam was enacting a battle between some plastic soldiers and a Darth Vader action figure. Eddie watched the boy for a while and sipped at his flask as late afternoon dimmed into evening and the darkness beyond the walls covered everything except for this little house hidden amongst the barren slopes and fields. He thought of Yost locked in the back room and wondered what he would do with him when the time came to let him out. He thought of all the bad people he’d encountered since the world ended and how they were all probably dead along with everyone else. The bad people he had killed to protect himself and Sam. Especially Sam. Because he would spit in God’s own face to protect his wonderful boy.
Within the lowing wind, a high-pitched shriek rose from beyond the house then died into nothing. Sam looked up from his battle, concern on his face, a breath caught in his throat. The glimmer of fear in Sam’s eyes pulled at Eddie’s heart.
‘It’s okay, lad,’ Eddie said. ‘It’s okay. It won’t hurt you.’
Sam returned to his toys; the brave soldiers defeated Darth Vader and put him in a prison made of old shoeboxes. Eddie listened to the world outside, but there was just the rattling of brief rainfall against the walls.
◆◆◆
 
They were eating dinner when Sam looked up from his bowl of baked beans and rice. ‘Can we give some food to Yost?’
‘I’ve already given him some food.’
‘It wasn’t very much. He must be really hungry.’
‘Don’t worry about it.’
‘Is he our prisoner?’
Eddie frowned, swallowed a lump of soggy rice. ‘What?’
Sam scratched the side of his mouth. ‘Prisoners are locked up. Would that make us the guards?’
Eddie gathered food on his spoon. ‘It’s nothing like that.’
Using the spoon and his finger, Sam separated his food into two halves in the bowl.
‘What are you doing?’
‘I’m saving some food for Yost.’
‘Eat your food, Sam. All of it.’
‘It’s my food, so I can give some to him if I want.’
Eddie put down his spoon, rested his elbows on the table and placed his hands under his bearded chin. ‘If you don’t eat your food, you’ll get weak. You need it to stay strong.’
‘I’m not strong, Grandad.’
‘Eat your food.’
‘Is that why you’re not giving Yost any food? So he stays weak?’
Eddie glared at the boy and once he saw the reaction in the boy’s eyes he felt guilty and had to look away. When he looked back Sam was separating the beans into two piles in his bowl.
He sighed.
‘Okay,’ Eddie said. ‘If I get some food for Yost, will you eat all of yours?’
Sam looked at his bowl, pursing his lips. Then he smiled at Eddie and nodded. ‘That sounds agreeable.’
Eddie snorted. ‘Agreeable? Where did you hear that word?’
‘In one of the dictionaries in the living room. On that shelf you think I can’t reach.’
‘I see. Clever boy. Finish your dinner.’
◆◆◆
 
Eddie carried a small tray of food down the hallway to Yost’s room. With the tray in one arm he took the key from his pocket and turned it in the lock to open the door.
Yost was asleep in the bed and his waterproof jacket had been thrown on the floor. His soaked boots were placed together at the end of the bed. His face told of bad dreams. The ticking pulse in his throat. He had the look of disease about him, like a junkie wasting away in a Bristol bedsit. There was a smell like stagnant water and black toadstools. The reek of bad things left to decay.
Eddie breathed through his mouth, shut the door behind him and placed the tray on the floor.
Yost did not stir.
Eddie took the pistol from his belt and checked the rounds in the cylinder. Looked at the gun in his hand and then at Yost. Where was he from? What had he seen? If he had survived this long, he was either very lucky, or very good at staying alive. And what had he done to survive? There was still shame in Eddie’s heart from the things he’d done to keep Sam alive. To survive while others died.
Eddie put the pistol away while he watched Yost. It would be relatively easy to smother or strangle him and tell Sam that he died suddenly in his sleep.
Yost woke with a sharp intake of breath and his eyes found Eddie and they were livid with panic. He looked around the room, breathing hard, then drew his legs to his chest and backed into the corner.
‘It’s okay,’ Eddie said. He held out his palms. ‘I’ve brought you some food.’
Yost was trembling, saucer-eyed and pale. His Adam’s apple worked in his throat while his hands clutched at his chest. Then he sat on the edge of the bed and glanced at Eddie. He was still wearing the fingerless gloves. A miasma of stale sweat and piss and sulphuric breath steamed off of him.
‘Thank you,’ Yost muttered. He sank the water in one movement and then he was at the bowl of beans with the plastic spoon and the wet sound he made as he pushed the food into his mouth made Eddie wonder when he had last eaten anything more than scraps and leavings from looted houses.
When Yost finished, Eddie took the plastic bag with his belongings inside and put it on the bed. Yost glanced at him and nodded, handing him the empty bowl and cup upon the tray. Eddie turned away and left the room, and made sure to lock the door.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie put down a sleeping bag and blankets in the living room for Sam, because he didn’t want him to be alone in his bedroom while Yost was in the house. Sam didn’t protest and when he settled under the blankets with his comics and a reading light he told Eddie it reminded him of sleeping over at a school friend’s house.
In the distance, a shrieking wail drifted across the fields.
Soon afterwards, Sam fell asleep, snoring gently. Eddie rose from the armchair and took the Spider-Man comic from his hand and kissed his forehead. Then he returned to the armchair and put a blanket across his legs and took a last swig of whiskey before sleep.
He stared at the wall in the darkness and realised he had forgotten the faces of his dead mates.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie woke from a bad dream and muttered lost names in the dark. A vague sense that something wasn’t right in the room. When he switched on the torch and directed it at the floor, Sam’s sleeping bag was empty and the blankets had been pushed aside. Eddie climbed from the armchair and said Sam’s name, but there was no reply.
◆◆◆
 
He found Sam crouching at Yost’s door with his head bowed and nodding gently as if agreeing to something whispered from inside the room.
‘What’re you doing, Sam?’
The boy looked at Eddie, startled in the light. Eyes wide and round. He stood and moved away from the door. The torchlight threw his shadow upon the wall. ‘I was just talking to Yost, Grandad. I was just seeing if he’s okay.’
Eddie scowled. He felt the key to Yost’s room in his trouser pocket. He looked at the door and there was no sound coming from within the room. He imagined Yost peering through the keyhole.
‘I’m sorry, Grandad.’
‘Go back to sleep, Sam.’
‘You’re not going to hurt him, are you?’
‘I won’t tell you again. Go back to sleep.’
‘Okay.’
Sam avoided Eddie’s stare as he passed on his way back to the living room. Eddie watched him walk away then turned the torch upon the door and held it there for a while and thought he could hear Yost sobbing in the darkness inside the room.
◆◆◆
 
The morning brought rain and a sky of grey slate. The riverbanks were swollen with water. Eddie watched the fields from the window and sipped black coffee while Sam sat at the kitchen table in silence. Out beyond the river, a lone infected woman staggered along, hunched and spindly, occasionally stopping and staring at the ground. Eddie turned away from the window and regarded Sam over the rim of the mug. The coffee was bitter, but it cleared his head and helped him arrange his thoughts.
‘What were you and Yost talking about last night?’
Sam looked up at him then looked away. ‘He was telling me about his son. Yost said he looked like me. He said he missed his son. He said other things too.’
‘Like what?’
‘Just stuff.’
‘Stuff?’
‘He’s not a bad man, Grandad.’
Eddie finished his coffee and put the mug down next to the sink. ‘I believe you, Sam.’
◆◆◆
 
Eddie took a plastic cup of water to Yost’s room. Yost was already awake and sitting on the bed, his back against the wall, and he accepted the water and gulped it down.
‘I heard the infected last night,’ Yost said. His voice was low, like he was imparting a secret. ‘They were nearby. I heard them calling to one another.’
Eddie picked up the empty cup. ‘I saw one outside just now.’
Something changed in Yost’s face. ‘How close to the house?’
‘Far enough away that I’m not too worried about it.’
‘You should keep watch, Eddie.’
‘I always do.’
Yost went to speak, but he seemed to think better of it, and closed his mouth. Sweat beaded on his forehead. His filthy beard greying at the edges. Eddie could feel the other man’s eyes on him as he left the room.
◆◆◆
 
When Eddie returned to the kitchen he found Sam cowering under the kitchen table, staring towards the front of the house.
‘Someone’s at the door, Grandad. Someone’s at the door.’ His voice was little more than a whisper. He was rocking back and forth, his arms wrapped around his knees.
There was a damp slap as something landed against the front door. Sam retreated further under the table. When Eddie turned around he saw the doorknob rattle as something on the outside tried to gain entry. The bolts held. An indistinct shape loomed beyond the frosted glass.
Eddie held his breath. His hands were shaking as he took the pistol from his belt. He signalled for Sam to stay under the table and went to the back of the house. He froze when he heard scratching at the door. He stepped quietly to the makeshift barricade of chairs and wooden furniture, breathing silently, and had to stifle a gasp when something screamed outside, close to the house. And then there was the scratching of claws upon the outer walls and the boneless wheezing of the infected and he stepped away from the barricade and the door and struggled back to the kitchen on straw legs.
He joined Sam under the table, and the boy cried as they held each other for a long while and hid from the monsters.
◆◆◆
 
Sam checked his watch and told Eddie it had been an hour since the infected had retreated from the house. The boy trembled next to him.
‘Do you think they’re gone, Grandad?’
Eddie put one hand to his aching back. His spine was all crooked and cold. He tried to move his legs but they had gone to sleep when the infected were still scratching at the walls, and now he could barely feel them.
He looked at the boy. ‘Wait here. Don’t move.’
‘Okay.’
Eddie manoeuvred himself from under the table until he was able to stand. Just the silence outside. Not even the rain or wind. The blood flowed back into his legs and he stretched his back and winced at the small clicks and cracks from his old bones. He pictured the dry joints scraping in their sockets and imagined his skeleton like a structure close to collapse, tilting and worn like a decrepit building. So tired. So sick of survival.
He stepped lightly and checked the door and it was still secure. The windows were intact. The back door was shut tight, the barricade untouched.
Sam peered out at Eddie like a small mammal reluctant to leave its nest. Eddie crouched and looked under the table. The boy was humming a slow tune under his breath. Dirty face streaked with drying tears. Eyes collared in grime.
‘I have to check outside,’ Eddie said.
‘Please don’t, Grandad.’
‘I have to see if the area is safe.’
‘It’s not safe.’
‘I have the pistol. It’s okay.’
‘Please be careful, Grandad.’
‘Always.’ He touched Sam’s trembling shoulder and squeezed. ‘Stay here.’
‘What if the infected get you, Grandad?’
Eddie took his hand away. ‘If that happens, you stay here and let me go.’
◆◆◆
 
It took all his nerve to leave the house and when he stepped outside he did so with a faltering heart and failing courage. The front door closed with a dull thud. Click and scrape as Sam threw the bolts. Eddie raised the pistol and stood with his back pressed to the door, facing the river and the fields. He swept the area around him. The cloth-mask covered his mouth and nose and smelled of dusty linen in shut-away cupboards.
A fine mist-like drizzle in the air. He swallowed and thought there might be blood in his throat, and that he might be a little mad. He watched the trees and the grass, watched the river and the fields. The sky a pale shroud hiding the truth of dead constellations.
He went round the outside of the house. Scratches on the doors and walls. Smears of grease and fluid upon the windows. Gouge marks where claws had been busy at the brickwork. There was blood on the grass, and a rotting slipper next to the barren flowerbeds in the back garden. The smell of ammonia and corrupted bodies. He listened. Somewhere out there, across the fields, there was a lowing call from some awful mouth.
He returned to the front of the house. He looked towards the willow tree fifty yards away, and saw movement on the ground around its pale, aged trunk.
He swigged from his flask and waited until the whiskey was working in his blood before he moved.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie found them digging at the grave of the girl he’d killed by the river. There were two of them, wiry and maggot-white, covered in grave dirt, mud and the stinking filth they’d unearthed. They smelled like shit. Each of them no older than fifteen. He thought of them as two brothers. No more than boys, and they would die as boys.
Eddie stood watching and waited for them to notice him. He put the pistol away and took the lump hammer from the deepest coat pocket. Felt its weight in his hand. He took a breath and released it. The infected turned to him and snarled through mouths stained with bits of the girl. Her skin, and her hair. Grey scraps of flesh in their teeth. And through the gap between them Eddie could see the torn remains inside the opened grave. The ivory curve of upright ribs.
‘You eat your own,’ Eddie said.
One of them seemed to grin at Eddie, and he was the first to attack. He lunged with reaching hands, his mouth yawning wide. His fingernails were long and black and stained with grave dirt.
Eddie shifted his weight to his back foot and swung the hammer, and it shattered the boy’s cheekbone on impact. The boy fell away clutching his face.
The other boy was almost upon him, too close to swing the hammer. His mouth snapped inches from Eddie’s face with breath stinking of putrid meat.
He held him back with raised arms. Pale hands scratched at his clothes and ripped slashes in his coat. He dropped one hand to the left pocket of his coat and pulled the knife out, and just as the boy was bringing his head forward to bite at Eddie’s face, he plunged the blade into his neck. Pushed it in deep.
The boy faltered and his eyes bulged. His mouth frozen wide and dripping.
Eddie dragged the knife sideways through skin and meat until it sheared something that felt like rubber. Blood sprayed across Eddie’s arms and shoulders. His gloves were covered. He withdrew the knife then brought it down again. And he stabbed at the boy’s throat until the hands weakened on Eddie’s clothes, and he turned away and closed his eyes, letting go as the boy fell down, gurgling in his throat.
Eddie stumbled away and fell to one knee, vomiting onto the grass. He spat bile and tears streamed from his eyes. Hot feeling of panic as he checked his face for infected blood. His shoulders were dripping. He’d left the knife in the boy’s throat. Then he rose and stood with his chest hitching and prayed for his heart to slow. He waited until his vision straightened and the ground stopped moving before he took the hammer and smashed their heads in and left their bodies beside the ravaged grave, the rain falling softly upon them.
When he turned away to return to the house he looked across the fields and his heart sank into despair when he saw dozens of infected emerge from the trees and black thickets.
‘Oh God. Oh dear God.’
◆◆◆
 
As soon as Eddie got inside the house he pulled off his coat and gloves and dumped them in a wicker basket once used for laundry in that long-ago time. Then he made sure all of the curtains were drawn. He double-checked the bolts on the doors and told Sam to stay away from the windows. They pushed the dining table against the front door and when Eddie saw Sam crying, he put his arms around him and said he was very brave and it’d be alright in the end.
‘Pack all the food and water you can. As much as you can.’
‘Are we leaving?’
‘Just in case.’
‘The infected are coming, aren’t they?’
‘Yes. But we’ll be okay. You have to be brave.’
Sam nodded, his face wet and loose, shoulders juddering with each breath through his little mouth. Eddie tried to smile for the boy. Guilt nestled in his throat, his stomach, his chest, and behind his eyes. It manifested in the shaking of his hands. He looked down at the boy. His kin. His last reason and hope.
How much easier would it be to simply use the pistol on Sam then himself?
Could I do it?
Would my heart see it through?
◆◆◆
 
While Sam packed food and water, Eddie went to Yost’s room where he found him huddled in the corner of the bed, staring at the photo of the woman.
Eddie closed the door behind him. He stopped short of the bed and stood with the pistol in his hand. Yost looked up from the photo. A distant look in his eyes. The thin line of his mouth within his stained beard. 
‘There’s a flock of infected heading this way,’ Eddie said.
Yost nodded. Picked at a patch of skin beneath one bloodshot eye.
Eddie stepped towards the bed. ‘Were they tracking you?’
‘Not exactly.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.’
‘Sorry for what?’
‘I think I know why more infected have begun appearing in the area. I think I know what’s happening.’ Now Yost was staring at his hands. He blinked his damp eyes. ‘It’s because of me; what’s inside me.’
Eddie stepped back. ‘What’s inside you?’
‘Something is wrong with me.’
‘Explain,’ Eddie said.
Yost looked at him. Such sorrow in his eyes. All the pain of the world. ‘You don’t know what it’s like, Eddie. They won’t leave me alone. I can hear their thoughts and see their memories. In my dreams I see who they used to be; the people they once were, before they became monsters.’
‘How is that possible?’ asked Eddie. ‘That’s not possible.’
Yost made a sound that was almost a laugh. But he didn’t smile. ‘I was bitten.’
Eddie raised the pistol. ‘You’re infected.’
Yost glanced at the gun. ‘In a way.’
‘This doesn’t make sense. If you’re infected, why aren’t you like the others? Why haven’t you tried to kill me and Sam?’
‘I would never do that, Eddie. I have a conscience and I have no wish to harm, infect or eat you. I’m still a person.’
‘Are you infectious?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘How is this possible?’
Yost shook his head. ‘I’m still a person, Eddie.’
‘When were you bitten?’
‘Five months ago. I was searching a house near Oxford, and this woman came at me from out of a bedroom.’ He held out his left arm and pulled down the sleeve of his fleece. Eddie kept the pistol up. On the inside of Yost’s forearm, a healed-over bite mark. Scar tissue. ‘I killed her, but she got me good. I was so scared. I thought it was game over. For days I was puking my guts up and passing out, but then it all passed and I woke up and I felt fine and I wasn’t a monster. How amazing is that? I thought I was immune; some kind of genetic fluke. But then I noticed that wherever I went, the infected seemed to be drawn to me. They wouldn’t leave me alone. They seemed to home in on me. And I saw their thoughts and their dreams and I knew their old names. Flashbulb images of their old lives. I wondered if they knew that I could see these things and wanted me to tell them who they once were, because they’d forgotten when they’d become infected. Who knows?’
Yost rolled his sleeve down. Despondent. Shivering.
‘What the fuck are you?’ Eddie said.
Yost smiled a sad smile and wiped his eyes. ‘I don’t know what I am. There’s no purpose or design. I think I’m stuck halfway between human and monster. Can you help me, Eddie?’
‘Yes.’
‘Thank you.’
Eddie shot him in the chest.
Yost slumped against the wall and his hands fell to his sides. He coughed. Made a sound like there was too much fluid in his throat. He looked at Eddie then his head dropped to his chest and the last breath passed from him like a whisper.
Eddie lowered the pistol. His ears rang. He looked at Yost and then screwed his eyes up and let out a pained whimper. His heart like faulty machinery. He bowed his head and said sorry. Then he turned away and left the dead man behind, and this time he didn’t lock the door.
◆◆◆
 
‘Did you shoot Yost, Grandad?’ There were tears in Sam’s eyes, and a darkening to them, like distrust.
‘He attacked me. I had no choice.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes.’
‘You wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Grandad?’
Eddie reloaded the pistol. Only seven rounds left; six in the cylinder and one spare, which he kept in his pocket and hoped he wouldn’t have to use.
‘Grandad?’
‘I would never lie to you, Sam.’
The boy turned away and dropped two cans of soup into the rucksack. He was trying to stop the tears from falling down his face by wiping them away, and there was a low sobbing in his throat. He put his favourite Transformer action figure in his pocket and followed it with his knife.
Eddie stood there and felt impotent. A fool with a gun. ‘Do you think I’m a bad man?’
Sam looked at Eddie and paused in the entrance to the hallway. ‘No, Grandad.’ In that moment Eddie felt such a surge of love for the boy that he was close to tears. He opened his mouth to say sorry.
Sam smiled.
A shape moved in the hallway behind the boy and rose from shadow to show its face. Sam must have heard it scraping on the floor, because he turned around and stood and stared.
It was Yost, or what had once been Yost, because he was not as Eddie remembered. Black spines and pulsing tumours had split his skin and his bones were bent into obscene angles. Sharp mouths opened on his body. Tendrils burst from his torso and writhed in the air. His clothes fell away from his pulsating form until he was naked and shuddering. He was covered in glistening lesions and cilia, insectile pincers and barbs. A mewling monster with a man’s face. And then that face stretched taut and split down the middle for a long stinger, pale and dripping, to emerge.
All of it happened in matter of seconds.
Eddie levelled the pistol at the abomination, but it was too late. The Yost-beast seized Sam with its spindly limbs and lifted him into the air. The boy screamed as those hands and limbs dragged him down the hallway and out of reach.
Behind Eddie, the front door rattled. The infected had reached the house. Hands slapped and pawed at the walls. The raking of claws. He spoke Sam’s name. Repeated it until it sounded like something different.
The kitchen window shattered inwards. Glass fell into the sink and across the floor. Eddie shot an infected woman already halfway through the window, and she slumped dead with her head in the sink until the other infected pushed her body into the house and tried to follow. Pale hands and raw faces. Skeletal limbs and black claws.
Banging on the door. Screams and shrieks. A thin, black tentacle burst through one of the glass panes, and when it sensed Eddie its tip opened into a slick maw with teeth. Awful sounds. The barricade shook. It wouldn’t hold. Nothing held, in the end.
Eddie stumbled down the hallway and when he reached the back of the house he found that the back door had been ripped from its hinges. He followed drops of blood outside and tried not to think it was Sam’s.
The sound of more windows smashing from the front of the bungalow. The cracking of wood as the front door began to splinter under claws and mouths.
Eddie saw that the blood-trail led into the woods beyond the back garden. The light was fading from the sky. Dusk would be soon, and then night, and by then Sam would be lost in the cold dark.
Eddie left the house behind and he did not look back.
◆◆◆
 
Into the woods with the night on his heels. He stumbled through scratching branches, shielding his face with his arms. Far behind him, the infected were upon the house and there would be no going back there. His legs were heavy and throbbing, and the pain in his knees would only end when he collapsed.
Through stinging limbs of bracken. Dense thickets and wet, rotting foliage. Broken branches and sticks where the Yost-beast had travelled. Eddie looked for blood but there was none, not even on the floor of dead leaves. He turned around and became lost and all about him was the dying light and tall trees. The canopy thickened and the animals of the wood fell into silence and there was nothing but the gasping of his mouth and the failing of his heart. He cried and called for Sam. Called for Yost; called him a monster and a coward. Kicked at the leaves and wept into his hands. Then he clutched his chest and stumbled, and when he finally fell amongst the trees and surrendered to the ground the last thing he saw was Sam’s face.
◆◆◆
 
He woke shivering violently in the frost of the next morning. For a moment he had no recollection of himself and the world, and he was all instinct and fever in the detritus of the woods.
A glimmer of grey light through the trees. Songbirds chirping and calling. The pistol was cold in his hand. Insects scurried beneath the brown and brittle leaves. Spiders lived there. Tiny beasts. The canopy saved him from dying of exposure during the night. He sat up and pulled his limbs into his body and tried to massage some feeling into his arms. There seemed to be no moisture in his throat. He gasped for water. Hunger scraping at his insides as he struggled to take the whiskey flask from his back pocket and unscrew the cap and tip the bottle to his mouth.
He thought of Sam and it only brought tears to his eyes. He rocked back and forth until he could work his legs and stood. And then he swayed on his feet and turned as he pointed the pistol at the surrounding trees. He waited for the infected to arrive, to finish things at last. But they didn’t. He was alone.
Eddie walked, even though some part of him wanted to return to the place where he’d slept and accept a quiet death.
◆◆◆
 
When he broke through the edge of the woods and into the fields, he saw crows circling in the far away sky.
He checked the pistol and moved on.
◆◆◆
 
He wished it to be over. He wished for the sky to fall and the sun to come down and burn the earth. Turn it all to ash.
He walked with his head down, only glancing up to make sure he was heading towards the place the scavengers circled above.
It took him most of the morning to walk there and when he arrived the sun was at its highest in the sky. Eddie prepared himself, each foot following the other, the frost crackling under his boots. For a while his mind went away and he was back in the shoe shop with Ruth and there was nothing in the world to separate them.
Several yards to his right, he noticed something small on the ground. A shape of red and blue amongst the dull shades. Eddie went over and stood looking down at it, biting his lip.
He picked up the Transformer and held the toy close to his face. Then he continued towards the horizon.
It was Yost’s body that he found in the hard field further on. Sprawled and half-frozen. The fallen beast. Tendrils and limbs coated with frost. Split open by his transformation.
A knife was buried in his forehead.
‘Sam,’ Eddie whispered, and the fields took his voice, but gave him hope.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie held the toy in his hand and close to his chest, as if to summon a figment of Sam. His heart hurt.
He stopped and swept the low countryside with the binoculars. His breath knotted in his throat when he saw the figure of the boy beyond a line of blackened ditches. Sam stood facing the falling sun and he didn’t move even when Eddie called out to him.
◆◆◆
 
Eddie staggered over the ground and didn’t take his eyes from the boy. He would not look away because he would not lose Sam again.
He halted several yards away from Sam and held out the toy, like an offering, whispering Sam’s name.
The boy was staring at the darkening sky as the stars began to appear and constellations formed and glimmered coldly. His clothes were filthy and wet, as though he’d been running through ditches and hedgerows. His hands dangled by his sides and the fingers were busy. Dirt smeared on his palms. He was trembling. Eddie just wanted to hold and comfort him.
‘Sam…’
The sudden movement of the boy’s head, jerking to one side. Eddie spoke again. Told Sam he was loved. Offered him his favourite toy.
And Sam turned around to show Eddie what he had become.
◆◆◆
 
The days passed in the slow toil of winter. Eddie found another house and it became a shelter. Rain upon rain and the sky never brightened. The sun was never seen and was forgotten.
Eddie stood in the old kitchen and took the last of the food from the cupboard. A tin of corned beef. He started to open the tin with the little key taped to its side but gave up halfway through and threw it against the wall and before he’d even thought about it the whiskey flask was at his lips and he drank. There wasn’t much left, and he had looted all the houses in the area.
The rain upon the windows. The shadows on the walls. In the small light of the candle he climbed the stairs and walked to the bedroom where he spent the best of each day. He closed the door after he entered and sat down on the nearby wooden chair. He put the candle on the floor and looked to the far side of the room where Sam crouched wheezing and fumbling. 
The boy regarded him but made no move towards his side of the room. He had learned he could only move as far as the chains holding him to the radiator allowed.
‘Hello, Sam.’
There was no reply; there never was and never would be. Eddie swigged from the flask and watched the boy and wondered what he would do when the whiskey ran out.
He didn’t know.
◆◆◆
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The sun licked hungrily at the back of Emily’s neck, drawing beads of sweat like a thousand invisible syringes. When she rubbed her hand there she felt hot pinpricks and realized she’d sunburned. No surprise, really. Sailing the Costa de Morisco in July was a recipe for peeling skin and sweaty armpits – but stay in the oven long enough and you’d eventually be a crisp, golden bun. The real joy of tanning on the sundeck of your own private yacht was that you didn’t have to rub elbows with an obese family from Croydon like you would on a typical Spanish beach. The days of package holidays and all-inclusive booze were behind her. Only the finest plonk would do nowadays for Emily Tyler.
She’d struck fried gold when she’d met – and married – her husband, Ross Tyler. The nature of his business – farming equipment – was unsexy, certainly, but the profits were a massive turn on. During their first year of courting, Ross had taken her all over the world, driven her around in his Maserati, and allowed her to taste lobster for the very first time (she hadn’t cared for it, but had pretended otherwise). For a butcher’s daughter from Redcar, it was a massive step up in the world, and she had fallen into the role of middle-class girlfriend so comfortably that she hadn’t hesitated in accepting Ross’s marriage proposal when it had come. In the three years they’d been wed, she’d wanted for nothing, which was why the yacht she currently lazed on bore her name. The EMILY-DEVINE.
She glanced up at the sky, watching the clouds drift along gently like fluffy sheep in a line, and wondering how she had got there. More importantly: what did the future hold? Right now she had no clue.
Boredom had been a surprise to Emily. She’d spent so much of her youth – her student days right through to the moment she married Ross – dreaming of success and fortune, that when she finally got it, she was left feeling… unfulfilled. Her friends no longer held anything in common (most of them now hated her), and Ross worked often. It was lonely, and there was no longer anything to strive for. If she wanted a new necklace, she bought it. New car, bought it. New anything? Bought it.
Money removed the yearning from life.
Ross wasn’t all he’d cracked up to be either. Emily stared at him now while he crouched on the 100ft Sunseeker’s rear deck, next to the anchor recall and fishing perch. Emily was up top on the sun deck, struggling to relax – although what she was really doing was making a point. She and Ross had kept their space for the last twenty-four hours after what had occurred yesterday afternoon. He had tried to hurt her, but had been the one who ended up suffering.
Her throat still throbbed where his thumbs had dug in.
The man she’d married had always been forceful – able to intimidate others with the mere strength of his confidence. Whenever they dined out (always at the finest restaurants), the waiters would hurry around anxiously despite Ross never being anything other than polite. People instinctively feared upsetting her husband.
Emily had feared it too.
She had never antagonised him during their first year of marriage, and very rarely in the second, but during this last year she’d finally begun to dig her heels in regarding certain things. Working hours – for one. Ross would often leave as early as 6AM and not return until midnight, with barely a text message in between. An affair was possible – it always was with men – but even if it was just honest hard work, Emily had no intention of being wed to a ghost. She needed to see her husband. And she bloody well told him so. The argument last month ended with her threatening divorce and vowing to take half his money. If she saw nothing of him anyway, what would be the difference? She had access to his money already, so just hand it over and part ways. It had been a bluff, of course, and not something she was proud of – but it had worked.
Yet Ross had seemed resentful during their voyage to Portugal’s Silver Coast. He’d explained it away as a headache at first, but that had not kept him off his phone, trying to conduct business back home. When he’d lost signal sixty-miles off France’s West Coast, he’d become downright sulky. Didn’t he enjoy spending time with her? What was the point of having so much money if you couldn’t drag yourself away long enough to enjoy it?
She’d spent most of last night alone and in tears – then she had passed out. The shock of what had happened, mixed with too much booze, had left her comatose for several hours. If only she had dealt with the situation sooner.
It had all happened because she’d taken a stupid look at his phone.
God, she’d been angry.
So angry that, yesterday afternoon, she’d confronted him. ‘What did I say I would do if I ever caught you cheating on me?’ she demanded. ‘I said I’d cut your goddamn balls off!’
He didn’t bother trying to deny it. Instead, he shocked her by flying off the handle and attempting to strangle her right there on the sun deck. No words, no emotion, just rage. Like she was the one who had done something wrong! How dare she check his phone! How dare she be upset by his cheating! Arsehole.
If she hadn’t snooped, maybe he wouldn’t have snapped like a lunatic, but what else had she been supposed to do? Surviving her husband’s savage attack had been a mere stroke of luck. If things had gone even slightly differently…
Ross still crouched on the rear deck. Emily didn’t know what to do. How could she remedy the situation? How did you go about talking to your husband about the fact he attacked you? Or that you passed out and left him for dead?
With a sigh, Emily pulled her feet off the sun lounger, leant over the railing, and took a long look at the man she’d married. Ross’s sleek torso glistened with salt water. From her vantage point, he looked every part the millionaire dreamboat on the cover of a romance novel, just not quite as healthy as normal. His skin seemed just a little less sun kissed and a little more sallow. She should never have left him on the rear deck all night. He would never forgive her.
Their marriage was over.
He glared up at her with hungry eyes. Snarled.
Fuck him! Least he’s not dead. I would be if I hadn’t fought back. I don’t owe him anything.
Emily got up, taking the bottle of half-finished Prosecco with her. She took the ladder down to the rear deck and approached her husband cautiously.
The moment she was near, he hissed at her like an animal.
‘Oh, calm down, you arsehole,’ Emily told him ‘It’s me who should be pissed off. I’ve come to see if you’re okay. I didn’t mean to leave you all night. I… I drank a bit too much too quickly, but can you blame me? My nerves were shot.’
Ross was silent, but kept his eyes on her like a cat watching a mouse. His sclera had reddened, the spongy white flesh now criss-crossed with burst blood vessels, and his nose still dripped blood from where she’d struck him in the face with the granite lamp.
After having somehow slipped free of his attempt to strangle her last night, Emily grabbed the closest thing to hand, which had been the heavy lamp. The blow was hard enough to hear Ross’s face crack, and it had sent him staggering backwards out of the lounge cabin and right over the safety rail. He hit the boards of the rear deck below with a sickening clunk!
Foolishly, she had run down to help him.
Despite everything, Emily still loved Ross – would have likely married him with or without money. She liked the way he held her in his powerful arms at night, or could educate her on any given subject if she asked a question. He was a man of knowledge and action, and she felt safe and confident by his side. The selfish side of him had not been apparent at first, but it had never been enough to stop her loving him.
Now things were a mess.
Waking up this morning, with a skull-thudding hangover and a feeling of doom in her guts, she’d expected to find Ross dead. He’d been badly hurt by what had happened shortly after being hit with the lamp, and she should have helped him right away, but she had been so mad… and so drunk. So when she had peeked out of the lounge window down at the rear deck, she was relieved to see Ross alive – and still visibly pissed off. He had immediately reached out an arm to her and growled. His injuries weren’t all that bad if he could still think about hurting her. Bastard.
So she had left the son-of-a-bitch to suffer a little more.
As she looked at him now though, she regretted the decision.
Up close, she noticed blood crusting his groin, and other foul substances leaking down the inside of his thighs. He looked like a monster, and the hatred in his eyes made it clear he would act like one if released.
Why did he still want to hurt her?
I really shouldn’t have left him overnight, she thought to herself.



TWO
Midday was too hot to stay up on the sun deck, so Emily moved into the lounge while she tried to keep from panicking. There she continued to drink Prosecco and ruminate. It was crazy that she hadn’t already got Ross help, first passing out drunk after burying her head in the sand, then leaving him to fester even longer out of malice.
She had to make a plan.
Lifting her bum from the sofa, Emily again peeked down at the rear deck. Ross glared right back at her.
Oh god, this is such a mess.
The Prosecco bottle on the table was empty, but she didn’t want any more alcohol. She’d begun to feel sick, and the room was spinning. If she had any chance of figuring things out, she needed to clean up and face things rationally. Problem was, the thought of facing things sober was frightening. Her husband was possibly dying, and she was drifting somewhere off the Spanish Coast without a clue what to do. Alone and far from home.
Ross hunched over the spot where their fight had ended yesterday afternoon.
When she had hurried down the ladder to help Ross after his fall from the upper deck, he’d leapt straight back up and resumed trying to throttle her. In their struggle, they tumbled backwards and collided with the anchor return port. The back of Ross’s head thumped against the steel lever hard enough to knock most men out, but he didn’t so much as flinch.
The steel chain started ravelling, leaping up out of the water.
Ross grabbed Emily’s head with both hands. He was strong – much stronger than her – and she was completely powerless as his grinding teeth inched closer and closer to her cheek. He was trying to bite her. Blood spilled from his nose and splashed into his own mouth like a cave at the bottom of a waterfall. He was going to bite her nose right off her face – revenge for breaking his with the lamp.
He was insane.
Emily had closed her eyes and screamed, seeing stars as her husband’s thumbs pressed into her temples like tightening screws.
She begged.
The anchor’s chain continued leaping up out of the water. The noise the rotor made was loud enough to drown out her screams. Ross’s skull still pressed down on the lever.
Clunk clunk clunk, it had gone. Clunk clunk clunk.
Emily could still hear the sound now, as she headed out of the lounge, deciding that she would sober up quicker in the fresh air. Now, past six o’clock, the sun was gentler and easier to bear. Her sunburned neck and shoulders still stung as the salty spray settled on them, but the pain faded. She went to the railing and leant over. At first her eyes saw fields of blue all around, holding the ship in place, but then she spotted her husband.
‘Ross, honey, can you speak?’
He grunted.
‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe this has happened. I didn’t realise you were so badly hurt.’ A tear rolled down her cheek. She could barely look at the bloody, shit-stained mess that was now her husband. ‘Will you please just try to say something to me?’
He grunted again.
Wiping tears from her face, Emily climbed down to the rear deck and stood in front of Ross. He swiped out at her angrily, only narrowly missing her face. The stench from his fingertips wafted up her nose and turned her stomach.
Furious, she took a step back and pointed a finger. ‘You caused this, Ross. You cheated on me, and then tried to hurt me when I found out about it. I don’t understand why you’re acting this way. I haven’t done anything wrong. All I wanted was to spend some time with you. I love you, goddamnit.’
Ross tilted his head, ground his teeth. A bloody slit ran through his lower lip and his chin was caked with gore. He must be in agony.
What the hell was Emily doing? He needed her. Yes, he had cheated – a
lot by the look of his text messaging history – but he didn’t deserve this. He must be in so much pain, probably delirious. He was only swiping out at her because he didn’t know what was happening. All he knew was pain. His guts hung out and now he was covered in his own shit, yet he was still trying to pull himself free and stand up. Maybe there was still time to help him. If only she had called the moment it had happened, or at least first thing in the morning when she awoke from her coma.
If only they hadn’t fought. If only things had gone differently.
When the anchor had leapt free of the water… Ross’s entire body had lurched sideways… His hands had let go of her head, and suddenly she was free.
Panting and wheezing, Emily had staggered backwards, crashing into the side rail and bruising her hip. She put out an arm, ready to fend off another attack, but Ross didn’t come after her this time. He twisted side-to-side, tugging on something like a dog with a bone.
Blood soaked his swim shorts.
The anchor had impaled Ross through the hip, tethering him in place against the recall machine A couple of inches to the left and it would have missed him completely but, as it had happened, it pierced through a sizeable chunk of flesh and hooked him like a fish. Emily went to help him, but he reached for her throat again. Even in shock, Ross still wanted her dead.
So she had left the fucker to suffer.
Well, that wasn’t strictly true. First, she had vomited over the side rail (blood always made her gag), then she had gone into the lounge cabin and swigged from a bottle of Remy Martin Ross kept in the sideboard. She had cried for a while, letting her emotions flow out of her, then the alcohol fuzzed her mind sufficiently that time passed by without her realizing it. She remembered trying to go back out and see her husband one last time, and he once again reached out to attack her, even as the anchor yanked his flesh and tore his wound wider.
What would Ross do if he managed to get free? He was acting possessed – an enraged monster from her nightmares. She rushed into the pilothouse to call for help, but didn’t know what she was doing with the radio. She twiddled knobs and pressed buttons, but all she got was jumbled voices. Was there an emergency number she was supposed to tune to – a Coast Guard channel or the Navy? Then her mind turned to how suspicious things would look. Would the authorities believe her story? If Ross were still angry, would he say she was the cause of his injuries? Would he use all of his money and clout to bury her? He already knew his cheating was exposed. Maybe he would cut his losses and use the situation to skip the costly divorce by sending her to prison.
He could tell them she had lost control again. Like before.
Anxious and unsure of what to do, Emily had hit the bottle again, this time a little too hard. She didn’t even remember falling asleep.
Morning came, but she still didn’t know what to do. For the first few minutes it had all seemed like a dream. But it wasn’t.
Twelve hours later, the dream had become a nightmare.
‘Hold on, honey,’ Emily said now as she peered at the sickening wound slashing her husband’s middle. ‘I’m going to call help. I’m so sorry, Ross.’
Full of guilt at having delayed, Emily hurried up the ladder and went around the edge of the cabin to the pilothouse. The sleek black dashboard was dotted with soft blue lights. She sat down directly in front of the radio to the left of the steering column and thumbed buttons and twiddled the dials. This time she almost immediately found a voice. The disenchanted mumble sounded like a ghost coming out of the yacht’s innards, yet she yelled back at it urgently. When nothing happened, she realized she had forgotten to grab the extendable microphone. She pulled it to her mouth and shouted again. ‘Help me, help me. Mayday. SOS. Help!’
The other voice stopped mumbling and quieted for a moment. Then it spoke back in a confused tone. Emily knew the voice was talking to her, but she also realized, with dismay, that the speaker was Spanish.
‘I don’t speak Spanish. English! Please, I need someone who speaks English.’
The voice mumbled again, making the radio unit vibrate with the bass of the deep voice – but it was useless. She couldn’t understand what he was saying, or if he could understand her. She stated her situation, hoping it would be recorded or in some way understood at the other end. Then she twiddled the dial to search for somebody else. Could there be anybody English she could find so close to Spain? Didn’t many Spaniards speak English as a second language? How far did the radio reach? Could she get a hold of Portsmouth or some boats in the Channel? She had to try.
She kept shouting into the radio, hoping that somewhere in the static somebody would hear her. ‘My husband needs help. Please. Help. My husband needs medical attention.’
‘Hello?’
Emily shot back in her seat, shocked by the voice even though she had been searching desperately for it. The word had been unmistakable. Hello.
‘Yes, hello,’ she shouted. ‘I need help. Can you help me?’
‘That depends,’ came the voice. ‘Where are you and what’s your situation?’
‘I-I have no idea where I am – somewhere off the north coast of Spain in a yacht. He’s been injured. My husband needs help. Can you help?’
‘All right,’ came the soothing voice. ‘Try to stay calm. What is your position?’
‘I already said I don’t know.’
‘You should have a GPS unit. Do you see one?’
She looked around the cramped compartment. ‘You mean the little television screen? It has three circles on it and a little green boat in the middle.’
‘That’s the one, sweetheart. Now, at the top of the screen, are there any numbers? Those are your coordinates.’
‘Yes, yes, I see them!’ She read the numbers out eagerly.
‘Got it,’ came the man. ‘Bear with me, sweetheart.’
There was a tense silence, and for a terrifying second, Emily thought he’d gone. But he hadn’t. ‘My name is Alex, and I’m only forty minutes away. I’ll call through to the Spanish Coast Guard in the meantime. What exactly has happened?’
Emily shook her head. This was where it all began, the explanations and recounting of what had happened. She really hoped Ross survived – of course she did, he was her husband – but mostly so that he could tell them she had not been responsible for what had happened.
‘My husband is dying,’ she said, deciding to go with the truth. ‘The anchor came up out of the water and impaled him. It’s bad.’
‘Bloody hell. I’ll be there as quick as I can, sweetheart. Just stay calm.’
‘That ship has sailed,’ she moaned, but her rescuer had already gone.



THREE
All Emily had to do was sit tight. Help was on the way, and Ross was still alive (she could hear him shuffling around on the rear deck). That was good. If he were still alive when help arrived, they would see she was trying to help him. Perhaps they could save him. Maybe his injuries weren’t as bad as they looked.
She just hoped he told them the truth about what happened.
Would Ross admit his wife had found out he was a cheat, and that he had attacked her when she’d confronted him? He was a respected man, and his reputation was important to him – maybe more important than she was. She had broken his nose in the struggle, yes, but would they think she had impaled him, too?
This was stupid, she thought to herself. Ross was her husband. They loved each other. She never wanted to hurt him. Even if he was getting dirty text messages off a bunch of slags – but maybe that was all there was to it. Maybe it had never gone further than text.
Yeah, right!
She needed to be with him, so Emily went down to the rear deck and sat down along the edge. Ross reached out to her as soon as he saw her, grasping hungrily at the air. He looked just like a zombie, and the more she examined him, the more her ghoulish interpretation seemed correct. Beneath the caked, black blood, his face had gone an unhealthy grey. His teeth were splintered from grinding together so much, and his lower jaw hung limply. The coil of his intestine had slipped further out of his gut and was now hung like a glistening skipping rope. She had no medical experience, having only ever worked in an office before meeting Ross, but she had seen in the movies that stomach wounds took a long time to kill you – yet she had never got the impression that somebody could hang on this long with their insides on the outside.
‘Ross,’ she said. ‘Help is on the way, okay? I managed to call somebody.’
Only a snarl.
‘Do you know what’s happening? Do you remember fighting with me and falling on top of the anchor return? It was an accident.’
Ross struggled towards her, yanking the anchor in his guts and dragging it several inches to the side. Congealed flesh, like bloody scrambled eggs, slopped out onto the deck. Ross’s bare feet paddled in it.
‘Ross, stop! Stay still or you’re going to…’
It became too obvious to deny it anymore. Her husband should be dead. His torso was ripped almost in two and his blood had turned to porridge in his veins.
His bloodshot eyes did not blink.
This was all too unreal.
‘Am I the one who’s dead?’ she asked him. ‘Did you strangle me to death and this is… Hell, I suppose, although I don’t know what I would have done to deserve it. I’ve been a good wife, haven’t I? An okay person?’
Ross managed to move a couple more inches across the deck towards her. The anchor tore a furrow beneath his bulging ribcage.
‘I was such a mess when we met,’ she said, talking as an alternative to panicking. ‘The bar you picked me up in… I was there most nights. I pretended like I’d been stood up, but really I was hanging around trying to meet rich men. Huh, not sure what that makes me. Maybe you knew that about me, but I fell in love with you anyway. The money never mattered in the end – not truly. Why has this happened, Ross? I don’t understand. After what my first-husband did…’
Ross thrashed and snarled. The anchor tore around his body more, splitting his flesh apart like a razorblade through dough.
‘Ross, stop!’
Then he was free.
Emily squealed as her husband lunged at her and their bodies collided. Wet fluids and flaking scabs filled the air in a choking cloud. Ross grabbed her neck and tried to bite her.
‘Ross, get off me!’
His teeth chattered together inches from her nose, hot, rancid breath gusting through the gaps between them. His weight was too much to bear. Emily fell backwards. Her arms were busy keeping Ross from biting her face. She had no way to protect the back of her skull from hitting the deck.
Clunk!
She saw stars.
Ross bore down on her.
She tried to put her hands up to protect herself, but she was dizzy. Her hands grasped clumsily. The fight was over.
‘Please, Ross...’
Ross only snarled in reply. Opened his mouth wide.
Emily closed her eyes.
There was an almighty whump!
She opened her eyes again to see Ross cartwheel away from her, a long shaft of polished wood lifting him off his feet and over the deck. The entire yacht rocked as another vessel collided with it, the boom of which had swept over the rear deck and knocked Ross into the air. The pilot of a small sailing boat began hastily throwing out ropes and securing them to hooks.
As soon as the two vessels were tethered, the short man did a running hop onto the EMILY-DEVINE. Emily scrambled to her feet and took the stranger’s hand. He was an older man with unkempt grey hair spilling out over his ears.
‘Looks like I got here just in time,’ he said in a deep voice.
Recognition made Emily’s eyes wide. ‘You’re the man I spoke to on the radio?’
‘Yes! I’m Alex. Your husband, what’s wrong with him? Why were you fighting with him?’
‘He’s hurt. I think h-he’s dead.’
Alex looked at her like she had accused him of something. ‘Hitting him with the boom was the only thing I could think to do, but I don’t think it killed him.’
She shook her head. ‘No, I mean before you came. I think he’s a monster.’
Alex reached out and grabbed her bare shoulder. His touch stung her and she realized her sunburn had worsened. ‘You must be in shock,’ he said ‘The Spanish Coast Guard will be here soon. I called them.’
‘You saw my husband attacking me? You’ll tell them?’
‘Of course. We will get all of this sorted out. We should go and check on him though.’
A growl alerted them and they both turned to see Ross back up on his feet. His chest had caved on one side and a rib poked out like a porcupine’s quill.
Alex shouted. ‘Sir, I beg you to remain calm. Help is on the way.’
Ross ignored the request and sprinted across the deck, guts flapping like tassels on a dancer’s vest. This time, instead of trying to grab Emily, he went straight for Alex.
‘Ross, please, stop!’ she pleaded.
But the fight had already begun.
Alex didn’t panic. He threw a punch that connected with Ross’s unhinged lower jaw. It snapped his head back but didn’t stop him from advancing. He fell on top of the sailor and bit down on his neck with his ragged teeth.
Alex bellowed and tried to wriggle free. ‘Get him off me!’
Emily snapped out of her daze, and looked around for a way to help the man who had been trying to help her. There was nothing that wasn’t bolted down, so she leapt up the ladder and raced into the cabin. Inside she saw empty wine bottles and crystal flutes that had fallen to the boards and shattered. Anything bigger was part of the fixtures and bolted down.
Alex continued shouting from below, begging for help.
Ross’s snarls cut him off.
‘Damn it, damn it. Come on, Emily, think.’
She yanked up the cushions that topped the long sofa on the right of the cabin and unlatched the storage bin beneath. Inside, she found extra blankets and some board games, but then she spotted something else. A bright orange flare gun sat inside a box with a glass lid. She unlocked it and pulled the handgun out. Hurried back to the lower deck where Alex was now on one knee, fighting desperately to keep Ross’s teeth from taking another chunk out of him.
‘Alex, get down!’ Emily shouted, fumbling with the chubby orange pistol in her hand.
Alex glanced back at her. ‘What?’
‘I said, get down.’
He saw the flare gun in her hands and seemed to understand. He let go of Ross and threw himself down on the deck, leaving himself defenceless. Emily hoped it would be as easy as simply squeezing the trigger, but that didn’t stop her from yelping when the pistol bucked in her fist like a squirming child.
A fuzzy ball of light bloomed from the muzzle and zipped across the deck like a fairy. The fizzing projectile hit her husband in the throat, spinning him around and dropping him onto his hands and knees.
He leapt back up and came after her.
The flare continued to burn and crackle. The mottled flesh under Ross’s chin blackened and smoked. He didn’t care.
‘Please stop!’ Alex shouted from where he lay on the deck.
‘I told you,’ Emily said. ‘He’s dead. He’s a zombie.’
But then Ross did the unexpected and flopped forwards onto his face. There he lay, twitching spasmodically.
Alex clambered to his feet, rubbing his own neck as if the flare had hit him. ‘He is not a zombie. He’s just plain dead.’
Emily didn’t understand. After all of the injuries Ross had sustained, why had he finally stopped now? Had he been running on adrenaline, but that adrenaline had now run out? She edged towards her husband’s body, wary that he would leap up again and attack her, but his twitching ceased and he was completely still. Full of fear, yet fuelled by concern, she reached out and rolled him over – but while his body turned freely, his head remained face down.
There was a slick plop as his skull slipped free of his shoulders.
Emily covered her mouth.
The flare had burned through the already damaged flesh of Ross’s neck. The force of impact must have snapped his spine, yet not severed it completely until he’d hit the deck and jarred his skull.
Husband decapitated at her feet, Emily let out a wail that could not be stopped. Alex tried his best to console her, hugging her tightly, but it was clear that he too was horrified.



FOUR
Emily covered Ross with a blanket from the bedroom cabin and joined Alex in the pilothouse where he was chattering urgently into the radio. When he saw her enter, he placed the microphone down as if he’d been caught doing something indiscrete, then quickly leaned forward and switched the radio off. ‘The Coast Guard isn’t far away,’ he explained. ‘They should be here around dusk. I’ve told them we’ve had a fatality, but didn’t go into the details. I’m not really sure what the details are, to be honest.’
‘Me neither,’ Emily admitted with a sigh. She took the seat next to the man, moving Ross’s laptop out of the way before she almost sat on it. She’d asked him not to bring it along – no work, she had said – but it didn’t surprise her that he had snuck it along anyway. ‘I think maybe he was sick or something. He attacked me yesterday and this morning, like a maniac, and it’s not his style to lose his cool. He’s been complaining of headaches the last couple days and feeling under the weather. I think he was ill.’
Alex looked at her, examining her face. ‘He was in pretty bad shape when I got here. What happened to him? You said he got impaled by the anchor?’
She nodded. ‘Happened when he first attacked me. I broke his nose with a lamp, but everything else that happened was by accident. You have to believe me.’
‘I do. I…’ He stopped mid-sentence and grabbed his forehead. ‘Sorry, I have a sudden headache myself. Power of suggestion, huh?’
She looked at Alex and saw that his eyes were bleary and red. The bite mark on his shoulder was glistening beneath the edge of his t-shirt. ‘Thank you for saving me,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry you got hurt.’
‘It’s okay. I’m not sure your husband knew what he was doing. He seemed delirious. Good thing I got here when I did. I’m sorry for your loss, miss.’
‘Ross was a good man. Not always on the surface – he was so driven – but I loved him.’
Alex smiled, but said nothing.
With a sigh, Emily opened Ross’s laptop and switched it on. From hibernation, it came to life almost immediately. A photograph of her and Ross in Madrid popped filled the screen and she looked at it fondly. They had asked a waiter to take it while they stood in front of the Grande Basilica. They had only been married three months at that point and the smile on her face was genuine – she had been truly joyous that day – and many of the days since. Only lately had things begun to sour.
Ross’s emails popped up automatically on screen.
She was unsurprised to see messages from a list of paramours, but it still hurt seeing their explicit taunts. Even though Ross was dead, her stomach turned at the thought of him sleeping with another woman. Had he always been so obvious about it? She felt stupid for not learning of his infidelity sooner. The amount of opportunities she’d had to check his phone, his computer, so why hadn’t she done so until now?
He’d probably been laughing behind her back this whole time.
Emily ground her teeth.
Her first husband, James, she’d naively married at seventeen. He’d started hitting her soon afterwards, and had almost put her off men for good. After this, the task was nigh on complete. Ross had promised to never be anything like James, and in truth he hadn’t been, but it turned out that he was just as damaging in his own way. Now Emily had been married twice, and widowed twice. Both men had died shortly after attacking her.
Maybe she was cursed.
Or maybe it was justice.
‘Were you two married long?’ Alex asked. He was looking at her curiously, hands fidgeting in his lap.
‘Three years nearly,’ said Emily.
‘Kids?’
‘No, thank God. Having to explain something like this… I was pregnant once, but I lost the baby.’
Alex sighed. ‘That must have been very hard for you and Ross.’
She shook her head. ‘It was before Ross. I was married before, when I was a teenager. He used to hurt me. Pushed my down the stairs one time, when I was…’ She couldn’t complete the sentence.
Alex’s face screwed up in disgust. ‘When you were carrying! Jesus, I hope they locked the guy up for a thousand years.’
‘They didn’t have to,’ she said. ‘I covered it up, said I tripped. He was actually kind to me afterwards – for all of six months. The next time he went for me, it all came flooding back. I thought about my unborn baby and who he might have been. I lost control.’
‘You don’t have to talk about this,’ said Alex, shifting uncomfortably in the pilot’s seat.
‘No, it’s okay. It keeps my mind off panicking. My first husband was a jealous type – about the silliest little things. He needed help, really, but he always said he would overcome it on his own. Well, he didn’t. The last night he attacked me, I’d been out to dinner with my cousins. I made the mistake of getting stuck in traffic and getting home twenty minutes late. That was all it took for him to work himself up. He was waiting in the kitchen for me when I got home, like he was my father. At first I was afraid but, once he started hitting me, I just lost it. I grabbed a knife out of the block and buried it in his neck. When the police found me I was wandering the streets, almost catatonic. I spent eighteen months in a clinic. Took me a long time to get my life back on track after that, but when I met Ross it got a whole lot easier.’
‘You loved him?’
She nodded. ‘I did.’
‘Then I am doubly-sorry. If it is any comfort, you seem much stronger than the woman they sent to that clinic. You will get through this. Just tell them what happened and I am sure they will understand.’
‘Thank you. So what’s your story? Do you just go around the high seas rescuing people in need? Are you married?’
‘Me? No, no, I never married. The sea is my wife. Thirty years a carpenter, I retired four years ago to live on the Blessed Betty. I’m living my dream for whatever years I have left.’
She smiled. ‘That’s nice.’
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I-’ He stopped speaking and winced. ‘Ouch! Another headache. I should really get this wound on my neck covered up. I shall pop back to my boat and get it seen to. Will you be okay?’
She nodded and waved a hand. ‘I’ll be fine. Will stay right here.’
Alex got up unsteadily and moved away from the controls. ‘I’ll be back soon. Just stay calm.’
Then he left.
Emily slid into the pilot’s seat and perched Ross’s laptop on top of the console. She took another few moments to enjoy the Madrid photograph, and then went to close it. As she reached out though, she spotted a file at the bottom left of the screen just above the taskbar. It was a video named: PRIVATE.
Was it a nudie flick from one of Ross’s paramours?
Porn?
She didn’t know why, but she found herself stroking the track pad and double-clicking the file to open it.
The video began to play. It was not what she expected.



FIVE
The video hadn’t been taken by a woman, but by a man. The narrator’s voice sounded familiar, and Emily thought it might be Tom Gladstone, Ross’s Director of Acquisitions – the guy who travelled around the world for her husband trying to find the best deals on tractors, ploughs, threshers etc. It looked like he had made some kind of video report for Ross and emailed it over.
The video opened on the interior of some kind of far eastern factory. White-coated employees milled about on either side of a long walkway, with dark-hair and light brown skin. Chinese, possibly?
‘So this is the place I was telling you about,’ came the voice of whom Emily was now certain was Tom Gladstone.  ‘They are already in full operation here, but haven’t yet found a European franchisee. We make the right offer and we could be rolling this stuff out as early as next year. Our company will make a killing.’
Emily narrowed her eyes and concentrated. Tom started walking down the long walkway, panning the camera left and right. Every now and then a white-coated employee would realize they were on film and bow reverently. They were attending industrial mixers, each of the large vats filled with straw-coloured liquid.
‘The fertilizer is like nothing I’ve seen before, Ross. Mr Sai gave me a demonstration this morning and it blew my mind. His chief scientist applied a dose of the solution to a row of hydrangeas. Ross, these plants were at death’s door, their petals shrivelled and brown. Within an hour, the bushes were blooming with bright pink flowers again. The dead leaves fell off and new ones grew in their place. It was like a miracle – except it was science, and for sale. I told Mr Sai that I needed a demonstration on a harvestable crop, and he agreed to do so tomorrow, but in the meantime he’s assured me that the formula works on all species of plant life. It promotes incredible growth and vitality. Crop failures will be a thing of the past. Every season will give a bountiful harvest, regardless of drought or anything else. Ross, I cannot stress this enough, but you have to authorize me to make whatever offer we can afford. As soon as we get the ball rolling, Mr Sai will allow me to bring back a sample. We have to be onboard with this.’
The video ended.
Emily leant back in her seat and chewed her lower lip. What had Ross been working on? Had he already signed the deal of a lifetime? Or would he now never get the chance? She hated herself for it, but the thought briefly crossed her mind that, with her husband dead, she might end up with a controlling interest in his company. So, was this miracle fertilizer already under the purview of what might become her company? Or had the deal died with Ross?
Emily leaned forward, fingered the track pad and left the cursor hovering over the video file. After a couple of seconds the meta data popped up. The file had last been modified a couple of weeks ago, but what did that mean? Was that the date it was copied to the desktop? Then she saw the creation date: three weeks ago. Surely the deal would have been signed within that time. She went into her late husband’s emails again and started being even nosier. She let herself off the hook a little, because she knew the main reason she was snooping was to keep her mind occupied. Now that the panic and shock of the situation was subsiding, a rising tide of emotion kept threatening to burst its levees at any moment. Sporadic pressure beyond her eyes sought to bring tears, and a mild dizziness tried to dislodge her thoughts and send them spiralling into madness. Her life had flipped upside down in a single day, and it was hard to see how it would ever settle again once it righted itself. Would she get over Ross’s death, or would it break her? She feared ever having to sit in front of a doctor again arguing for her sanity.
Another husband dead. Emily Tyler, you are a black widow.
She had lost control, they would say. Just like last time.
She gave the flirty emails from Ross’ various women another cursory look, but found none of them particularly enlightening. The fact that her husband had been screwing around seemed unimportant now – his death had brought closure on that – so she flicked through the more mundane messages to see what she could find: the internal memorandums and intercompany correspondence. Of most interest was anything from Tom Gladstone. She opened up the most recent message from him.
Ross: Sorry to hear the sample had cracked open by the time it got to you. Mr Sai’s team will be sending out a new one immediately. I’ve been told that the formula can cause allergic reactions in some people, so make sure you get it all cleaned up. Speak soon.
 
So Ross had received the sample. That must mean the deal had been signed. Good news, she supposed, but the excitement of running her own company had gone away as quickly as it had arrived. She didn’t care about business deals and farming. She was just kidding herself.
Starting to get upset, Emily stood up and brushed herself off. The Coast Guard would arrive any moment, and she needed to be in control of herself. Ross’s had been a messy death, and one that would arouse incredulity. If Emily were a mess, her story – the truth – would be less believable.
She left the pilothouse and went back out on deck. Alex was still missing after having left to return to his boat. She felt bad that he had got hurt, but glad that he had been there to save her. Ross would’ve killed her for sure.
The moon shone down on the yacht and made everything shimmer like it was plated in silver. Emily hadn’t even realized that night had fallen, but now that it had the summer breeze was a gusty chill. She still wore her swimsuit, so went and grabbed her long cardigan from a hook on the outside of the lounge cabin. Wrapping it around herself, she shivered.
Alex’s sailboat bobbed alongside the EMILY-DEVINE, the moon bouncing off its metal hooks and rivets. No sign of Alex though. He must be inside the wheelhouse, or down below in the living space. Ross still lay on the rear deck beneath a blanket. In near-darkness, he was nothing but a grey mound that could have been anything. She couldn’t kid herself about what lay under the blanket though.
She climbed down to the rear deck and took a moment to find her balance. Under the pull of the moon, the waves crested higher than they had during sun-up, and the constant wishy-washy sound unsettled her. She wanted to find Alex. It was difficult to trust herself under stress, so she would feel much better having somebody with her – to shake her if she started acting crazy.
Was she crazy?
At the edge of the deck, Emily grabbed a hold of the railing and stepped over. Alex had lashed the boats together tightly, so there was less than a foot-gap between the two hulls, but it was still nerve-wracking hopping between the two. When her feet came down on Alex’s deck, she stumbled and fell to her knees.
A buzzing sound came from somewhere. Emily looked around for it and saw that there was a waterproof radio attached to the main mast. It was tuned in to a station, but imperfectly – the voices interrupted by static and crackling. The reception improved when she got near and a clear BBC-English speaker came through loud and clear.
‘…mainland officials have yet to confirm the nature of the disease, leading some experts to fear it is something never before encountered. Sufferers are presenting flu-like symptoms progressing towards haemorrhagic fever and death. In some cases, the final stages of the disease seem to bring on some kind of seizure, characterized by delirium and rage. Medical experts are reporting of near-death patients displaying surprising strength and resistance to pain…’
‘Jesus,’ Emily muttered. Had Ross caught the virus the man on the radio was talking about? How could he have, though? He’d been out on the yacht for almost a week. How would he have become infected with something like that?
The sample was cracked.
Ross would have received the sample at his headquarters in Stoke.
Emily thought about Tom Gladstone’s last email and shuddered, still cold but also afraid. Had the chemical that Ross purchased from the Far East made him sick?
She was being silly. The news reporter had described some sort of epidemic. No way could Ross have been involved in something like that. Liquid fertilizer did not cause infectious disease.
Or did it?
Now that Emily thought about it, she was sure there were movies about chemical companies polluting the water table and making people sick, or giving them cancer. Wasn’t Erin Brockovich about something like that? Can cause allergic reactions, Tom had warned. The sample had cracked.
Emily cursed herself for having no practical experience beyond what she saw in the movies. She realized now that by marrying money – and even by ambitioning for it beforehand – she had failed herself. Her entire self-worth had become a mere extension of her husband’s, and now that he was gone she was nothing. The feminist inside of her screamed.
And yet she was powerless to break the cycle. Even now, she looked to Alex – a man – to make her feel better. This was her own life – her own situation – yet she was relying on someone else to sort it all out for her. Maybe if she hadn’t buried her head in the sand at the beginning, none of this would have happened. The entire mess could have been cleaned up. Ross would likely still be alive. She’d screwed up bad.
Screwed up because she was a screw-up.
Whether Emily liked it or not, Alex was now involved. She needed to tell him what she had just heard on the radio. If Ross had been sick, then maybe they were both infected too. Alex had gone to clean his wound, but perhaps he could be more thorough if he knew he had to be.
Unfamiliar with the cramped sailboat, Blessed Betty, Emily held onto the railing and scooted along the edge. The hatch to go downstairs was on the side, so that was where she headed. Not wanting to enter Alex’s private living quarters uninvited, she stopped to call out. ‘Hey, Alex. Can I come down? I need to talk to you. Alex?’
No answer.
The boat was too small not to hear someone shouting, so Emily didn’t know what could make Alex fail to reply. She swallowed a lump in her throat. Took the first step down.
Below, she found a cramped living space: a tiny kitchenette and breakfast table along one wall, stocked bookshelves all along the other (most of the spines had titles relating to history, spanning from the Roman Republic to the Second World War). Alex obviously enjoyed living in past times more than existing in the present. Perhaps that was why he lived on a boat, removed from society with only books to keep him company. Hadn’t stopped him from coming to her aid though. There was no doubt in her mind that Alex was a decent man.
But where was he?
‘Alex? Can you answer me, please?’
She still heard nothing. Up ahead lay a door to where she imagined his bedroom would be. Privacy was even more of an issue now, but she was beginning to freak out, and that was his fault for not answering.
‘Okay, Alex, I’m coming in.’
She pushed open the door and blinked as the light from a bedside lamp assaulted her eyes. There was little in the room except for a bed – and no sign of Alex.
She saw the blood.
On the edge of the bed was a round puddle of fresh blood. Had Alex bled over the bed? Been sick or had a nosebleed?
Where was he?
There was an en suite bathroom to her right. The door to it was closed, but the light inside was on.
‘Alex, are you okay? I think maybe Ross was sick. If he was, then we might be too. Do you feel unwell? There’s a lot of blood out here.’
Thunk!
The door rattled in its frame, not so hard that somebody had barged against it – more like somebody had cupped their ear against the wood.
‘Alex, are you in there? I can hear you.’
A grunt.
‘Alex, you’re scaring me. Please, come out.’
Silence.
She reached out to the doorknob, wondering if it was locked. If it was, and he refused to come out…
What could she do?
Why was he doing this?
The door burst open, hitting her in the face and knocking her back onto the bed. She felt the cooling blood beneath her thigh and squealed.
Alex appeared from the bathroom, snarling at her like a hungry beast – just like Ross had. He leapt towards her. Emily managed to tumble into a backwards roll, landing off the other side of the bed. While Alex clambered over the mattress after her, she raced around the bottom of the bed and made for the door.
Screeching like a vulture, Alex snatched a hold of her cardigan. Dragged her backwards. Emily let her arms flop behind her and squirmed until they slid free of her garment.
Alex tumbled back, clutching the cardigan.
Emily was free.
She raced through the sailboat’s main cabin, smashing her hip painfully on the wooden breakfast table as she went, adding a bruise to the one she already had, and then rushed up the stairs.
Alex was right behind her. A hungry wolf.
Getting back up on deck was like emerging from a swimming pool. The cold, salty spray on her face distracted her, but woke up her senses at the same time. The ocean was unsettled: the deck rolled beneath her bare feet. She managed to keep her balance long enough to sprint towards the ship’s bow. A glance over her shoulder showed that Alex was only one step behind.
The deck was short and she quickly ran out of it. Desperately, she searched for the nearest thing with which to defend herself. It turned out to be a large hook on the end of a pole that probably had a name known to a fisherman. She pulled it off its brackets and span around with it, wielding it like a long, cumbersome baseball bat.
It cracked Alex right above the eyebrow. Blood soon covered his entire face.
‘You’re sick, Alex,’ Emily cried, ‘Just like my husband was. Please calm down.’
He came for her again.
This time Emily thrust the pole out like a spear, aiming for Alex’s chest. She miscalculated and hit his collarbone. The metal hook bounced off the hard bone and entered the soft tissue of Alex’s throat. Yet, impaled through the neck, he still continued trying to grab her, swiping with both hands. She held him at bay with the pole like an animal controller restraining a pit bull until its fight ran out. But Alex’s fight never ran out.
The pole bucked and twisted in Emily’s hands, tearing at her palms and making her skin burn. She yelled out. ‘Please, Alex. Stop. Last. CHANCE!’
She yanked and twisted the pole in her hands, felt the hook catch on something inside Alex’s neck. Rather than shy away from the resistance, she yanked harder, pulling the pole – and the hook – towards her. Alex bellowed, a demon that was once human.
Then his voice was cut off by a short, sharp snap!
The hook slid free and the pole fell from Emily’s hands. Before she could catch it, it clattered to the deck at her feet. She had lost her weapon, but no longer needed it. Alex flopped to his knees, head resting awkwardly on one shoulder. The white slither of his spine dangled out of a hole in his neck where she’d snapped it in two with the hook. When he collapsed onto his face, Emily knew that he was dead. Just like Ross. Two boats, two dead men. Yet, she was still alive.
Emily Tyler. The black widow.



SIX
Back on board the EMILY-DEVINE, Emily stared out at the black, featureless sea. It could have been Hell surrounding her, vast and endless, with neither joy nor pain – just foreverness. Land could be a hundred metres away and she wouldn’t know it. She had called for help – and got Alex killed as a result.  Perhaps she should have just got behind the wheel and tried sailing inland. It was her yacht after all – a gift – yet she had no clue how to manoeuvre it. Just another example of how useless and looked-after she was. No more useful than a pet.
She was fucked. Ross’s death had been an accident, and in no way her fault, but Alex’s had been all her doing. He was only there to help her and had ended up with a sliced throat and a severed spine.
The authorities would never believe her. She could try explaining that Ross had attacked her and fallen on the anchor recall, and that Alex had left her with no choice but to defend herself, but all they would see was a rich widow and two dead men. She’d be in the media for the rest of her life, probably painted as some man-hating monster like Charlize Theron in that move. She likes to break men’s necks, they would whisper.
Christ, there she went again with the movies. Her go-to reference included the name of an actress, rather than an actual person. What did she even have to live for? Maybe she should just take the rap for the entire thing in exchange for privacy. They could lock her up in some quiet cell where she could read books and actually learn something beyond movie trivia – things that would be of no use to her, of course, because she would spend the rest of her life in prison.
Or, maybe, they would buy her story because the virus had been released in other places too. The radio said as much, and if that were the case then what was awaiting her back on land? She was probably infected too, and her husband’s company might even have been responsible for letting the sickness out. The sample had cracked…
Emily’s mother had been right. She’d always said she would amount to nothing. Sure, she might have had it all for a while, but she’d been kidding herself. It had all gone to Hell in an instant. She was either sick, dying, or heading back to the loony bin.
The utter darkness outside matched her mood, and if not for memory, there would be no suggestion that she were standing on a luxury yacht with her name on it. Her head buzzed as though it were full of bees, and her skin felt numb. Salt clung to every inch of her. She barely felt human.
Was this strange feeling she was experiencing the sickness? Was some tiny, sinister microbe swimming around her bloodstream right now, snaking through her vital organs with its nasty little edges? Would she end up like her two dead husbands, broken and bleeding?
She tried arguing with her own mind, offering herself a little solace and hope, but she could find nothing. The opaque cloud engulfing her wasn’t just inextinguishable, but comforting also. It was a soft blanket wrapped around her that she didn’t want to fight. Could she just slump to the ground right now and leave her inert body, her shattered mind, in the hands of fate? Oh, to just give up.
No, she had to stay strong. It was time to take control of her life.
Time to stop being a passenger in her own life.
It felt right to say goodbye to Ross, even though the truth was he had been gone the moment this had all started. Still, he was her husband, and she would miss him. It would do no good looking under his blanket, for it was not how she wanted to remember him, but she knelt down and placed a hand on his middle. There was no warmth, but neither was there cold.
‘Thank you for giving me another shot at life, Ross, after I thought there was nothing but a sucking black hole waiting for me. You weren’t perfect, but neither was I. We both knew what we were getting into, I suppose. I loved you, and I think you loved me.’ She was about to cry but stopped herself. She needed to stay in control. ‘I feel like I’m living in a horrible movie, but I’ve realised tonight that life isn’t like the movies. Things don’t end the way they’re supposed to. They do end though. I’m going to make a decision, be in control. For once in my life I am going to take action.’
Emily got up and went over to the edge of the deck. For once in her life, she was certain of what she was doing. No doubts in her mind as she climbed up and stepped over the top rail. She would never go back to the clinic. Would not allow them to put her in prison. This wasn’t her fault.
But that didn’t change what they would do to her.
The wind buffeted Emily’s bare skin. The salt stung her eyes.
The black, endless Ocean waited for her, and she saw light.



SEVEN
The light was so glaring that it made Emily’s eyes throb. She stepped down from the railing and shielded her face. Her ears picked up the sound of parting water, something large cutting through the waves.
She heard an engine.
‘THIS IS THE SPANISH COAST GUARD,’ came an accented voice, projected through some kind of loudspeaker. ‘WE HAVE RECEIVED A DISTRESS CALL FROM THIS LOCATION.’
Still struggling to see against the tremendous glare, Emily waved her free hand. All thoughts of suicide were swatted aside now that someone in authority had arrived. Emily went right back to giving herself over to another’s command. Part of her didn’t mind. It was comfortable, like slipping into a warm bath.
The ship came closer and dimmed its light. Emily could finally lower her arm and see. At least six Spanish sailors glanced over at her from the other deck, all of them gruff, serious looking men.
It took them only a few moments to moor their ship to the EMILY-DEVINE, and as soon as they had, two of the crewmen hopped aboard and took a look around. They each carried two-handed guns. One was a small, boxy man with a long nose. The other had dark eyes, dark-hair, and a dark expression.
Emily followed them around like a lost puppy, trying to explain the whole time. ‘My husband was sick. He had the virus that has got loose on the mainland. I heard the reports on the radio. When he lost his mind and attacked me, there was an accident.’
The whole time the two crewmen said nothing. They examined Ross’s decapitated body beneath the blanket with some concern, and gave her several glances of suspicion. When they then found Alex’s body, they raised their weapons at her.
‘I didn’t do any of this,’ she said, whipping her hands up above her head. ‘They were both sick. I was just trying to defend myself.’
Of the two, the crewman with darker features lowered his weapon and nodded. Speaking in fluent English, he said, ‘Okay, ma’am. We understand. Just come with us, please.’
‘What about the virus? Is it bad? How many people are infected?’
‘Please, ma’am. We will talk about it more once we are onboard the ship.’
Reluctantly, but seeing no other option, Emily went with the two sailors and allowed herself to be corralled onto the Coast Guard ship. The assembled crew watched her intently as she was led into the wheelhouse. There they sat her down at a metal desk. Outside she heard the sound of winches being fastened and tightened to the EMILY-DIVINE. They were going to tow the other vessels to land. She was finally going to get off the water and out of this nightmare.
‘Which man is Mr Alex Draper?’ asked the dark-eyed man sitting opposite her.
‘Alex is the one on the sailboat,’ she explained.
‘The one who was stabbed in the neck?’
She flustered for a moment, realising how insane it sounded when spoken aloud. ‘Yes, I had to defend myself when he attacked me.’
‘Why did he attack you? It was he who contacted the Coast Guard to come and help you. He told us you and your husband had some sort of fight, and that your husband got injured.’
She shook her head. ‘No, no, he was sick. My husband was sick. Alex told me he informed you of all this. He spoke to you before he even reached me, right?’
The dark man nodded. ‘Yes, and he spoke to us again after he arrived to help you. He informed us that you thought your husband was a zombie. He said you shot him with a flare and would have hit Mr Draper too if he hadn’t ducked.’
‘What? When did he…?  I was trying to save Alex. My husband was attacking him.’
The man nodded as if he understood. ‘Mr Draper said you were upset.’
‘Of course I was upset. My husband had just died!’
‘Lost his head, correct?’
She folded her arms tightly around herself. These callous Spaniards had not even got a blanket for her yet. ‘Yes! He was badly hurt, but he wouldn’t stop attacking me. The anchor tore him up badly, but he was trying to murder Alex, so I shot him with a flare gun, and that’s when his head fell off.’
‘Okay, ma’am, I understand.’
‘Do you?’
The man turned to one of his colleagues standing in the doorway. The two men chatted briefly in Spanish, and then the one in the doorway left. The dark man turned back to her. ‘We will leave now and talk more about this back on land.’
‘But what about the virus? What if I have it?’
The man stood up. ‘We will talk more later. For now, my men will find you something warm and get you something to eat.’
Emily flopped back in her chair. The thought of food and warmth was too much to resist. Things would be okay, she was sure of it. She’d told her story, and no one had accused her of lying, which was a good sign, right? She just hoped things were over with now. It would be impossible to withstand any more without losing her mind.
***
They were back on land in just under two hours. From inside the small cabin, Emily couldn’t tell how fast they had been travelling, but the straining sound of the engines suggested ambling. The Coast Guard ship had needed to tow the EMILY-DEVINE and Alex’s sailboat at the same time.
During the trip, the Spanish sailors had brought her a steaming mug of hot coffee and a cheese sandwich. It was Spanish cheese, tarter than the cheddar she was used to. When they finally pulled into dock, she was upset to see that they were on the continent and not back home in England. She had expected their destination to be Spain, but a small part of her had hoped they would drop her home and have everything conducted there. It was now firmly the middle of the night, and she had to watch her footing every step as they led her from the darkness of the dock into the brightness of a large terminal. She wondered if they had taken her to Bilbao or some other coastal city, and it made her think of all the good times she had spent with Ross on the fringes of Spain and Portugal. They had so many memories, and it was heart breaking knowing that there would be no more.
After keeping her locked inside an empty staff lounge for almost an hour, they then led her to a small office where a doctor came and checked on her. He took her blood pressure and temperature, and checked her joints and limbs for pain. Emily was happy to oblige.
‘What are the first symptoms?’ she asked. ‘When will I know if I have it?’
The doctor was Spanish and seemed to have a hard time understanding her. When it looked like he was about to try and have a conversation with him, the Coast Guard captain entered and ushered him out of the room, before sitting down opposite her.
‘Hello again,’ said Emily.
‘Hello, Mrs Tyler. I have contacted the British embassy for you and someone is on their way. You do not have to speak to me until then, if you do not wish.’
‘I have nothing to hide. I just want to help.’
The man smiled at her, and she wondered why he wasn’t more wary. She could be sick with the disease. Wasn’t it contagious?
‘I have some questions for you, if you don’t mind, Mrs Tyler.’
‘Of course.’
‘You take medication, yes?’
She was surprised by the question. ‘Well, yes. I take an anti-depressant for my nerves.’
‘Your nerves?’
‘Yes, I have problems coping some time.’
‘I understand. Because of your first husband, yes?’
She shifted in her seat. ‘It started with him, I suppose. He abused me.’
‘That is a terrible thing. I am sorry that you went through that. You killed him, yes?’
‘In self-defence.’
‘Of course. What happened after?’
‘What do you mean?’
The captain leaned forward across the desk and all of a sudden seemed less kind. ‘You went to hospital, yes?’
‘Yes. I had a nervous breakdown.’
‘I understand.’
‘No, you don’t,’ she snapped. ‘Unless you’ve ever had a nervous breakdown, you do not understand.’
The captain was unapologetic. ‘What happened with your present husband, Mrs Tyler? He was a rich man, yes? A big man in England? We checked the registration of your yacht. We know all about your husband.’
‘He was a big man everywhere,’ she corrected him, ‘but I don’t see what that has to do with anything.’
‘Did you kill him?’
‘No! It was an accident.’
‘You shot him with a flare gun by accident?’
‘Well, no, but I had no choice.’
‘I understand. What happened between you and Mr Draper? How did he die?’
‘He caught the virus after my husband bit him. It took a while, but he got sick too. He attacked me and I had to defend myself.’
‘You had to stab him in the neck?’
‘Well, no, but in the heat of the moment…’
‘I understand.’
‘You do?’
He nodded. ‘I think you have had a hard time with men.’
‘That’s an understatement.’
‘I believe that your first husband did some bad things. Things that left you a very sad lady.’
She felt the tears come and nodded. ‘Yes.’
‘I understand why you snapped, Mrs Tyler. You probably did not even know what you were doing?’
‘What?’ She leapt up out of her chair, but the captain barked at her to sit back down. True to form, she did what the man told her.
‘No one is blaming you here, Mrs Tyler. We just want to understand what happened.’
‘I told you. My husband was sick. He had the virus.’
‘When did you last take your pills?’
‘I don’t remember. Last night, probably. None of this matters. Do I have the virus? What did the doctor say?’
The captain tilted his head and looked at her curiously. ‘What virus, Mrs Tyler?’
‘The… the virus that has broken out. I heard it on the radio, on the news.’
‘Mrs Tyler, there is no virus. I do not know what news you think you have heard. Your husband was gutted and beheaded like a mackerel. No virus did that. Mr Draper had his throat torn open. No virus did that. There is no virus, Mrs Tyler. Not here, not anywhere.’
‘What? The… It’s like flu, they said, but then it makes you bleed out and you get all crazy before you die. I heard it on the radio. There’s a virus.’
The captain shook his head sadly. ‘No, Mrs Tyler. There are only two dead men. Before he died, Mr Draper used your radio to tell us you were delusional, afraid of some deadly virus that made your husband attack you – turned him into a zombie.’
Emily swallowed, trying to make sense of it. ‘But… but Alex was attacked by my husband too. He bit his neck.’
‘Mr Draper said that you bit him. Said you were delusional and that he tried to restrain you. Once you’d calmed down, he played along to keep you from doing anything dangerous.’
‘He was there when Ross’s head fell off!’ She realised she sounded crazy, but she could think of nothing else to tell him but the truth.
The truth.
The captain’s dark eyes bore into her. ‘Mr Draper told us your husband was hysterical and begging him for help. While Mr Draper tried to calm him down, you shot him with a flare gun. He played along with you after that for his own safety. Why did you kill him too?’
She thought about following Alex down into his bedroom and the fight that ensued. He had attacked her first, hadn’t he? She was sure of it.
Yet she wasn’t sure.
Had he been trying to hide from her?
Emily wasn’t sure of anything anymore. Was she sure Alex had even been bleeding when she’d found him? Had she imagined the blood on his bed?
‘I… I’m sick.’
The captain nodded. ‘I think so, Mrs Tyler, but not with any virus. You killed your second husband when you found out that he was cheating on you.’
‘How do you know that?’
‘We have your husband’s phone, his laptop. We saw his messages. You were angry when you found out, yes?’
‘Yes,’ she almost whispered it.
‘I understand, Mrs Tyler.’
There was a buzz and the office door opened. The captain spun around and exchanged a few words with a man who popped his head through. When the brief conversation was over, he turned back to Emily. ‘The ambassador is here with a lawyer for you. I will leave you now, but things will be better for you if you say what really happened. No more talk about viruses or zombies. Do yourself a favour, Mrs Tyler.’
Emily shook her head, feeling nothing but utter pity for herself. Once again her life was being controlled – and ruined – by men, yet she was powerless to do anything about it. She glared at the captain, trying to get through to him, to make him see. ‘I am telling you what really happened. My husband was sick. He had a virus.’
‘There is no virus, Mrs Tyler.’
‘Yes, there is! I killed Ross in self-defence – Alex too. I am not crazy. They were trying to hurt me. It happened exactly as I am telling you. Please, tell me that you believe me. Do some tests, please. We could all be in danger. I think I have it too. That’s why I’m feeling so confused. It’s the virus. If you don’t help me then I might hurt somebody.’
The captain looked at her and sighed. ‘I understand.’
Then he exited and left her alone. Alone to think about what was real and what was not. The more time that passed, the harder it became to tell the difference. The only thing for sure was that Emily was sick.
But was it her body or her mind?



Z-HUNT
 
Mark Tufo
 
ONE
‘Hooo WEEEE!’ Steve yelled as the recoil from the rifle slammed his shoulder back. The girl’s neck snapped backwards as her forehead yielded its spot in space and time to a high-speed lead projectile. The back of her skull blew out in a plume of white, red, and dark grey before she collapsed to the ground in a crumpled heap of outstretched arms, her mouth pulled open in a silent scream. ‘Holy shit they’re so fast!’ Steve was still yelling, though no one was shooting.
‘And smart,’ Chuck, his hunting partner replied, as he scanned the horizon through the scope mounted on his Winchester .308. ‘I told you this shit was worth the five hundred k.’
‘Every fucking penny,’ Steve said. They were sitting on a special hunting rig atop a Land Rover. Steve placed his weapon down on the bottom most rung of the rifle rack and took a large swig of water from his canteen. ‘Who would have thought a podiatrist from Louisiana would turn out to be a great zombie killer?’
‘Who said anything about great?’ Chuck also put his rifle away, as he ribbed his friend. ‘Pass me some of that water.’ After a good long drink he spoke again. ‘This would be perfect if it wasn’t so damned hot.’
‘I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t allow something like this in the States.’ Steve pointed to a spot far off in the distance. ‘Think I saw movement.’ He pulled his wide brimmed hat off and wiped the pool of sweat that had accumulated on his forehead and under his eyes before replacing it on his rapidly balding head. He grabbed his binoculars to scan the horizon; ripples of heat distorted his view out past fifty yards. Saw grass and scrub brush dominated his sight of the savannah. ‘Fucking antelope,’ Steve said disgustedly. ‘Listen Sturgeons, I didn’t pay half a million to hunt fucking antelope. I paid to kill zombies and I haven’t seen more than a handful in the last few hours. You ever seen the movies? They come in hordes. Zombies aren’t solitary animals like tigers, dickwad. When I pay that kind of money, I want fucking zombies. We clear?’
‘I told you before, Mr Cooper, my name is Zurgens, and this is a wild animal preserve. Therefore, it contains wild animals. On a preserve of this size, one would not expect all the animals to be within our general proximity. We could pen them up for you, but how sporting would that be?’
‘Sporting?’ Steve pahed. ‘I’m being driven around on the back of a truck. I’m holding a rifle that can reach out and kill something from half a mile away. Does that sound very fucking sporting? I’ll let you in on a little secret, Zurgs, I don’t give a rat’s fuck about ‘sporting.’ I’m out here to kill shit, plain and simple. And if the little liberal bastards back home weren’t such panty twisters, I’d get these heads stuffed and mounted and hang them on my dining room wall.’
‘I’m sure your wife would appreciate that.’ Chuck was smiling. ‘Nothing says ‘fine southern living’ like a mounted zombie head.’
‘She’d get used to it.’ Steve had calmed a bit, but not completely. He wondered idly how much Jack’s Taxidermy in Shreveport would charge for a job like that. ‘Now, Fetch me some zombies, Zurgs.’
Zurgens started the truck. He hated the rich American hunters. They were arrogant pricks who believed they owned the entire world. He daydreamed about grabbing the .50 cal pistol from his holster and putting two rounds in each man before rolling their bodies out of the truck to feed said zombies. He stifled the small grin that crept onto his weathered face.
‘We’ve got an hour before we need to turn back,’ Zurgens informed them. Neither man said anything in return. He looked directly into the camera mounted above the radio and furrowed his eyebrows.



TWO
‘The only thing that makes these men palatable is their money. Don’t these idiots know that we do this for their safety? They see fifty zombies coming at them, they’ll be pissing all over themselves in an attempt to get away.’ Jan Reynolds was monitoring the hunt. As co-owner of Z-Hunt, she felt it was her duty to do so. Her husband, Dietrich, usually sat with her but this time he was at Parliament, arguing for their very livelihood. They were under increasing pressure from civil advocacy groups around the world to cease their activities.
‘They are somewhat correct though. We do need more zombies.’ Kinzer, her lead scientist, and the man behind the original zombie plague had come into the room and sat two seats from her. They watched the bank of monitors.
‘These creatures don’t just grow on trees, Kinzer,’ Jan said. ‘We have to be careful. Yes, there’re spending half a million. That doesn’t give them the right to hunt more than a couple at a time. I don’t care how much they complain. We’re the only place in the world that offers sportsmen an opportunity to hunt zombies. They start to bag fifty or sixty kills on each safari and we’ll have the UN here in a matter of days. What happens then? How’s it going to look when they discover that these people aren’t really sick?’
The doctor scoffed. The world knew him as Dr. Hans Kinzer, renowned scientist and the man that discovered zf-24, the virus that caused humans to become ill before finally succumbing to a form of zombieism. What the world didn’t know was that the good doctor had been deliberately working on creating that virus for the better part of his adult life.
What Kinzer had not been prepared for was how little he would be paid for his discovery. He was nearly thrown out of his apartment for not paying rent. Sure, the military had started sniffing around, wondering how they might weaponise the virus. On a moral level, the doctor had no problem with this. If he made financial gains and was still able to pursue his discoveries, he was fine with whatever the outcome. The practical problem was that the zf-24 virus had to be introduced into his subjects intravenously. That, and it was a volatile, unstable compound that did not so much as take root in its host as it did disrupt the nervous system’s normal operations. The body’s internal temperature steadily elevated to a stifling 106.5 degrees, slow-roasting the brain in its own juices. Cognitive, rational thought within the cerebrum was severely hindered. Primal survival urges came to the forefront as everything that made the subject a ‘person’ was mired under a sea of hallucinations and... suggested imagery.
Kinzer had discovered early on that, while in this hallucinogenic state, his test subjects were extremely susceptible to suggestion in the form of images. One Friday night after a particularly long and exhausting week of work, his niece, Sindra, had come to visit. She was twelve, and very much into horror movies; she’d brought the original version of Dawn of the Dead for their traditional movie night. At first, Kinzer had barely been watching the film; he was entirely lost in planning what he would do with his discovery and how to make money from it when the light of an idea began to burn brightly. It was all he could do to not grab the DVD from the player and head down to his research facility right then.
The moment his niece left Saturday morning, he was off to the lab, George Romero’s masterpiece in hand. The movie worked better than expected. His subjects immediately became violent upon watching it; the pig he had placed in the enclosure with them had been reduced to a pile of bones within minutes. The frantic squeals of the animal only seemed to heighten the subjects’ desire to tear it apart and eat it. He fantasized about throwing a human in among them to see if the response would be the same.
‘Who would care about having one less prostitute in the world?’ He could drive down to a red light district and be back in less than an hour. He wondered how long it would be before the locals would begin to recognize him; he’d already taken seven women on which to test his formula. The government frowned upon using live human test subjects without first going through the appropriate animal trials, especially when they weren’t willing participants. But in any case, there was no chance he would ever get approval for a virus that made people psychotic and violent. He’d been given no choice but to go out and collect his own subjects.
‘You are doing so much more for society,’ he had told his first, scared victim. Lelu, he believed her name to be. She’d died on the third day, before he had sussed out a correct dosage. Brain matter had begun to leak from her ruptured eardrums and clawed-out eye sockets. He’d gone six more times down to that neighborhood, in three different cars, sometimes wearing a large hat or even in one case, a wig. No one cared. Even the women seemed pleased to be released from their bonds of paid rape to support their lives. At what point was the price for survival too high?
The reason he’d not gone forward with the military’s lukewarm pursuit of the virus was that it wasn’t ready for them. Not only was it extremely fast acting, but the host could, and would, fight off the infection. No matter the dose, if it did not kill the injected immediately, the virus would run its course within twelve hours. After ridding itself of the illness, the body would immediately shut down, having exhausted itself and depleted its resources in its attempt to kill off the invading microbes. Kinzer couldn’t imagine in what scenario generals would see putting an army to sleep, one ravaged soldier at a time, as an appealing prospect. Until he could solve that problem, he was stuck.
The doctor finally got his human food tester, but not in the way he’d figured. He had been giving the women their injections for the morning; he’d just finished up on Subject Number Four and returned to his office when an alarm light blared from his security station. What he was doing was highly illegal. He’d taken a variety of steps to prevent getting caught, including having multiple cameras set up around and outside his laboratory that detected any movement. He strode quickly over to the bank of monitors and scanned them, looking for whatever had set off the alarm.
‘A dog... probably nothing but a dog.’ He breathed a sigh of relief. ‘I don’t think I need any more coffee, but I’m going to get some. And maybe a lab assistant as well, so I can stop talking to myself. All in due time.’ He poured himself a cup, placed two sugar cubes into the steaming hot liquid, and sat down. He began to look over his notes from yesterday; he had forty-five minutes to an hour before the women awoke and the virus took hold. Today his goal was to show them scenes from the zombie film 28 Days Later, and see if his subjects behaved any differently. He’d finished reviewing his notes and was halfway through the draft of his Nobel acceptance speech, when the first urgent cries began.
‘Help me, please help me!’ a woman’s voice begged. The doctor had been so surprised that he knocked his mug off the corner of the desk and it shattered into a hundred razor sharp shards. He looked wildly around trying to discover where the distress call was coming from. A blood curdling scream wrenched his attention to the testing pen. Four of his subjects surrounded the fifth and had closed in tight enough that they were able to take bites of their victim.
‘What’s going on?’ Kinzer said excitedly as he ran closer to the cell. He’d never seen anything but cohesion from the group since he’d put them all together. He’d never heard human speech from them once an injection had been given, either. Sure, there were vocalizations from the zombies but they were really just a series of moans in a variety of lengths and pitches—possibly some form of communication that he had yet been able to determine, or perhaps simply random expressions of misery.
‘Pleeeeese!’ Test Subject Number Five was shrieking. One of the infected women had lunged in and torn a chunk of muscle from her right arm. The sight and smell of the blood seemed to electrify the other four, they started clawing various pieces of the woman away, starting on her face. Her screams were choked thick with blood as her facial meat was torn from its moorings. The zombies hardly took the time to chew; they ripped pieces of their victim free and swallowed them down their gullets whole, like ravenous pelicans.
‘Of course!’ He even imagined smacking his palm against his forehead. ‘I must have forgotten to give Number Five her injection!’ Kinzer was as excited as a high school freshman seeing his first nipple. ‘Fascinating. The subjects care nothing that they are eating one of their own. One, until recently, was a friend of theirs—or at least an acquaintance.’ He could not wrench his gaze from the spectacle in front of him. The injected, infected women seemed to savor the brain of their victim. And was that reverence he detected as they silently ate that delicacy? They did not stop there though; they continued on until they had reduced Number Five down to bone. She was stripped clean, as if she’d been dropped into a vat of flesh-eating acid. Even her hair, which most animals will avoid, was consumed. The blood that spilled onto the cell floor had been lapped up as well.
Kinzer wasn’t sure how long it had taken the four to finish up, maybe a half hour. He’d not been able to pull himself away even to check the time; not, at least, until they turned their attention to him. His expression of rapture quickly changed to apprehension as the group stood as one and moved to the front of the pen. He backed up, despite his confidence that they could not get out. Still, that knowledge made him only marginally less nervous.
He returned to his desk and tried to work, but every time he looked over to the pen he realized they had not moved, the entire time he sat there they continued to stare at him intensely, rocking slowly back and forth and moaning occasionally. He decided to call it a day a few hours earlier than he normally would. The gaze from eight shining eyes followed his exit through the semi-darkened building. It was force of habit alone that guided his way. Once he got home, he poured himself a large glass of scotch. The liquid helped to burn the image of the test subjects watching him malevolently from the forefront of his mind.
He sat down on the couch, grabbed the remote, and absently turned the television on, something he usually only did when his niece came over. The Walking Dead was running a marathon in preparation for their upcoming new season.
‘I think I’ve had all the zombies I can take for the moment.’ His finger was on the channel-up button. He pressed it repeatedly to no avail.
‘Come on... I just changed out these batteries... I think.’ He stood and was heading to the kitchen to get some fresh power cells when a commercial came on that completely changed his life.
‘Survivalists! Do you like zombies?’ came an obnoxious voice from the television. ‘Of course you do!’ the overeager announcer said. He was carrying a large rifle which Kinzer thought might be more suited to elephant hunting. The man was dressed all in camouflage. ‘Wouldn’t you love to shoot some zombies?’ There was no pause from his question to his answer. ‘Of course you would!’ The image panned out to show the actor on a field with twelve zombies approaching him, although anyone watching would have a hard time determining exactly what they were because of the safety head gear they were wearing. Their clothes were tattered and their bodies were covered with blood stains. Arms outstretched, the small horde approached the solitary rifle man, with a slow, halting gait.
‘This is so intense!’ the man said to the camera before he turned and began firing paintball rounds at the zombies. ‘AHHHHHH! Die suckers!’ He screamed over the whoosh of air as multiple rounds were expelled from the gun. The ‘whump-splat’ each round made on impact completed the effect as small lights popped up on each side of the shooter’s protective gear, signifying a kill as the pellets found their marks. ‘Dead’ zombies would do a less-than-convincing fall to the ground as the others kept advancing. Ultimately, the hero actor was overrun and presumably consumed; if the various body parts thrown up into the air were any indication. The effects were strictly low budget, yet Kinzer was mesmerized.
The image switched to an attractive couple standing in front of a large field dotted with various small buildings and barricades. ‘My name is Dietrich Reynolds and this is my wife, Jan. Come see us at South Africa’s newest adventure attraction!’
‘Z-Hunt!’ Jan said excitedly. ‘Here you will enjoy all the pulse-pounding action of a true zombie apocalypse.’
‘Without all the risk and brain loss!’ Dietrich tossed in. Kinzer could not help but note that their delivery was atrocious.
There were more pathetic screams from off-camera.
‘Call or come on down!’ A phone number flashed on the bottom of the screen. Kinzer called and the phone was ringing on the other end before the commercial was even finished.
He set up an appointment with the Reynolds under the pretense that he would like to work out a deal to rent out the entire facility over a few days for his fictional employees. They’d been more than happy to meet with him; this could possibly bolster the business of their dying paintball fields. A large, successful party of professional men could bring in loads of other groups. Their business had waned severely with advancements in home gaming systems. No one wants to go out and run around, get dirty, possibly receive angry red welts when they can deliver death digitally. It became clear to Jan and Dietrich fairly quickly however, that the man in front of them had no employees. Not only that, but things were getting weirder by the moment as he began to hint at the real reason he was there. Kinzer had excused himself to use the toilet, nerves had proceeded to move everything through his system at an alarming pace.
‘Zombies, you said.’ Jan looked exasperated and rolled her eyes. ‘Zombies will save our business, you said.’
‘We have seen an increase in sales,’ Dietrich justified.
‘Eight percent isn’t going to save us. Although we have seen a fifty percent increase in nut jobs. Him being one of them.’ Jan lowered her voice and pointed towards the water closet.
‘He sounds so serious.’
‘Delusional is more like it.’
‘Might as well hear him out; it’s not like we’re doing anything else.’ Dietrich said.
Jan thought about it for second and shrugged. ‘It beats looking at the books, I suppose.’
Kinzer came out of the bathroom. He was wringing his hands like he was trying to wipe away years of accumulated dirt.
‘I am an educated man,’ he said, sitting down across the table from the couple. ‘I’ll admit my interaction with people is not my strong suit. I’ve spent so much of my life within the confines of my laboratory—I barely have time for anything else. I never married. If not for my brother’s child, I’d hardly speak to anyone. I can gauge by your crossed arms, Jan, and that you’re sitting as far back as you can, Dietrich, that you are wondering why you agreed to this meeting in the first place. You’re probably also wondering if maybe you should even call the police. Alright, I may have used a small bit of subterfuge, but, otherwise you would not have indulged me thus far. Given the quickness with which you invited me to visit you and judging by the lack of customers here, I believe we both have something to gain from my proposal.’
‘And what is that?’ Jan asked, deliberately unfolding her arms.
‘Money, obviously.’
‘Isn’t that the truth! I mean, from our end anyway,’ Dietrich said, casting his eyes down at the table, as his wife glared at him.
‘I can assure you that it is the same on my end as well,’ Kinzer said. ‘I’m not saying this will be easy. There may be several hurdles to overcome, and well, we could have a few legal issues... but I may have a solution to our problems.’
‘We’re listening.’ Dietrich had now moved closer.
‘I can get you zombies.’
‘We have zombies,’ Jan frowned at him.
‘Real zombies,’ Kinzer clarified.
‘I appreciate your time Doctor,’ she scoffed. ‘We may not be overrun by customers, but we’re too busy to be listening to this.’ She rose.
‘Just... Mrs Reynolds, please. Entertain me for just a moment. How much would a serious hunter pay to shoot a real zombie?’ Kinzer asked.
‘Dietrich escort him out, I’ve heard all I want to.’
‘Real zombies?’ Dietrich asked.
‘You can’t be serious?’ Jan asked her husband.
Dietrich took out his smart phone and typed in a few key words. When the web page loaded he handed the phone to his wife.
‘I thought you looked familiar,’ Dietrich said to the doctor.
Jan was quiet for a moment as she read through the page. She would occasionally look up from the phone at the man seated across from her.
‘So?’ she finally said. ‘You discovered a virus that creates a zombie-effect in people. What are we supposed to do with that?’
Kinzer knew he was walking a fine line here. His research and his subsequent testing were highly illegal; possibly immoral as well. Even if he switched to more mundane scientific work, he would not recover fast enough to stall the foreclosure proceedings that were threatening to take away his building, his equipment, even his home. Everything he had, everything he was, was tied up in this work. Without his lab, there would be nothing left in his life that meant much of anything. Going to jail would not be the worst of it. He decided to trust them. He had no other option.
‘Hunters come from all over the world to shoot big cats, zebras, giraffes, right?’ he started.
‘Exotic game,’ Dietrich said.
‘Yes, and they routinely pay thirty to fifty thousand euros per hunt, whether they bag a trophy or not. The money means nothing to them. They have more than they could possibly spend. They throw it at those game preserves as if they’d printed it themselves,’ Kinzer said.
Dietrich was rapt. Jan, if anything, was becoming even more irritated.
‘What does that have to do with our facility?’ Jan asked. She just wanted the strange little man to go away. She was wondering how her husband could be falling for this obvious bullshit.
‘You could charge double that for a real zombie hunt.’
‘A hundred grand...’ Dietrich said with a far off look in his eyes. ‘Just five hunts and we could be back in the black. All the land paid for. Back taxes—everything taken care of.’
‘So we’re just going to have clients come here and kill sick people? How’s that going to work? Both of you are insane.’
‘They’re not sick people, Madame, they are zombies.’ Kinzer was only willing to press his luck, and his trust, so far.
‘You can’t just round up sick people and shoot them, no matter what you call them. What’s next? We’ll get some cripples out here and gamble on them navigating a minefield?’ Jan was on the verge of anger. ‘You cannot gun down human beings, that’s murder!’
‘I can assure you, Mrs Reynolds, that there is no humanity left in them whatsoever,’ Kinzer told her gently.
‘I don’t care. We’re not killing anything that used to be people either. That’s just sick.’
‘Honey, we could make millions in the first month.’ Dietrich was still off in fantasyland.
‘Don’t you dare even entertain this, Dietrich. How would we even get permission to run an operation like that? The government would never agree.’
‘Not our government,’ Dietrich said.
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ she asked.
‘Botswana.’
‘What about it?’
‘They would welcome us. Money in the right hands and we could set up shop and do whatever the hell we wanted. I could call Yuland, he has a thousand acres there. We’ll pay to lease his land.’
‘This is madness. I will not be party to this insanity. Dietrich kindly escort him off our property and if he won’t go willingly toss him onto his head, maybe it will knock some sense into him.’ Dietrich did not move, he would not even glance over at his wife as she glared at him.  ‘Right.’ Jan said as she walked out of the room and slammed the door behind her.
‘So,’ Dietrich said. ‘How many zombies can you get us?’



THREE
It had been nine months since that fateful first encounter. Botswana officials had been all too willing to turn their heads once the money was deposited into their accounts. And to make sure that it kept coming, they had opened their prisons to the enterprising South Africans. Things were going well; Kinzer and the Reynolds had just been discussing expanding their operation. They realized they already had a two year waiting list from sportsmen all over the world who wanted to hunt the most dangerous game of all. Much like the Botswana officials, Jan had finally come around when a hundred thousand euros was deposited into their account from their very first safari. They had raked in a half a million from five hunters at a hundred thousand each. After expenses, pay outs, bribes, transportation, security, and hiring some personnel, they’d still netted a hundred grand. In one weekend they’d made more than they had in three years from the paintball business.
Reading the files of the inmates being supplied had helped her come to peace with her decision. They were the worst that society had to offer. Getting rid of them, she rationalized, made the planet a better place. The fact that she could profit from it, and handily, only made it that much better. She truly felt as if she was providing the world a service. Add to that she was able to buy that red Mercedes coupe she’d been eyeing for years with cash.
For obvious reasons, the advertising had been kept low-key; most of their business came through word-of-mouth referrals. They’d not had any problems until Milton Lassiter posted that picture of himself with his kill to his Facebook page. The image had gone viral, although the vast majority discounted it as a prank. That was until Molinda Featherspike had come forward claiming that the ‘kill’ in this picture was her brother Grender. He’d been falsely accused of drug trafficking and sent to prison only a month before. She wrote a passionate blog post about how prison officials had told her that Grender had died in a prisoner uprising. She hadn’t believed it then and certainly would not believe it now.
From that point forward, Z-Hunt did not allow cameras on their property, but the damage had been done. Word had gotten out about what kind of safaris they were running there, and, true to human nature, as public outcry against them increased, so also did their business.



FOUR
‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is your safety briefing,’ Zurgens said to the group. There were three men from the United States and a newlywed couple from Australia.
‘Can we get on with this? We just flew half way around the world to this shithole, it’s hot as balls, and I want to shoot some zombies.’
Zurgens looked down at a sheet he was holding, then at the loudmouthed man. ‘Jenkins? James Jenkins?’ The man nodded, took off his hat and wiped his brow. Zurgens stepped closer to him. ‘You interrupt my briefing one more time and I’ll kick your Yankee ass out of here.’
‘What? You can’t do that! You’re just a glorified babysitter.’
‘It’s always the Americans. I don’t know why you people think you are above the rest of the world’s inhabitants. This is the last time I say it. I have your deposit in my pocket. It is completely within my rights to hand it back to you, or not, and tell you to fuck off. Now I haven’t told YOU yet,’ Zurgens pointed aggressively and continued to do so, ‘to fuck off, but I’m this close. Do you wish to stay on this hunt?’
Jenkins sized up the German guide with an expression that was a cross between wanting to scream a string of obscenities and the fear that he would lose out on his life-long dream to survive a zombie apocalypse. Zurgens didn’t look like the type to back down, so he reluctantly nodded his capitulation.
‘I’ve got a feeling you’re not finished yet, but for now it looks like we understand one another. May I continue?’
‘Please do,’ Carla Weatherford said. She was of the renowned Weatherford family in Southern Australia where their vast estate lay. Her husband, Samuel, was a small man—at least in comparison to his robust wife. He looked like he was withering under the early morning sun and would have preferred to be anywhere but here. There was no doubt in Zurgens’ mind that Carla had dragged his reluctant ass the entire three thousand miles to get there.
‘Let’s start this again, shall we?’ Zurgens cleared his throat and tried to regain his enthusiasm. ‘Welcome to Z-Hunt, the most unique and challenging safari you will ever find yourselves on.’
Jenkins was still pissed but he could not help giving a small clap. ‘Not sarcasm—I swear. Just... excited.’
‘I have reviewed all of your applications. Each of you has hunted extensively across the entire globe. You can take everything you have learned from those previous expeditions and toss it all out the window. Every one of those animals you shot was doing its best to hide from you, in fact, to avoid you at all costs. The zombies at Z-Hunt will do the exact opposite. They actively seek people. They want to kill you, and not only kill, they want to feed. You are their prey, and make no mistake about it, if you are not cautious, you will end up on a dinner plate.’
There was some snickering among the Americans.
‘I wonder if they’re into junk food.’ Henry Fields lightly threw an elbow into his friend, Darren Wheats’ample midsection.
‘I can tell you from personal experience, they do not care what, or whom they eat,’ Zurgens said, quickly shouting down the banter.
Samuel meekly raised his hand above his head.
‘Mr Weatherford, you have a question?’
‘Get a load of this nimrod,’ Jenkins said to his friends. They all laughed.
‘Is there any truth to the, um... reports?’ Mr Weatherford asked.
‘There are many reports on a vast array of topics. Could you be more specific please?’ Zurgens asked.
‘That these, ah, targets, are innocent men wrongly convicted of crimes then told that if they can survive these….err, hunts, they will be allowed to go free?’
‘First of all, these are not convicts. They are individuals from the Nabinzi tribe who have contracted a rare and incurable disease, most likely from a highly infectious fungus. We believe it to be the same microbe that’s responsible for the creation of zombie ants.’
‘Wait,’ Jenkins said. ‘I’ve seen that show... with those ants, I mean. Fungus gets in them ants, takes over. Makes the ant go back into the hill where this weird growth comes out of its head and eventually explodes, spraying millions of spores into the air, infecting the rest of the colony. Got to the point where the ants could recognize the symptoms and would drag an infected ant far away. Hold on... are we in any danger of catching this? I want to shoot zombies—not turn into one.’
There was some general murmurs of discomfort among the group at the prospect of breathing in infected spores.
‘I can assure you, that while there are some similarities, this virus does not spread through the air. Much like rabies, it can only be transferred through being bitten. Which leads me to one of my talking points. We will do all within our power to keep you safe during your visit here, but that can only be achieved if you cooperate and help us. It is imperative that you do as we say, without question or reservation. The zombies are dangerous. They will definitely kill you without remorse, if given the chance. The creature we are hunting looks very much like a person, especially from far away. And our statistics show that two out of the five of you, about forty percent of our guests, will hesitate before shooting, if they shoot at all.’
‘I’m not going to hesitate. Me or them—I’ll blow them all away,’ Jenkins boasted.
‘You really have a difficult time keeping your mouth shut,’ Zurgens said.
‘You have no idea,’ Henry said. ‘Been like this since the first damn grade.’
‘Same rules apply from your other hunts, folks. Completely identify beyond any doubt what you are shooting at. None of us want to kill someone’s family pet, or worse, a family member.’
‘You just got through telling us that forty percent of us will hesitate before killing a zombie, then you throw out that we might shoot a kid! What the hell?’
Zurgens rubbed his forehead. With the growing heat and this idiotic clientele, even his considerable salary was looking questionable. ‘What I am telling you, is to be cautious. This isn’t a game. There will be no doubt in your mind when you shoot a zombie, and there shouldn’t be any random people wandering about this range. But accidents happen. The extra second you take to positively identify your target could save you a lifetime of regret. Trust me, the zombie isn’t going to get away by hiding in the bush; he’ll keep coming your way.’
There was some nervous tittering.
‘You keep saying ‘he’ when you refer to the zombies. Aren’t there any chicks?’ Jenkins asked.
‘For a reason medical professionals have not been able to identify, the virus does not affect females or children; it’s as if they have some sort of natural immunity.’
‘Oh, that is good news,’ Carla said. ‘I feel safer already.’
‘I said women can’t get infected. That won’t stop the males from devouring you, Mrs Weatherford.’
She blanched at the thought.
‘Crap. I really wanted to bag a matched set... maybe even a kid. A whole damn zombie family even.’
Zurgens looked at the man. He understood it was a special breed of person that came on these hunts, but this one was pushing an already over-extended envelope. ‘Perhaps if the virus mutates, you will get your wish and can return.’
‘Return? Hell no. By then, the world will have been overrun and me and my friends will be sitting pretty at Bunker Hill,’ Jenkins said.
‘He named his basement,’ Darren informed everyone.
‘It’s not just a basement, dipshit. It’s our base. We’ll be rebuilding civilization from there.’
Oh God, I hope not, Zurgens thought. ‘I would imagine it will be difficult with three men,’ he said aloud. That got some hearty laughs from everyone except Jenkins.
‘I’m married.’ Jenkins said.
‘I’m sure she’s a beautiful woman, and probably didn’t even cost much, but I can assure you, there will be no cause to stage a civilization reboot from your cellar. That is part of the reason the government of Botswana has allowed you to be here. To make sure that does not become necessary.’
Jenkins’ face had turned red; he’d pushed the man as far as he wanted to, at least for now.
‘Come on everybody, get atop the vehicle.’ He led Mrs Weatherford to the ladder and assisted her up, although her husband needed more of a hand than she did. Once they were all settled into the special hunting perch, Zurgens called up, ‘Everyone buckled in? I don’t want anybody to fall out, especially if we have to escape quickly. I will not be turning around.’ He heard four seat belt clicks.
‘I have a question,’ Jenkins said.
‘Of course you do.’ Zurgens’ head hung down for a moment.
‘Are these zombies slow or fast?’
‘I am positive, Mr Jenkins, that they run faster than you do.’ Zurgens smiled when he heard that fifth buckle click. Zurgens told his brother Karl, the driver, to start the engine and, as planned, just as the engine turned over, an alarm sounded over the camp public address system and was immediately followed by a transmission.
At first, there was static, then the sound of machine gun fire in the background. ‘Help! This is Major Tom Ritter—we are taking heavy casualties. We are pinned down at these coordinates.’ He rattled off some longitude and latitude points which Zurgens dutifully seemed to be annotating. The five passengers atop were watching his every move, not sure if this was part of the hunt, or an actual emergency, but enjoying it nonetheless. ‘Zombies are everywhere... we are in extreme danger of being...’ There was an ear piercing scream, heavy bursts of machine gun fire, then more static, and finally a silence that dominated above all else.
‘Folks, I’m sorry,’ Zurgens said to the passengers. ‘Saving these men takes precedence over our hunt. We will lend them all the assistance we can to help them escape the zombie attack. Let’s roll,’ he told his driver as he climbed into the passenger seat. Karl turned the truck around as if they were going in a completely different direction from their original route.
‘Is this real?’ Mr Weatherford excitedly asked those around him.
‘I don’t know and I don’t care. What I do know is I’m finally going to get some,’ Jenkins said as he rubbed the side of his hunting rifle.
‘I can’t believe we’re really going to do this,’ Henry said. ‘All those times playing zombie vids... I figured that was going to be the best we could ever hope for.’
‘How many times did you die playing those games, Henry?’ Darren asked.
Henry got quiet before answering. ‘More times than I care to admit. But it can’t be that intense, can it? I mean, if all the hunters that ever came down here died, there’d be some sort of outcry, right? I mean, we’d have heard about it.’
‘Who’d be left to tell?’ Darren was smiling.
‘You’re an asshole,’ Henry replied.
‘Look!’ Carla was pointing off into the distance. ‘A fire!’
‘Well, certainly smoke,’ Samuel said.
◆◆◆
 
‘Zurgens, this is Jan, please pick up the radio.’
‘Whom did she think I would think it was?’ Zurgens asked Karl. ‘Go ahead... Jan.’ He picked up the microphone.
‘There’s a problem with the batch of zombies we put out today; you’re going to need to divert your hunters.’
‘Problem? How so?’
There was a long pause. The radio was encrypted and of rather short range, but Jan was still hesitant to give too much information over the airwaves. Zurgens was fully aware of how their enterprise worked, and he couldn’t have cared less where their zombies came from. The Reynolds were paying him triple what he could normally expect as a field guide, and no matter what he told the naive clients, there was minimum danger as far as he was concerned. He always knew where the zombies were going to be, unlike wild animals, which had never had the courtesy to cooperate with his plans.
‘The ahh, ‘compound’ was too... weak,’ Jan said as cryptically as she could.
‘Shit.’ Zurgens knew what that meant. It wasn’t the first time it had happened. There were a variety of reasons for a failed batch, contamination, the serum weakened by being exposed to heat or cold, the hosts rejecting their injections... much could go wrong. Didn’t matter. All he knew was that they were currently heading towards a group of very definitely not-zombies. Luckily, when it had happened before, the clients atop the truck had been entirely too trigger happy to give a shit what they were shooting at. ‘This group is not going to take turning around too lightly.’
‘I don’t care, Zurgens. They can not roll up on what is going on out there.’
Zurgens tapped his driver on the shoulder and spun his finger in the air signifying to turn around. Karl looked at him questioningly for a second then shrugged and did as he was told. He was also paid good money to shuttle the rich assholes around; he’d do nothing to jeopardize that.
‘Hey, what the fuck!?’ came from behind and above.
‘Jenkins,’ Zurgens said through gritted teeth. ‘I wish he were a fucking zombie, I’d shoot him myself.
Karl laughed. ‘Ya.’
‘You think we’d get in trouble if we just dropped these shit birds off here?’
‘Ya.’
‘Why are we turning around?!’ There was more grumbling from the passengers.
Zurgens had Karl pull over. ‘I’m sorry folks, he said as he climbed out of the truck. We’ve been informed that the situation is entirely too dangerous. The military personnel have been completely overrun.’
‘That’s all the more reason we should be heading that way!’ Jenkins said. His friends nodded their heads in unison.
‘We could help them,’ Henry added.
‘It’s far too late for that,’ Zurgens informed them.
‘You’re telling me we can’t get two hundred yards from the damn zombies and just start blasting them away?’ Jenkins asked.
‘I have been informed from command that the situation is entirely too volatile. Your safety is of my utmost concern. I cannot endanger lives as important as yours.’ Zurgens almost coughed when he said that last part. But he knew well that the rich tended to believe in their own self-importance and the best way to appease them would be to use their arrogance against them. Feed them what they wanted to hear, then offer booze. ‘We are going to call in more military personnel to bring the situation under control. We will resume our hunt tomorrow.’
‘Tomorrow?’
Let the grousing begin, Zurgens thought sourly. And it did, even browbeaten Samuel got in on the bellyaching. Zurgens let it go on for ten minutes or so, nodding at the appropriate times as they vented. ‘Listen folks, we’ll be back out tomorrow. In the meantime, we’ll return to camp where you can eat and drink on the management’s bill to your heart’s content.’ He knew Jan would not be too thrilled with his generosity, but she wasn’t out here dealing with these jackasses. A couple of hundred in expensed bar tab was infinitely better than the bad PR these people could generate if they left this place with a sour taste in their mouths.
‘Free food?’ Darren asked.
‘There’s booze flowing and all Darren can think about is finger foods,’ Henry said. The group eased up and even laughed a little. That changed the mood for the better; Zurgens was not about to wait for it to change back. He climbed in the truck and had Karl drive to the command center.
‘Jan we’re heading back in, you might want to get the wait staff hopping and lay out some food. And, oh yeah, I told them the bar was open.’
‘That’s fine.’ Jan said before clicking off.
‘Must be a fuck-fest out there,’ Zurgens said to Karl. ‘She didn’t give me any shit about the alcohol.’
‘Ya,’ Karl said.



FIVE
Within a couple of hours, the guests were full and speeding quickly to a full blown buzz, especially the Americans, who had even taken the usually quiet Samuel under their wing. The small man had become extraordinarily loud and boisterous. His wife seemed to like the take-charge change in her husband, judging by the way she was rubbing herself suggestively all over him.
‘They say alcohol isn’t the answer,’ Zurgens said as he watched everything play out from the sidelines. ‘But then again neither is milk. Of course, that depends on the question, right, brother?’
Karl was sitting next to him, drinking a beer out of a large water carafe. ‘Ya,’ he agreed.
‘Sometimes I wish you’d just shut up Karl, that incessant yapping gets old.’
Karl laughed and swigged down nearly a third of his drink.
‘Thank you,’ Jan said as she came up alongside Zurgens.
‘That’s what you pay me for.’ He was watching the Americans disinterestedly.
‘We have a problem.’
‘Other than what you’ve already told me?’
‘You could say that.’
‘Don’t tell me. Something we’re not going to be able to take care of with more free booze.’
‘I’m afraid not,’ Jan said flatly.
Zurgens turned to look at her. ‘I’m listening.’
‘We had ten prisoners for this hunt...’
‘Had?’ he interrupted. ‘What’s that supposed to mean? You said the injection didn’t hold. Just juice them up again.’
‘For nine it didn’t hold.’
‘Shit... so... you had one zombie among nine sleeping people. How many did he eat?’
Jan said nothing.
‘All of them? Jesus Christ. Couldn’t you get Franz’s crew in there to kill the zed?’
‘It happened so fast. We were watching by drone; Franz was over at the southeast sector of the reserve, more than a half hour away. The zombie had ripped into five prisoners in less than ten minutes, all of them in fifteen. By the time Franz got there, every single one was dead.’
‘One zombie is not going to work for this crew, Jan. That big American over there? He’s a Grade-A dickhead. I tell him there’s one zombie for the whole group, he’s going to ‘lose his shit,’ as they say. Just call the prison and get some subjects sent over here.’
‘They’re not expecting to send anymore for another two weeks.’
‘Pay them double, Jan, it’ll be worth it. Maybe even throw them a little extra as well, for their troubles.’ He sneered in the direction of Jenkins who was draped all over Tendra, a curvaceous staff member nearly double the man’s age. Zurgens couldn’t tell if she was trying to get away or trying to get closer, but he thought about offering her hazard pay to be that chummy with the American.
‘I wish it were that easy. There are protests being lodged around the world against what we do here. They won’t win, but only because we still have the money on our side. It’s imperative we keep our operation as low key as possible for the sake of our investors, and that’s not going to happen if we take too many prisoners at one time. The Human Rights Defense charter has a group literally camped right outside the prison monitoring all traffic in and out. They’re building a real case against us as we speak. Our man inside has promised to get rid of them as soon as he can, but that’s not going to happen between tonight and tomorrow.’
‘They’re criminals! Why do people give such a damn about them? I bet they’d feel a bit differently if the scum had come into their homes and stolen one of their children. Well... how long, then?’
‘How long until we get more zombie fodder? I don’t think it can be much quicker than a week.’
‘Jenkins will never wait that long.’ Zurgens ran a hand through his shaggy, dirty blonde hair. ‘And the way he drinks, you’ll be broke long before that.’ Zurgens was looking around at the entire group; his gaze settled on Jenkins licking Zendra’s neck when an idea struck. ‘How many wait staff do we have employed?’
‘Why? What does that matter?’
Zurgens looked at her with his piercing stare.
‘Oh God no. You can’t be thinking what I think you are.’
He thumbed towards the table of drunks. ‘How much money do those five clients over there represent?’
‘Nearly four million euros.’
Z-Hunt had increased their fees as soon as they realized they could. As demand had increased so had their costs, and so would their profits. It was simple economics.
‘I think there is significantly more at stake, Jan. We’re not just talking about refunding their money. If they go home and spread the word that we couldn’t deliver what we promised, our reputation will take a dump. We’ll begin to lose financial influence, and when that happens we can say goodbye to the people that insulate our little endeavor: politicians, officials, the police, the military. Everything about us will become public knowledge and they’ll have no choice. Instead of looking out for us, they’ll start looking for us. All of us here will have to go on the run. There aren’t too many places in the world that would accept us with open arms, not with that kind of heat on us. We could very well end up in the prison from which we are currently collecting zombies. How well do you think that’ll turn out, Jan?’
‘Aren’t you being overly dramatic?’
‘You pay me to keep an eye on your affairs. Everything you have built here is an illusion. The doctor’s ‘zombies’: illusion. The scenarios we put the hunters in: illusion. The peace we’ve made with those in power: illusion, and all predicated on money. The money stops, everyone peeks behind the smoke and mirrors and there we are with our peckers in our hands. Figuratively speaking.’
Jan was silent as she looked over the guests and the staff. ‘There are twenty-two on staff. Which ten do you propose to take?’
‘Ten? I’d have to take all of them. There can be no one left behind to question this.’
‘What about family? Won’t these people be missed?’
‘I hired this entire staff. They are all wartime refugees from other countries, their families wiped out. They live here in the compound. I specifically chose them because they would have no one to talk to about what they think might go on here.’
Jan shook her head. ‘This can’t be happening. I need to talk to Dietrich.’
‘I agree. But you’d better make it quick. If this is not something you feel capable of, I need to start making preparations for my brisk departure.’
Karl waited silently until Jan walked away. From his seat, he bumped his carafe holding hand against Zurgens’ leg and looked up to the other man with a questioning stare.
‘You’re my brother, Karl, I think you’re safe. Anyway, who would drive the assholes around?’
‘Ya.’ He finished off his drink and stood to go get another one.
‘Oh yeah, and just because the guests are drinking for free, doesn’t mean you are.’
Karl turned from the bar and headed for his hut and bunk.
‘Thought you’d see it that way. Keep your radio on; I might need you a little later.’
‘Ya.’ Karl threw his hand over his head in a waving gesture.
◆◆◆
 
‘Dietrich, I don’t know how I feel about this. I know all of them; they’re good people.’ She had called her husband and recapped Zurgens’ plan to him.
‘He’s right, Jan. The judge is in our pocket but he’s still hearing out the zombie rights activist arguments. Even if everything goes perfectly on your end, I don’t know how much longer we’re going to be able to continue what we’re doing. A couple of years at the most. If it goes south now and we lose that money, we won’t be able to pay off the officials what we’ve promised, and you could easily shave a year off that timeline. We need to make our money while we can, buy that island we’ve been talking about, and retire. It’s our only way out. I wish I was there honey; I know you’re in a tough spot. Let Zurgens earn some of that huge salary we’re paying him.’
‘This is a little different from turning rapists and murderers into zombies, Dietrich. These are mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters. They’re war survivors; they deserve better.’
There was long pause on the other end.
‘What aren’t you telling me?’ she asked her husband.
‘We’ve nearly depleted the entire viable prison population. Nearly six months ago, in fact, Jan.’
‘What? What are you talking about? We haven’t missed a single hunt!’
‘I knew you wouldn’t be onboard, and I didn’t want to upset you.’
‘Wait. Just who have we been hunting then?’
Another pause.
‘Dietrich... tell me.’
‘Mostly vagrants and the insane we’ve collected from the streets.’
Jan sat down heavily on her bed. She was feeling light-headed all of a sudden. ‘Jesus, Dietrich, we’re murdering people.’
‘They’re indigent and psychotic.’
‘Oh! That makes it okay. Silly me, I should have realized that.’
‘James Jenkins is U.S. Senator Jenkins’ son, in case you don’t remember. If this hunt doesn’t go well, he tells dear old daddy and we lose one of our biggest supporters in the most influential country in the world. That happens and the watchdogs close right in. Zurgens is right. We could be on the run, wanted for crimes I can’t even begin to list. We’re in too deep.’
Panic flared in Jan’s voice. ‘When did this become okay? How could I have signed off on this?’
‘Just give Zurgens the order. Get some sleep, it will all be over tomorrow. The next hunt isn’t for another week; by then our regular supply will have started back up.’
‘Supply? You make it sound so antiseptic.’
‘It’s a business, Jan. And it’s our business.’
‘Serving pancakes is a business, selling furniture is a business. We are murderers, Dietrich. Do you think the people getting shot in the forehead view it as just a business?’
Dietrich stayed on the line for a few more minutes trying to calm and console his wife. When he hung up, he immediately called Zurgens.
◆◆◆
 
‘Yes, Mr Reynolds, I will take care of everything. No need to worry sir, all will be handled. I’ve already run it by the doctor, he’s ready to go whenever I am.’
‘And my wife?’
‘What of her, sir?’
‘I am under the impression she is at her breaking point Zurgens... she could be a liability.’
‘I’m not sure what you’re asking of me Mr Reynolds.’
Silence stretched out into minutes. Finally, Dietrich cleared his throat and spoke clearly without pause. ‘Disguise her to the point where she is unrecognizable and release her on the hunt.’
‘The hunt?’ Zurgens was taken aback but recovered. ‘With all due respect sir, your wife is nearly six feet tall and shaped like a bikini model. She’s going to be difficult to blend in with the indigenous population.’
‘I don’t give a fuck how you do it, just get it done! I pay you more than you’re worth. How about you earn some of that fucking money?’
‘Yes sir,’ Zurgens answered as Dietrich slammed the phone down. ‘Can you believe this shit?’ Zurgens asked when he went to his brother’s hut and relayed the information.
‘Ya.’ Karl already had his boots on, ready to go back to work.
‘Going to be a goddamn busy night.’
‘Ya.’





SIX
It was 2 a.m. by the time the Americans finally collapsed into their bunks. Zurgens diverted some of the staff to the doctor’s lab; it was not unusual for them to have to go there periodically to help clean something up. What was unusual was Karl standing inside with a loaded machine gun, directing them into the holding cells. Within two hours they had the entire staff, twenty-two people, locked up. There was some crying, some praying, but for the most part they were just confused and scared. The prevailing emotion seemed to be acceptance. As refugees, all they’d ever expected was a difficult life eventually ending in a horrific death.
‘Keep them quiet,’ Zurgens said to Karl. ‘I have one more to collect.’ He used the spare key he’d been given to gain entry to the main house. He walked quietly. Jan was a light sleeper and she kept a handgun on her nightstand. He could not afford for that shot to go off, warning the guests at the reserve that something was amiss.
‘Fucking waste,’ he said as he looked down upon her lithe form. Jan didn’t leave much to the imagination when she went to bed. Having forsaken blankets and clothes, she was nearly naked, except for the satin slip she wore.
Jan woke with a start, and even before gathering her bearings she’d reached over to her nightstand.
‘I have the gun, Mrs Reynolds.’
‘Zurgens? What are you doing in here?’ She pulled at the bed sheet to try to cover herself.
‘I’m truly sorry Mrs Reynolds, but your husband is the one that signs my checks.’ Without giving her the opportunity to speak or defend herself he grabbed her exposed leg, deftly flipped her over and plunged the hypodermic needle the doctor had given him into her buttocks.
She kicked out at him, but the powerful sedative was already wresting control from her.
‘You’re fine. You won’t remember anything. By tomorrow afternoon this will all be over.’ He pulled a soft robe from her wardrobe and longingly covered her with it, then threw her limp body over his shoulder. He was halfway across the compound when he caught movement from the corner of his eye. It was Mr Weatherford, pacing outside his cabin, smoking a cigarette. Zurgens couldn’t fault him for being awake; it was probably the only time he could escape his wife. The cherry on his cigarette lit up brightly and then went out of view as he turned away from Zurgens.
‘Smart little witness, aren’t you?’ Zurgens said as he kept on walking.
What began as mild anxiety on the part of the staff turned into outright terror when their boss, unconscious and half naked, joined them in the cell. If her life was in danger, then theirs was certainly forfeit. Normally Zurgens woke his guests around 5:30 to get the hunt underway, but by that time the doctor had barely finished injecting everyone. Zurgens hadn’t even begun to disguise Jan. At 6:30, Karl was racing to set up the area with the fresh live props. It would be at least another hour before he was back. Zurgens, who hadn’t slept for over twenty-four hours, was exhausted by the time he started putting out orange juice and fresh fruit for the guests. He cursed the lack of kitchen staff, but he was confident the Americans would still be drunk or entirely too hung-over to ask too many questions this morning.
Carla and Samuel were the first up. Carla was busy ordering her husband around and talking too excitedly to notice anything out of the ordinary. No, it was Samuel that Zurgens would have to keep an eye on. The small man was looking around; he was definitely aware of the lack of help Zurgens had. He watched as the guide brought glasses and dishes to the table then ran back to the kitchen to refill the coffee urn. Zurgens couldn’t help but be impressed; the man knew something was going on but said nothing. He just walked to the galley and began helping Zurgens carry things out.
‘What time will we be resuming the hunt?’ he asked casually as he placed down a handful of cutlery.
‘I was going to give the Americans another half hour of sleep, they are already obnoxious enough.’ Zurgens tried to laugh at that last comment in the hopes that Samuel would relax and stop peering at him with those inquisitive eyes.
‘You appear as if you could use some extra sleep as well, Zurgens.’
‘Probably could. Well, there’s always tomorrow. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to find out where my brother is. Please enjoy some breakfast.’
‘Of course, of course.’ Samuel returned to his wife, who looked like she hadn’t even realized he’d left her side. She was still going on about her ungrateful niece or something.
‘Karl,’ Zurgens spoke into his radio. ‘You on your way back? The Americans will be up soon and I don’t want them in camp too long.’
‘Ya.’
‘‘Ya’, you agree, or ‘ya’, you’ll be back soon?’
‘Ya, ya.’
‘You went to the Hamburg Institute of Technology Karl. You got high marks—fourth in your graduating class. You write at a doctoral level; you know more words than should be legally allowed. Why the fuck is ‘Ya’ the only thing you say?’
There was no sound on the other end for quite some time, except the occasional crack and pop of an open communication line. ‘What would you have me say? I like Mrs Reynolds, Zurgens. The thought of turning her into a zombie so that those armleuchters can blow her brains out, does not sit well with me. Are those the words you were hoping for?’
‘Sorry I asked. We’re in too deep now, Karl. Dietrich goes down, so do we. There is no way we could plead ignorance of what’s been happening here.’ Nothing from his brother. ‘I liked her too Karl, but she was a liability. It would have been her or us.’
‘After all we’ve done, brother, are we so much better that it should have been her?’
Now Zurgens was getting nervous, this was very uncharacteristic of his brother. ‘Karl... what have you done? You can’t just let her go. The doctor injected her, she’s infected now.’
‘I know this!’ Karl answered back angrily.
‘Karl!’
‘She is... safe.’
‘Safe? What the fuck does that mean? Her husband ordered her infected and put in the field. What do you think he’s going to do to us when he finds out she’s alive? What’s your big plan, Karl? Running away to Switzerland with her?’
‘If I must.’
‘Have you lost your damned mind?!’ He rocked back in his chair. Through the window in the communications hut he saw that the Americans were shuffling towards the breakfast table. ‘Shit. I’ll take care of this later. Just get your ass back here so we can start this hunt. Or do you have any other enlightened plans you’d like to share with me this morning?’
There was a curt ‘No’ in response.
‘What a shit day.’ Zurgens watched Jenkins puke all over the breakfast table. ‘Should have made him a zombie.’
Carla had moved herself away with a surprising degree of alacrity. Now she was busy calling him every name she could think of. Zurgens didn’t remember the Aussies having so many colorful insults. Jenkins’ two friends were laughing at the entire affair.
‘I’d better get out there before she punches him and causes an international incident.’
Within five minutes he’d diffused the majority of the situation and Karl pulled up in the truck. He would have liked to question his brother further about what was going on but if he didn’t get these people out on the hunt, and soon, he was going to have more problems to deal with. Karl didn’t say anything to anybody as Zurgens ushered them all onto the top of the truck.
‘This is a clusterfuck, Karl.’
Karl stared silently ahead.
‘Just get us to the hunt. I don’t need your accusing glares anyway. If I wanted that I’d go visit our mother.’
Karl drove for twenty minutes; a plume of thick black smoke from the burning oil drums came into view in the distance.
‘How close do you wish me to get?’ Karl asked, as he slowed to a stop.
‘Three hundred yards, the same as always.’
‘We no longer have our snipers; no one is in position in the field.’
On their second safari, two of the hunters had frozen in place and the third had a stove pipe jam in his rifle, thus effectively taking him out of the equation. The zombies had come dangerously close, until Zurgens began to fire. They’d got within twenty yards of the guests before the danger was eradicated. After that fiasco, safety measures were adopted to prevent that sort of thing happening again. One of the measures had been to have snipers in place, well hidden on each side of the approaching herd, and if the zombies managed to get past a certain point it was the sharpshooters’ responsibility to keep the clients safe.
‘It was necessary, Karl.’
‘This is going sideways, brother.’
‘Going? This thing has always been fucking sideways, Karl. We’re shooting at unwilling medical experiments. Which part of that sounds alright to you? You’re making enough money to get yourself some decent professional help, or perhaps you can self-medicate. Whatever gets you through the day.’
‘I can barely make any shit out, are we getting any closer?’ Jenkins asked from the roof.
‘Perhaps, Mr Jenkins, if you hadn’t drunk so much last night you would be able to see more clearly out your scope.’ Zurgens had gotten out and was surveying the area with a pair of binoculars.
‘I guess he told you, James,’ Henry good-naturedly ribbed his friend.
‘You realize I could buy and sell you right?’ Jenkins said, it was phrased as a question but said more as a statement. ‘I mean this is Africa, the capital of that kind of thing.’
‘Getting eaten by large cats also happens out here, and frequently enough to pass as accidental. Against my better judgment I’m going to make sure that doesn’t happen to you, and as an added bonus, I’ll even forget what you just said. We’ll get a hundred yards closer, Mr Jenkins, and if you still can’t see by then, I suggest an appointment with your optometrist when you get home. Go slow, Karl, I’ll stay alongside.’
Karl lurched the vehicle forward quickly, making his brother have to jog to catch up.
‘That shit isn’t funny, Karl.’ Zurgens said as he came up alongside the passenger door. Karl laid on the gas, leaving his brother behind. What the fuck is he doing? Zurgens didn’t see the brake lights come on until the truck was no more than seventy yards from the zombie set-up point. From this distance the group might be able to see the cage the zombies would be released from and would definitely be able to tell that the ‘people’ in the burning military vehicles were mannequins. The illusion began to lose its shimmer from anything less than a hundred yards, and at that distance there was definitely a diminishing safety factor.
Zurgens could see the zombies stumbling as they came toward the parked truck. Karl must have hit the remote-controlled mechanism that opened the cage gate.
‘What the fuck, Karl?’ Zurgens yelled as he began to trudge towards the truck. He’d not taken two steps when gunfire erupted. Surprisingly, it was Samuel who had got the first shot off and the shock didn’t end there. The little man had landed his mark; Zurgens watched a zombie fall over, its head nearly decapitated from the heavy round.
‘Damn good shot little buddy!’ James clapped Samuel’s shoulder hard enough that he nearly pushed the man out of his seat.
‘I am NOT your buddy, you belligerent fool!’ Samuel stood up and was shaking.
‘What the fuck’s got your feathers all ruffled you little bitch?’ Darren Wheats, usually the quiet one of the trio, also stood and was defending his friend. ‘I’ll knock that head of yours clean off!’
‘How dare you!’ Carla said, also rising to her feet. Her words were steady and low spoken, like the warning growl of a dog that means business. The woman was nearly twice the size of any one on that roof and she was threatening to use all that bulk right now.
‘Has the fucking entire world just gone mad?’ Zurgens could only stop and stare. Even his brother, who was generally unconcerned with just about everything the clients did, had gotten out of the truck to witness the escalation of events, a slightly bemused smile upon his face.
Zurgens might have got a laugh out of the whole thing himself if he hadn’t noticed the pack of zombies streaking uncharacteristically rapidly towards the dysfunctional hunting party.
‘Karl!’ he shouted.
He sensed that disaster was advancing at an accelerated pace and there was nothing he’d be able to do in time to stop any of it. Carla swung the butt of her rifle out in an attempt to strike Darren, but instead she caught Henry Fields in the side of the jaw; two of his teeth spiraled out of his mouth and hit the ground. James, seeing his opportunity, punched Samuel in the temple, the man’s knees buckled and he would have fallen onto the roof of the truck, had space permitted. Instead, his right knee landed on his vacant seat and spun him to the side where his hip smacked into the small safety railing that surrounded the entire seating area. His head pitched over the enclosure, pulling the rest of his body with it.
He landed in the dirt with a bone breaking thud, his left arm bent back at a gruesome angle. The action on top ceased for a moment as everybody watched Samuel’s fall, and then started anew as if the sound of his limbs snapping, like dry twigs in the dead of winter was the cue to renew hostilities. Karl eventually looked over to his brother, whose mouth was hanging open. He looked back as if to say do you see what’s happening here? but he was enjoying himself immensely. It was Henry Of The Bleeding Mouth who found himself the next one forcibly expelled from the roof. If one were observing this scene from afar, they might think it a very violent game of King of the Hill. If bets were being placed, the smart money would be on Carla, who was even now wrestling with James and Darren. Zurgens’ hand went down to the small cannon he had attached to his hip but even as he drew the weapon up, he felt the futility of his actions. His brother stood between him and his intended target and from this range, he dared not take the shot.
Peppers, the sixty year old Cambodian chef, who only the night before had been preparing all of their meals, crashed into Karl’s side at a full sprint. They both went down in a tangle of arms and legs. Peppers’ jaws were snapping open and closed viciously, his teeth cracking against each other as he desperately sought purchase with the weathered skin of his intended victim. Blood poured from his mouth as his broken, jagged teeth bit into his own cheeks and tongue. Karl had one hand around Peppers’ throat and had sent a punch towards the side of Peppers’ head in a desperate bid to dislodge the attacker, but Peppers had turned his head just as the fist was being delivered. He bit down hard on Karl’s knuckles, taking a shard of bone with him as he tore the meat from the top of the hand and fingers. Karl screamed out in pain and rage.
Samuel was slow to regain himself; his dislocated arm causing him to moan. Julia, previously the Z-Hunt hostess, was the first to see the helpless man lying within easy reach. She dove straight for the blood leaking from his compound fracture. Samuel was in too much of a fog to even mount a defense. She stripped away arm meat like a bar patron might a chicken wing. It peeled away in one long slab, Samuel only managed a small bark before his eyes crossed and he passed out. He would awake in a far different place.
‘What the fuck is going on?’ It was Jenkins, looking down upon the scene from the perch. Carla slowly stopped fighting once she realized what was happening all around them.
‘Help me the fuck up!’ Henry shrieked. Three zombies were nearly upon him. Darren and Carla reached down to grab him, but James backed away. A brief comprehension of betrayal crossed Henry’s features and at the same time, two zombies ran headlong into him. The first, Reikali, the head grounds keeper’s skull collided with Henry’s in splintering concussive force. Kylie, one of two waitresses on staff, bit right through Henry’s neck, pulling on the tough cordage that pumped blood into his brain. His mouth and lungs filled with blood entirely too fast for him to even utter a sound as he collapsed under the weight of a third zombie piling on, wanting his fair share.
Karl had finally pushed his attacker away, his hand hemorrhaging from three different wounds. With his good hand, he reached across to his holster. Shaking, he shot the man, once in the chest at mid-sternum—he staggered back but did not fall. The second bullet pierced his stomach, exploding the tissue out in a mushroom plume. He dropped to his knees, yet still his mouth snapped at air, attempting to get at his meal. Karl’s third shot struck above the man’s right eye, rolling the orb all the way back like a slot machine reel. He moaned deeply and fell backwards. Karl was turning to the next threat, Jordie, their maintenance man, who had never once moved faster than required and yet now launched himself into the air. His outstretched hands raked across Karl’s cheeks.
‘Dick,’ Karl said, in response to Jordie’s suddenly impressive speed. The confrontation was over nearly as quickly as it had begun. Karl’s nose entered directly into Jordie’s mouth and the maintenance man had bit down hard. He easily chewed through the cartilage and swallowed the whole appendage down in one thick, congealed mass of tissue. Jordie quickly moved on to Karl’s eye. Karl had his hands wrapped around his attacker’s head, but it was too late. Carla, James, and Darren finally began to fire into the crowd of zombies. Zurgens found himself in no-man’s land. He thought perhaps he should turn and start running away. If the zombies noticed his sudden movement, that would be the end, though. In test trials, zombies had run for twelve solid hours at full speed in an effort to get the bait that had been suspended behind the Land Rover.
He’d given his brother hell a couple of times because Karl had slowed down, allowing the trailing zombies enough time to get close to Zurgens, who would stand on a special platform on the rear bumper. When the injection had finally worn off, hours later, all three subjects, now human once again, had died from exhaustion, dehydration, and heat stroke. But not one of them had slowed their pursuit while the serum was active. Zurgens knew he was in good shape, but not that good. He’d be able to sprint for a half mile, then keep up a decent pace for maybe three more, before slowing to a jog The camp was more than a dozen miles away. So, that was simply not doable. Getting into the Land Rover was his only option, though the situation was rapidly deteriorating: the vehicle was nearly surrounded as the zombies, with the feast on the ground now finished up, were trying to get to the people on top.
He began to weigh the option of just sitting tight, not moving, not firing, maybe sneaking back into the cab, watching to see how this all played out. There was a chance that the three hunters on top could defeat the eighteen or so zombies struggling to get at them. He felt pretty good about his decision of indecision, right up until one of the zombies scaled the hood all the way to the perch and bit a mouthful from Darren’s thigh before he could wrest his leg away.
‘It bit me! It fucking bit me!’ Darren screamed. Again, Zurgens observed, as James backed away from the trouble, it was Carla that put a bullet in to the zombie’s neck, blowing enough of the ligature away that the head fell to the side without the adequate support to keep it upright. The zombie wobbled off the hood and out of the fight, not quite dead yet, but the human would be, once the virus wore off.
‘You’ll live,’ Carla said, taking a cursory glance at the wound. ‘Now start firing!’
‘I’m going to be a zombie!’ Darren cried.
‘Not if we win,’ Carla said. ‘The doctor has an antidote.’
‘Damn she’s fast on her feet,’ Zurgens whispered; she’d said it so convincingly he almost believed her himself. Kinzer had told the Reynolds, Zurgens, and his brother that there was an opportunity for the virus to be contracted by a bite, but as of yet he had not found the proper test subject with the appropriate genetic markers to allow this. He thought the chance was somewhere in the five percent range, but without enough studies he could not be sure. And since they were testing the lethality of a disease, it was rather difficult to come by volunteers. Plus, it was easier to control a part-time zombie, especially with their limited supply of subjects, and much safer for the lab crew. Though the doctor thought the chance of an injected zombie spreading the virus was low, he postulated that a ‘true’ zombie would be able to propagate the contagion at nearly one hundred percent.
These zombies represented far too much profit to be used for experiments. Until today, they’d had all the safeguards they needed to make sure no hunter ever came into direct contact with a zombie. So Carla was likely ninety-five percent correct that Darren would survive the bite, if they survived the battle. James Jenkins, the Great White Hunter, had ducked down, and from Zurgens’ point of view, he seemed to be trying to get under his seat.
Carla scoffed at the man. ‘Get your ass up!’ she yelled. His hands were over his ears and he winced with every gunshot report. Two more zombies had gone up the hood but Darren was ready for them. He shot one in the knee, sending it sprawling away, and the second bullet ripped through the side of the face of Tendra, completely blowing out that side of her jaw. James tentatively got back into the fight; Zurgens could see the shake in his barrel from his vantage point.
‘Jesus, I slept with her last night! I thought they said women weren’t infected?’
‘Things have apparently changed.’ Carla was shoving bullets into her magazine.
‘This is bad, this is really bad. We’re in the middle of a zombie apocalypse and I have twenty rounds and a five round capacity magazine.’
‘There’s only a few left. As soon as we take care of them we’ll head back to camp.’
‘Will there be flights out of here? I don’t want to be stuck on this godforsaken continent.’
‘The continent doesn’t want you to be stuck on it either,’ Carla said. ‘More shooting, less griping.’
Darren was nearly placing the barrel of his weapon directly on foreheads. He was concerned that one of the zombies might attempt to wrest it away from him, but bullets were getting precariously low and he could not afford to waste on a kill-shot miss. Unlike what he knew from movies and books, it did appear that wounds to the chest caused debilitating damage within the zombies. They didn’t die outright but the heavy sucking sounds from their exposed ribcages as they fell to the ground seemed to indicate they were out of the fight.
‘I’m out,’ Darren said as he caved in the skull of the man who had served him ice cold beer the previous evening.
‘Take numb-nuts’ rifle. He keeps putting bullets in the dirt, he’s shaking so much.’
Jenkins did not protest when his friend grabbed the weapon. If anything, he was relieved.
‘I... I think my hand is broken. Can’t grip it right.’
Darren said nothing as he checked the magazine and the safety. ‘You have anymore bullets?’
‘Just what you have.’
‘Carla, I have four rounds.’
‘I’m down to my last two or so.’
‘Well, unless they line up single file there will still be four left over.’
The surviving zombies cared not at all about their fallen comrades. If anything, it spurred them on even harder. As of yet, they had not tried the hood again, but it was only a matter of time. When the hunters had expended their last rounds, five zombies remained.
‘Now or never, Zurgens,’ he murmured to himself through gritted teeth. ‘Time to put your big boy pants on.’ His pistol was out and aimed straight forward. He walked slowly towards his target. ‘Six bullets, five zombies. This oughta get interesting.’
‘It’s Zurgens! I’ve always liked that man!’ Jenkins said. ‘Kill them! Kill them, please!’
‘Shut the fuck up, you little weasel,’ Zurgens hissed. He wanted to get as close as he could, maybe kill two of them before they even knew he was there. But all of Jenkins’ animated pointing had alerted the zombies to the fact that something was going on. ‘If I have a bullet left, I’m putting it in your knee, you idiot.’ His voice was barely louder than expelled air.
One zombie turned to look at what Jenkins was so excited about. Zurgens was not happy with the sign of intelligence that one small action displayed. Dogs, for all their strengths, were widely believed to not understand the concept of pointing. And just five seconds ago Zurgens would have said zombies were not as smart as canines. He would never get the opportunity to shatter Jenkins’ knee. A zombie came around from the other side of the truck. Zurgens could only imagine that it had climbed the tire before jumping up to the rooftop. It had grabbed a clump of Jenkins’ hair and, as it fell backwards, it dragged Jenkins over with it. A piercing scream was cut short as the zombie ripped out his vocal cords. Zurgens presumed the monster wanted to eat in peace.
‘Fuck.’ His heart began to pound heavily in his chest as the first of them came his way. ‘I’m sorry,’ he told her as he fired. ‘I’m sorry for putting both of us in this situation.’ The first bullet punched a hole into the top of her shoulder, roughly the size of a fist. Her clavicle was shattered into pieces, thick ropes of muscle fell out onto her back. The force of the impact spun her to the side and she stumbled four or five steps but still kept coming forward. The other three, having been alerted to the presence of a new food source, began to head his way as well. He realized he had one bullet for each of them. If he was anything less than perfect, he would be receiving a big old ‘told you so’ from his dearly departed brother very soon.
His second shot struck the center of her chin, severing her spinal column and damaging her cortex, her lifeless body raised a small impact cloud of dust as she hit the ground. Two zombies were in a dead heat to make it to him for the choicest bits, but, luckily for Zurgens, one got tangled up by the newly deceased barmaid. Zurgens was concerned his next shot landed too low when he saw the jaw of Grimmons, the baggage clerk, torn off by the heavy round. Sure, he’d be hard-pressed to inflict a bite wound now, but he could still be problematic. Zurgens was elated when the man fell to the ground. He slowly crept closer to the body, attempting to ascertain whether it was dead or not.
The zombie that had tripped was now speeding across the ground on all fours and, if anything, it was faster in this mode of locomotion. Even if it wasn’t, it was still completely unnerving to Zurgens to see what was once a human move that way. He had to steady his hand to make sure he put a head shot into the beast that was crawling at him. Its head was moving from side to side, spanning nearly a foot as it swung back and forth like a target at a shooting gallery. Zurgens lined up, steadied himself, and timed his shot. The bullet hit the crown of the head slightly to the left, shearing off a slice as neatly as if a katana had been used. The zombie rolled three or four times and was still.
‘Two zombies... you’ve got this.’ A fat drop of salty sweat fell into his right eye just as the next zombie hurdled over the dead crab-like thing. Zurgens had not been expecting it to launch upwards like it had. His shot struck the zombie in the groin, splitting its pelvis into four fragments. It howled in rage and pain as it crashed forward into Zurgens. He was able to get his gun up and under its chin. The explosion ripped the top half of its head clean off and sent it rolling across the dirt. Zurgens knew ‘clean’ was the wrong term—he was bathed in detritus; blood and brain covered most of his face, but the meaning was conveyed. He was nearly blinded by the sheer volume of viscous fluid coating him and he still had one zombie to contend with. The zombie that had taken Jenkins down, now had his sights set on fresher meat. He’d been bitten by a dog once; he wondered if a zombie bite would be worse.
It was worse. Infinitely worse. The German Shepherd had pierced the flesh, but hadn’t been intent on eating him. The zombie was compressing the muscle in his arm to the point that he reckoned it would rupture before actual penetration happened. The zombie clamped its teeth together and shook its head violently from side to side, taking a small chunk of Zurgens with him. Zurgens began to blindly punch out, striking the monster wherever he could in an effort to get it away from him. He’d not been expecting the sound of a shot and certainly not from so close. For a moment he thought perhaps he had counted his rounds wrong.
‘It’s okay, Zurgens, it’s me, Darren. He’s dead, they’re all dead.’
‘Fuck that hurts.’ Zurgens took his shirt off and ripped it in two. With one half he cleaned his face as best he could, with the other he tied a tourniquet around his upper arm. ‘Get your shirt off; you’re going to need one too. I don’t want you to bleed out before we get back.’
‘For the antidote?’ Darren was searching for an answer.
‘Sure,’ Zurgens replied.
‘Am I going to need to worry about you two?’ Carla was still on the roof, her rifle poised. She had held one round back and could kill Darren before he had an opportunity to ‘turn.’ Zurgens no longer had a weapon and right now he wasn’t sure if he’d stop her even if he had. She was, after all, the only one who’d avoided being bitten.
‘We’ll be fine. There’s only a five percent transmission rate.’ He said to Carla.
‘You said during the safety briefing that if we got bit we’d be zombies.’
‘Ever hear of marketing?’ Zurgens asked as he tied the tourniquet tightly to Darren’s leg. ‘How scary would it have been if I’d said ‘Don’t worry about getting bit, folks. There’s little chance you’ll get sick.’ Much easier to keep everyone in line if there’s the threat of becoming a target yourself’
‘Oh right now I’d say it’s still very scary.’ Darren said, deadpan.
Zurgens couldn’t help but let out a little stress in the form of a small laugh. ‘I guess you’re right.
‘I’ll drive. Let’s go.’ Carla got behind the wheel.
‘I’m sorry brother. I’ll be back to bury you.’ Zurgens kissed his first two fingers and placed them on his brother’s already cooled forehead.
Carla sped away from the scene of carnage. Darren was in the backseat and refused to look back; Zurgens couldn’t help but do so. All of this was his fault. He’d found a way to keep the hunt going and it had cost him his brother’s life. He realized then that he wasn’t the only one that had lost someone.
‘Are you okay?’ He turned to Carla.
‘Samuel was a tender man, a good man. I will grieve later. Right now I just want to make it through the day.’
‘Fair enough.’ Zurgens picked up the microphone. ‘Doc, this is Zurgens. Can you hear me?’
‘Tell him we need the antidote,’ Darren winced.
‘You want to tell him or should I?’ Carla asked.
‘Tell me what?’ Darren asked in alarm.
‘There is no antidote. Yes, I know what she said. The transmission rate is so low and we supposedly had safeguards ensuring no one ever got bit, so we never had one developed,’ Zurgens informed the man.
‘Well that’s just damned irresponsible isn’t it! You take our money and put us in a flat out perilous situation and then don’t have a way for us to get out of it when it all goes wrong? What kind of operation are you running here? I just lost two of my best damned friends and I’m probably going to lose this fucking leg!’
‘I’m sorry about your friends. Truly I am. But what exactly do you think you agreed to when you signed those documents we handed you upon arrival?’
‘Not the right to kill me, for god’s sake!’
‘You should have read the fine print,’ Zurgens said before trying to hail the doctor again. ‘Doc, this is Zurgens. We’re coming in hot. One of our guests has been bitten, as have I. We’ve lost Karl and three guests. Going to need medical attention as soon as we pull in. Should be there in under a half hour.’ 
Zurgens could hardly contain his relief when the radio crackled and Kinzer’s voice came through. ‘I’ll be waiting.’ Then there was silence.
Darren was losing his mind. ‘That’s it? I’ll be fucking waiting? Where’s the airlift to the hospital? What the fuck is going on here? What a fucking circus you have going on here!’
‘Mr Wheats, I can assure you that you do not want to find yourself in a Botswana hospital. And for now, as you pointed out, it appears that the zombie threat has been neutralized.’
Back at camp, Kinzer stitched them up and gave a full spectrum of antibiotics and opiates, assuring Mr Wheats that he would be fine. It was the sedative, and not the doctor’s assurances, that finally got the man to calm down.
‘Zurgens, I cannot be completely sure for at least another twenty-four hours whether either of you will become infected. It will be necessary for you to be quarantined. I will retrieve your brother’s body, but for now you both need to be in the cell,’ Kinzer said.
Zurgens looked over at the cage, a heavy feeling of dread and apprehension washed over him.
‘Come, come Zurgens. One day, that is all. When I am certain that you are clear, we will resume business as usual.’
Zurgens knew the doctor was right about having to be locked up but he could not shake the feeling that the end was close. There would never be ‘business as usual’ again. Zurgens dragged Darren in with himself and pulled the door closed. Kinzer activated the magnetic locks.
‘I’ll be back in an hour. I am truly sorry about Karl; he was a brilliant man. We spent many a night discussing theorems and postulating hypotheses on all manner of things. What a terrible waste.’
‘Are we talking about the same man?’
‘I do not believe you knew him as I did.’ The doctor said as he exited the medical facility.
He had no sooner left when the door opened back up. It was Carla.
‘We need to talk,’ she said.
‘It appears I have the time,’ he told her, he was sitting on a bench contemplating everything that had gone wrong.
‘Our friend?’ she asked pointing to Darren.
‘Sleeping quite contentedly, lucky bastard.’
‘I... learned a trick many years ago—how to place a name with a face so I would never be in the socially awkward position of coming up on someone I’d met previously and not remembering their name.’
‘That’s a handy tool.’
‘What I’m saying, Zurgens, is that I knew everyone I shot today. I find it strange that Z-Hunt would turn their entire staff into zombies so that rich wankers like us could shoot them. I see the wheels in your head turning, struggling to spin this some way. I’ll let you off the hook on that, but you can’t deny it. While you and Mr Wheats were getting repaired, I went back out to the site. I took pictures of my dearly departed and the faces of everyone on the ground out there. I then took screen grabs of Z-Hunt’s web pages, which show bios and photos of your entire staff.’
Zurgens eyes grew wide for a moment.
‘Now, I’m not entirely sure what type of man you are and what might happen to me when you are released from that cell, so I took some necessary precautions to ensure my safety. Don’t worry how; that’s not your concern. Just know that I am protected, should anything... befall me.’
‘What do you want, Mrs Weatherford?’
‘What do you believe my dead husband to be worth? Now I do realize that you are only an employee yourself, so naturally you’ll want to discuss this with your boss. I’m willing to settle relatively inexpensively. I want ten million in gold. This is not negotiable. I’m leaving my account numbers on the table, and if it’s not deposited by this time tomorrow, I will rain holy hell down upon this entire establishment, you included. Please, don’t get up. I’ve already made arrangements for transportation, and I can honestly say I hope I never have the displeasure of meeting you again.’
He watched her ample backside walk out. ‘How much more fucked up can this day get?’ Zurgens asked the passed-out Wheats. He’d not really meant to tempt the fates with that statement and wished he could withdraw it. Zurgens sat back. He let his mind wander. At some point he became acutely aware that an hour had passed, and then another. Now he was concerned. Either something had happened to the doctor, or Reynolds had told Kinzer not to let him out of the cell. Either way was bad news. More time passed; Darren was beginning to stir. Zurgens moved to the front of the cage trying to think of a way to get out. The release switch was over thirty feet away and underneath a heavy plastic panel. He was contemplating tossing a boot to see if he could flip the panel up, when the facility door opened.
‘About ti...’ The words fell away.
‘Not who you were expecting?’ Mrs Reynolds asked. She looked disheveled and had a slightly gray tinge to her.
‘I am truly glad to see that you are still alive,’ he said, meaning the words.
‘No thanks to you. Are you wondering what happened to the good doctor?’
‘I was.’
‘He seemed so sad when he realized that your brother was gone, so I gave him the opportunity to be reunited with him. Oh don’t look so shocked. He didn’t even blink when he gave me the injection. I was just another experiment to him. Now he’s dead. I cut right through his carotid artery; bled out in a couple of minutes. I’ve got to admit, I rather enjoyed the experience.’
‘Mrs Weatherford?’
‘I let her go after I helped her drain everything from my wonderful husband’s account. I even signed over the land to her. He’s got nothing except the change of clothes in his luggage.’ Jan came farther into the room and sat down heavily on a chair.
‘You don’t look well, Jan.’
‘I don’t feel well, Zurgens. You see, I think I am one of Kinzer’s lucky five percenters. Fairly sure I’m going to be a full-time, bonafide, flesh eating zombie soon.’ She took a deep breath, stood and crossed the room. She reached up and pulled a dart gun off the wall.
‘What are you doing, Jan?’ Zurgens asked worriedly.
‘You know what zombies fear, Zurgens?’ She was checking the breech to make sure there was a dart inside, then she approached the cell. ‘No answer? Okay. Well, they fear being alone. That’s why they move in herds.’
‘What are you going to do?’ He put his hands up.
‘I’m patient zero, Zurgens, and you are going to be my number one.’ She pulled the trigger. The dart lodged deeply into Zurgen’s outstretched hand. When he awoke some time later, it was Darren that helped him up. The cage door was open as was the door to the building.
‘What the hell is going on? You’re bleeding. Do you have a new wound?’ Darren pointed to a dark red spot on Zurgen’s shirt.
Zurgens pulled it open to reveal that his left nipple had been completely bitten off.
‘What the fuck?!’ Darren stared at the shredded skin.
Zurgens felt sick to his stomach and had the type of headache usually reserved for the morning after a Tequila binge.
‘Get the truck, Darren. Find a way to get the fuck off this continent. Find yourself a bunker, get to your buddy’s basement. The fury of hell is coming and it will be led by a woman scorned.’



GERAINT WYN: ZOMBIE KILLER
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ONE
Raymond Arthur William Jenkins had been a miserable, bad-tempered sod throughout his life, and death hadn’t improved his mood one little bit.
“Waking up” in a dank, cramped coffin had been bad enough, but then the next few months of breaking his way out of the box and digging through the earth above had really pissed him off.
He’d torn through the lining of the casket roof quite quickly, but clawing through the lid had taken weeks. By the end of the first day’s scratching he’d lost all his fingernails; although, at this point he was beyond pain. A week later, the bone was showing through the tips of his greying fingers, and a few weeks after that, the skin on both hands had been worn away, right down to the second finger joint.
Once he’d broken through the coffin lid, there was then the very annoying matter of digging his way through six foot of loose earth. It didn’t help matters when Raymond forgot to close his mouth, and ended up swallowing a handful of soil, and the odd earthworm. Then again, the worms did provide some much needed nutrition as he toiled away.
It was a bright, sunny spring afternoon when Raymond Arthur William Jenkins (Born 2nd November 1973 – Died 15th April 2028) at last broke free of his, supposed, final resting place. He squinted as the sun’s rays burned into his milky eyes, and dragged himself, finally, out of the ruin of his grave.
If he was still able to breathe, he’d have taken a huge gulp of air at that moment, and savoured the fresh, clean scent of the wild flowers growing around the graveyard. But the only thing that was consuming Raymond’s thoughts was the hunger… the gnawing, relentless hunger. Earthworms were fine for snacking, but he needed something more filling. And he needed it now.
Raymond shambled through the cemetery. He could hear the sinews, muscles, and cartilage in his legs popping and cracking as he tried to get used to walking again. Every now and then, he’d notice other grey-skinned, milky-eyed individuals, who also seemed to be suffering the same hunger pangs. One of these characters, a bony and near-naked old man, was kneeling at the base of a weather-beaten oak tree, gorging on a light snack. As he watched the stranger chewing his food with relish, Raymond wasn’t sure if he could bring himself to eat a cat; especially an uncooked one. Then again, he vaguely remembered the old phrase, ‘I’m so hungry, I could eat a horse’, so maybe cat wasn’t that bad an option. Perhaps if he found a black cat to chew on he would get lucky, and then find something more substantial.
Raymond took one last look towards the grey skinned man and his feline feast, then shuffled off again through the cemetery.
He’d hardly walked more than fifty feet when he heard a voice shouting, ‘Oi! Stench!’ He looked around, but could see no-one, other than some of his re-animated colleagues.
Again the voice shouted, ‘Over here, mate. This way.’
This time Raymond was able to follow the direction of the voice. He took a half-turn, and looked up towards the cemetery wall. The last thing that went through Raymond Arthur William Jenkins’ mind was, Why are there three kids sat on top of that wall? And why is one of them pointing a rifle at me?
Although, technically, the last thing that went through Raymond’s mind was the bullet that blew the top of his head into tiny fragments.
◆◆◆
 
Geraint Wyn Thomas looked down from the top of the cemetery wall, placed the old hunting rifle by his side, grinned triumphantly and said, ‘There, got the bastard.’



TWO
Geraint Wyn Thomas (known to his friends as Gez) had celebrated his seventeenth birthday a month ago, back in April. It wasn’t much of a celebration, to be honest – some sandwiches, a cake from a supermarket, and some tins of cider, courtesy of his Uncle Billy – but he’d made the most of the day, and enjoyed himself in the company of his two closest friends, Neil and Bethan. And it was those same two that were sat on either side of him, in the makeshift firing range that had been erected along the wall of Cathays Cemetery, Cardiff.
Gez was average height, and a bit on the thin side (as were most youngsters these days, following the events of “Rotten Monday”, back in 2016). There was just about enough food to go around, still, but people had got used to eating less since the dead had come back. Why take the risk of looking for provisions outside the city walls, when you could so easily end up on someone else’s menu?
Gez removed the baseball cap he’d been wearing to shield his eyes from the sun and wiped his brow. His short hair was dark brown. His skin was lightly freckled, with the odd splotch of teenage acne, but he wasn’t a bad looking lad. The thing most people noticed about him were his piercing blue eyes which seemed to dance with life. Even at his most glum, those eyes hinted at a free-spirited and mischievous nature and, in spite of the state of things, he was a happy-go-lucky young man.
Geraint had never really known his father, a soldier who’d died on duty while on a tour of duty in Afghanistan when Gez was only a year old. After that his mother, Andrea, had done her best to raise the boy, despite the hardships that came from living in a country where the dead had come back to feed on the living. For the most part, life had been hard but bearable. Until, the harsh winter of 2019, that was, when Gez’s mother caught pneumonia and never recovered.
Since then, Geraint had lived with his Uncle Billy, and had been pretty much allowed to get away with anything by his mother’s colourful, and less than honest, brother.
Still grinning after his bulls-eye hit on the ‘Stench’ in the graveyard, Gez looked to his friends for some kind of compliment. Neil Staveley grinned back at him: ‘Hell of a shot there, Gez. He won’t be getting up from that one.’
Gez winked at his friend, and turned to see if Bethan had anything to add, but she was using her binoculars to look deep into the heart of the cemetery by now. A sharp intake of breath was followed by: ‘Ohmigod, is he eating a cat?’
‘Where?’ asked Neil excitedly.
‘Over there, by that old tree,’ Bethan said, pointing as she spoke.
Neil stood up, and leaned against the railing in front of him, for a better look. ‘Aye, definitely cat.’
Bethan muttered under her breath, ‘That’s just minging.’
‘No’, said Neil, ‘it’s nice, actually. Tastes a bit like chicken… furry chicken. And the handy thing is, if you’re a family of four, you get a leg each.’
Bethan looked at him in disgust. Neil couldn’t suppress his laughter anymore.
‘You’re weird, you are, Neil Staveley’, said Bethan, as a smile finally broke across her lips.
Neil was the youngest of the three friends, by about a month. The best way to describe him would be scrawny, but his mother always maintained he just hadn’t had his last ‘growing spurt’ yet. Both Neil’s parents and his younger sister, Ellie, had survived ‘Rotten Monday’ without incident, and the whole family seemed to have adapted well to the new world order. Some would even say that the Staveleys led a charmed life. They’d never had to deal with any of the living dead ‘up close and personal’. As a fairly well-off family, living in a large house, surrounded by high fencing, in one of the more up-market suburbs of Cardiff, it wasn’t really surprising that a lot of the worst times had passed them by.
If Neil was the joker of the pack, then Bethan Mair Callaghan was the more serious of the three friends. Had you asked Gez, though, he would have told you that Beth was the coolest, most sorted person he had ever met. The pair had known each other since they were toddlers, having grown up on the same street in the Cathays area of the city. Bethan’s parents had divorced when she was eleven, and her father had moved away from Cardiff to live in West Wales. Both had survived ‘Rotten Monday’, and even though Beth didn’t see her dad as often as she’d like, they still managed to keep in touch regularly, thanks to the miracles of modern social media.
Throughout her parents’ divorce five years earlier, Beth had managed to show far more maturity than her mother or father. The reason that things finished so amicably was in no small part down to her willingness to make sure that her parents could still behave like civilised adults, while the family went through their turmoil. And considering the state of the world since the dead had returned, Bethan’s maturity and calmness had truly impressed her best friend Gez.
There was the time, one summer morning a couple of years back, when a “Stench” (the name given to the shambling dead by most teenagers) had entered the school yard and all hell had broken loose. While most of the pupils behaved like headless chickens, scattering as soon as they saw the rotting creature, Bethan, who was in the middle of a games lesson, simply crossed the playground with her rounders bat in her hand, and hit the Stench in the head as hard as she could. The blow did the job, as the zombie went down like a sack of potatoes and didn’t move again.  Not only had Beth saved the day with her quick (if violent) thinking, it also guaranteed that she became the girls’ rounders captain for the rest of her time in school.
Gez said, ‘Right, I’ve had my go. Anyone else want to play “Sink a Stench”?’
His friends looked decidedly unimpressed, and just shook their heads.
‘Oh come on’, said Gez, ‘We’re allowed to blast one more before we’re over quota for the month.’
‘But I’m bored with this’, whined Neil. ‘For the last three years, we’ve been coming down here shooting Stenches, once a month. Where’s the fun in it? It’s not as if they’re difficult to hit. I mean, that one you blasted was moving so stiffly he might as well have stayed in his coffin. Shooting fish in a barrel would be more of a challenge. And it’s not as if we’re spoilt for choice. There’s fewer and fewer of these buggers every time we come here. And I swear to God, some of them have started realising what’s going on, and they’re hiding in the crypts until dark.’
Bethan nodded her head in agreement, ‘He’s right. This shooting range just isn’t doing it for me anymore. About time we found a new hobby.’
Cathays Cemetery was established in 1859 and was one of the biggest in Britain with nearly one hundred acres put aside for its “guests”. Some local wags liked to call it “the dead centre of Cardiff”, but that joke had worn very thin after the mayhem of “Rotten Monday”.
It was a few weeks after that event when home-owners living across from the cemetery had noticed the bodies starting to climb out of the graves. Luckily, there was a reasonably high, wrought iron fence surrounding the graveyard, but even in the early days people would see snarling ghouls impaled on the spiked fence-tops, desperate to get their rotting hands on some fresh meat.
The council finally got its act together and dealt with the impaled zombies, before going on to build a much higher wall around the cemetery (as it did with the seven other major cemeteries in the city). Once the walls had been erected to keep the dead in, the council turned its attention to building another wall around the city, to keep the rest of the dead out. All this took three labour-intensive years, and no little cost in manpower either. There was a severe shortage of ‘brickies’ in the Cardiff area, after so many had lost their lives building the defences for the nation’s capital.
Once the cemeteries were sealed, signs were placed along the walls at hundred yard intervals, clearly created by someone with a warped sense of humour: DO NOT ENTER – TRESPASSERS WILL BE EATEN!
But all this building work didn’t come cheap, and Cardiff City Council needed to replenish the coffers quickly. And so it was Councillor Brian Leyland who had the inspired idea of turning the cemeteries into public shooting galleries. A monthly fee for each family, added to the council tax, meant people got some much needed practice in dealing effectively with the dead. On top of that it was a handy, and popular, money spinner for the city, and it also helped keep down the Stench population.
It wasn’t just the council that were making money out of the Cardiff cemeteries. Local funeral directors were raking in the cash as well. Obviously, being an undertaker after ‘Rotten Monday’ was now a high risk occupation, but the financial reward made up for it.
People still felt that the tradition of burying a loved one was important, and so undertakers adapted their practices in order to make sure none of their clients came back to complain. A bolt gun to the back of the head usually did the trick though, sometimes, the odd client like Raymond Arthur William Jenkins slipped through the net.
Services at the cemetery were necessarily brief, and the fewer mourners, the better. There were only a limited number of chain mail suits that the funeral directors could hand out to the family. Since bringing in the specialised clothing, no one had lost their life, but some of the outfits had the odd Stench’s tooth still buried in them, from when things had got a little fraught at the graveside.
And so, despite funerals now looking like a meeting of the Knights of the Round Table, things went on as normal… or as normal as could be expected these days.
None of this made much of an impact on Gez and his friends. All they knew was that taking pot-shots at slow moving zombies was a lot more entertaining when you were playing on a games console than it was in real life.
‘Bored!’ said Bethan, loud enough to startle the other two.
Gez looked at her. ‘All right, all right. What do you want to do then?’
‘Dunno.’
‘Well, is there anywhere you fancy going?’
‘Dunno.’
Neil sighed, ‘Is there any chance you could reply to a question with more than one word?’
Bethan gave Neil a sly grin before saying, ‘Dick… head!’
Gez couldn’t help but laugh. But before it turned into a slanging match between his friends, he suggested they all went back to his place for something to eat, then they could decide on their next plan of action.
The three climbed down from their gantry on the wall, and left the dead of Cathays Cemetery in peace, for now.
◆◆◆
 
It was a journalist with The Sun newspaper that coined the term, “Rotten Monday”. A lot of media types and academics had come up with words and phrases like “Renewal”, “The Reckoning”, “The Great Curse”, “Death Day”, and even “Zom-ageddon”, but none of them caught people’s imagination half as well as “Rotten Monday”. Mondays were rotten enough anyway by definition, but throw a horde of flesh eating ghouls on top of everything else, and you were left with a real cow of a Monday.
Obviously, it all started on a Monday – the 15th of July, 2016 to be precise. As someone would later point out, ‘Well, at least they had the weather for it.’ It began, as most things did back then, with rumours, vague reports, and then eyewitness tales on Twitter and Facebook. Corpses were coming back to life, and clearly no one was trying to pretend that this was some clever viral advert for Shaun of the Dead 2.
A few hours after social media started spreading the news, the rest of the media joined in. The twenty-four hour rolling news networks were awash with on-the-spot reports from clearly terrified journalists, and video footage taken by onlookers was being aired every few minutes. The most gruesome attacks were kept away off the screens, just in case they sparked all-out panic.
Experts were called in to try and explain the reason for the dead coming back to life, but no-one could give a satisfactory explanation. Act of God, ancient plague pits, bacteria riddled meteors from the other side of the galaxy, a military experiment that went badly wrong... every scenario possible was trotted out for a media craving answers; networks vying for the honour of being the first channel to get the scoop on what was behind the events of Rotten Monday.
The most entertaining, if not exactly accurate, reason for all this was given by a red-faced, braying Trade Unionist, who blamed the Tory government for the return of the dead. As he pointed out, ‘This would never have happened under Labour.’
Five hours after the initial reports started coming in, Twitter and Facebook were almost in meltdown. The clip that finally ‘broke’ Facebook was a mobile phone video upload from eight year-old Jason Lee Phillips of Cheadle in Staffordshire which proudly bore the caption “Here is my nana eating our cat.”
In the days and weeks that followed Rotten Monday, social media was unavailable, and TV stations were providing emergency broadcasts only. But after five years of living with the dead, things slowly began to return to some semblance of normality.
By 2028, Twitter was back to its entertaining and disreputable best. There were daily jokes and puns about zombies, and counless parody accounts, making the most of the situation. The most notorious of these being @DeadJimmySavile, who’s first tweet had been, “How’s about that then, guys and gals! I’m back!”
In another time, this kind of dark humour would have been frowned upon at the very least, and the account quickly closed down for the sake of decency. But things had changed over the last fifteen years, and ‘Dead Jimmy’ now had several hundred thousand followers, each and every one of them hanging on his every foul word, and some who egged him on to be even more tasteless.
It seemed that people had become as rotten as the monsters that walked among them.



THREE
Gez put the key in the front door lock of 24 Australia Road, and entered. Placing the hunting rifle carefully inside the door, he shouted, ‘It’s only us Billy. Is it all right if we make something to eat?’
There was no answer. Not that that this came as much of a shock to Gez. His Uncle Billy was out more often than he was in, most days. Probably down in that lock-up of his, tinkering with an engine, or something similar. Gez had never been exactly sure what Uncle Billy did for a living, although he knew he was a talented mechanic. He also knew he was a former soldier, like his late father had been, and Billy seemed to be quite friendly with an awful lot of people who could be politely described as “being able to help the police with their enquiries”.
The three friends made their way to the kitchen where Gez noticed the scrawled note on the table – Geraint, Fresh loaf in the bread bin and 50 rashers of bacon in the fridge (don’t ask). Help yourself. Back later. B.
Neil read the note over Gez’s shoulder, ‘50 rashers? Bloody hell, that’s damn near a whole pig. Where’d he get all that bacon?’
Gez just pointed at the note, ‘Like the man says, don’t ask.’
◆◆◆
 
An hour later, bacon sandwiches demolished, the three moved into the living room and turned on the television. The hit television game show, “Dead Shot” was about ten minutes in, and they settled down to watch a dose of light entertainment carnage.
Dead Shot, in essence, was a pro-celebrity clay pigeon shooting contest, with the “pigeons” replaced by zombies. It was a simple enough format, and again an idea that had helped with population control. The show had been an instant hit when it aired a few years earlier, and there were now a number of equally successful spin-offs – Junior Dead Shot and Celebrity Dead Shot being the most notable. Celebrity Dead Shot was usually rolled out for Christmas and other major holidays, and featured not only current celebrities shooting zombies, but also former celebrities who had now joined the ranks of the walking dead. These shows were huge ratings winners for ITV. Even after the unfortunate “Forsyth episode”, the public appetite for fun-packed slaughter was still as strong as ever.
It was one of the Easter editions of Celebrity Dead Shot that caused a stir, when lively Geordie presenters, Ant and Dec – both now in their early 50s, and easier to distinguish than ever before with Ant’s high forehead having become even higher as a result of his receding hairline – blasted veteran light entertainer Sir Bruce Forsyth in a tag-team effort of crimson messiness.
Unfortunately for Ant and Dec and their production team, Sir Bruce hadn’t actually been a Stench. He’d just been invited on the show to celebrate his 100th birthday. Mind you, when you saw what a doddering old codger he’d become, it was an easy mistake to make, and no charges were pressed after the incident. Some people were actually grateful, as it meant there would finally be a new host for the BBC’s Strictly Come Dancing, when it returned later in the year.
The three friends sat watching the latest edition of the show, despite not having a clue who the ‘celebrities’ were meant to be. As far as they could work out, there was a former professional footballer, an X-Factor runner-up, and for want of a better phrase, a “big tittied knicker model”.
The footballer was an impressive gunslinger, the X-Factor contestant just wanted to break into song all the time, and the knicker model was lucky not to have shot her own foot off.  Neil was enjoying the show immensely.
‘Still bored,’ said Bethan to Gez. ‘The only thing even less interesting than watching you take pot shots at Stenches is watching other people doing it.’
Gez nodded in agreement. This was turning into a dull evening, and it wasn’t even seven o’clock yet. As luck would have it, the phone rang, and Gez sauntered into the hallway and picked up the receiver. ‘Hello? No, I’m afraid he isn’t… I’m not sure; he left a note saying he’d be back later, so it could be anytime really… Well, do you want to give him a message...? Ok, well if it’s important, I could head out and see if he’s in his usual haunts…Will do… Sorry...? Ah right, that was you, was it? Well, thanks for that, we’ve just had bacon sandwiches for tea now… yeah, lovely… Ok, I’ll give him the message as soon as possible… Right. Cheers. Bye.’
Gez replaced the receiver, walked back into the living room, and looked at Neil and Bethan. ‘So, anyone fancy coming out for a walk?’
Both Bethan and Neil turned their attention away from the television. Neil looked worried: ‘Mate, seriously? It’s nearly dark out there.’
‘It’s not that dark, Neil. Where are we going Gez?’
‘Down to the lock-up to find Billy. If he’s not there we’ll head off, and pop into the Heath pub for a quick look on the way back.’
‘Sounds good to me,’ said Beth. ‘What’s up, Neil, scared of the Stenches?’
Neil gave a nervous laugh, ‘Me? Scared of Stenches? No way.’ Mustering all the machismo he could manage, he looked at his companions, ‘A stretch of the legs would do me good. Let’s go find Billy then.’
There had been night-time curfews for four years after Rotten Monday, so that the authorities could get on with the job of erecting defences and dealing with the undead menace popping up all over the city. But once the walls had been built around the Cardiff cemeteries, and then the capital itself, those curfews were removed. Despite all that, people were still told that it was better if they didn’t wander too far afield after dark, just in case they bumped into any ambling cadavers that had managed to slip past the security measures set up by the city council.
Gez edged towards the front door. ‘So, we off then?’



FOUR
They headed out of the house and down onto the main road. It was dusk by now, although still light enough. Gez turned to his friends, as they walked, and said ‘Look, the easiest way to do this is if we take the back alleys to get to Billy’s lock-up. It’ll be faster that way. And then on the way back, we stick to the main streets. At least they’re all well lit, and there’s more likelihood of us finding someone to lend a hand, if things get tricky.’ Gez noticed Neil’s nervous twitch . ‘Not that I expect things to get tricky, mind,’ he added. ‘It’s just better to be safe than sorry.’
Neil’s mood seemed to lighten a little.  They crossed Whitchurch Road, and headed, at pace, into the back streets of the borough.
The walk took longer than they’d anticipated. They were still a good five minutes away from the lock-up, and it was beginning to get dark quicker than they’d expected. They picked up the pace again, and turned into a back alley just off Dogfield Street. ‘C’mon,’ yelled Gez, ‘this’ll save us another few minutes.’
As back alleys go, it was fairly standard. High walled gardens with solid wooden gates, and the back of the odd shop or local business. Some of these businesses had open yards for vehicles, with metal stairs leading up to first floor entrances. The alley itself was about one hundred and fifty yards in length, and the gang were about two thirds of the way down it, when out of the yard of JF Taylor: Building Contractor, about twenty yards further ahead, shambled a denim clad Stench.
‘Oh bollocks!’ said Neil, far too loudly.
The Stench swung its head towards them, and gave out a long low moan.
‘Wish I’d brought my rounders bat,’ muttered Beth.
The Stench began to drag itself towards the trio, and Gez and his friends started to slowly back out of the alley.
‘Can’t you shoot it with your rifle, Gez?’
‘Sorry, mate. Left it in the house, remember?’
‘Well, can’t we throw Beth at it?’
Bethan smacked Neil across the back of the head. ‘Idiot. Look at it. All we need to do is walk back the way we came, just a little bit quicker. There’s no way that sod’s going to be able to keep up with us. Come on.’
The trio turned and set off at a fair pace, leaving the slow moving Stench groaning as his supper disappeared before his dead eyes.
Less than thirty yards from the end of the alley, the three of them had the shock of their lives, as another Stench – a middle aged woman this time – appeared. They were trapped between two hungry rotting corpses.
And then it all kicked off.
◆◆◆
 
The poster for George A. Romero’s classic zombie movie, Dawn of the Dead, had the tagline, “when there’s no more room in hell, the dead will walk the earth”. Had George been making that film in 2016, following the events of Rotten Monday, he may well have changed that line to, “when there’s no more room in hell, the dead will walk the earth… and they’ll be asking for a bloody good hiding”.
It was only the media that degenerated into a blind panic when the dead came back to life. Ordinary people seemed to take it all in their stride. If anything, the public were well up for the odd spot of zombie clobbering.
Years of watching films like Romero’s, Shaun of the Dead, and similar movies, as well as the popularity of TV shows like The Walking Dead, meant that the general British public were pretty savvy when it came to dealing with the Stench outbreak. Add to that the anger and frustration people felt after successive governments had let them down badly over the years – the way the Tories had viciously taken away people’s rights to all manner of benefits, the systematic destruction of the National Health Service, and the fact that the rich got richer while the poor got poorer – and you were left with a general populace with a definite need to vent said anger and frustrations. You could almost feel sorry for the Stenches. Almost.
The army had been called out when the hungry dead had risen but, for the most part, it was ordinary people who dealt with the problem. Many headed for DIY outlets, and builders’ merchants in order to find axes, scythes, or even lead piping and thick beams of wood. Sports shops were also raided for cricket bats, cricket stumps, baseball bats… anything with a bit of heft. Some people even tried to liberate shotguns from some of the specialist sporting goods shops, but these were kept firmly under lock and key, and only the shop owners ended up being armed to the teeth: gun-toting, gung-ho vigilantes who were probably more of a public liability than any hungry Stench.
The British public took to the task of despatching the Stenches with gay abandon. As soon as one of the creatures shuffled into view, there’d be three or four people ready to take it down hard.
This zealous approach probably explained why, for the most part, the United Kingdom hadn’t been overrun by the ravenous cadavers, unlike much of the rest of the world. On the first day of the outbreak, a large group of the more ‘bullish’ supporters of Cardiff City Football Club went wandering the streets of their city, meting out their own brand of justice. It wasn’t long before other football clubs caught on to this, and by the end of the month there was even a fan-maintained league table showing which team’s supporters ruled the roost as ‘Stench stoppers’. Cardiff were second only to Arsenal in the league – but then again, there was a bigger population of the dead in London and so, on a city size:hit ratio, Cardiff could claim a moral victory, at the very least.
While politicians ducked for cover, and government ministries dished out pointless and unwelcome advice through the emergency broadcast channels, it seemed as though every man, woman, and child in Britain had picked up a weapon, however primitive, and taken matters into their own hands. At one point, there were almost six hundred heavily armed people surrounding the late Baroness Thatcher’s grave in central London… just on the off chance.
But it wasn’t all fun and games. Arthur Bevan, a retired park attendant, and former World War 2 veteran, looked out of the front window of his house in Morriston, Swansea, and saw three Stenches standing in the flowerbeds of his garden. ‘Those buggers are trampling my prize Begonias,’  he muttered, before deciding he would ‘put a stop to their bloody antics.’
Without the benefit of a bat, axe, or large piece of wood, Arthur was forced to get creative. He disappeared into the shed in his back garden, only to emerge with his electric mower. He plugged the extension cable into a wall socket in the living room, tested it quickly to make sure it was in working order, and then opened the front door to meet the enemy.
As makeshift weapons go, the mower was quite effective. Chunks of Stench flew everywhere, as he arced the powerful little machine back and forth. ‘I’ll have to clean that up later,’ thought Arthur, as he watched the rotting flesh spraying all around him.
The Stenches continued advancing, and Arthur continued to take them apart, one small piece at a time. Sadly, he took two steps too many, and the plug came free of the wall socket. The mower’s engine died, and Arthur Bevan shortly followed suit.



FIVE
Geraint Wyn Thomas could not believe how stupid he’d been. The one thing his Uncle Billy always told him was, ‘If you’re going to be out when it’s dark, for Christ’s sake make sure you’re tooled up. Carry some sort of weapon with you.’
It was a bit late now, but he really wished he’d brought the hunting rifle with him, even if only to use it as a club. The two Stenches were shuffling ominously towards the gang, and Neil looked to be on the verge of blind panic.
Gez’s gaze kept swinging back and forth between the rotting creatures, looking for any way of getting around either one without being bitten or scratched. The Stenches were less than ten feet away from the friends now, and Beth swore she could almost smell their breath as they came ever closer.
Suddenly, from behind the Stench closest to the entrance of the alley, there were flashing blue lights and, almost immediately, a police car pulled up. A burly man in protective clothing slid out of the passenger side, and shouted urgently, ‘Hey! You kids don’t move. We’ve got this covered.’
The sturdy officer started to run down the alley, with an object that looked like a smaller version of a shepherd’s crook in his hand. Behind him, holding a similar contraption, was a smaller, thinner officer, also wearing the same kind of protective clothing.
The big policeman barrelled into the female Stench, sending it flying to one side, then continued his charge past Gez and company before rugby tackling the other Stench to the ground.  The three friends could only look on in stunned amazement as the officers used their crooks to hook both of the undead by the neck. There was a sharp ‘click’ as the locks on the poles closed.  The burly officer looked at Gez, ‘Give us a hand here, son. Hold this pole for a second, while I get the cuffs on this fella.’
Gez gripped the pole tightly as the Stench squirmed at his feet. The big policeman, a sergeant, judging by the stripes on his arm, made short work of restraining the creature with plastic handcuffs. The second officer, with a little pole-holding help from Beth, had already managed to subdue the other Stench.
‘Right, that’s two more for the pens,’ said the sergeant, unclipping a walkie-talkie from his belt. ‘I’ll call this in, and then I’ll be wanting a few words with the three of you.’
The officer gave Gez a hard look before turning his attention back to his work. ‘Unit Four Two, Unit Four Two – we have a pick-up at the bottom of Dogfield Street, Cathays. Two, repeat, two infected. Over.’
Sergeant Keith Pugh was a career policeman. He’d joined the force at the age of 18, and had been happy in his work for the past twenty years. He’d had chances for further promotion, and even a shot at making detective grade, but he was at his most comfortable on the beat. He liked to think of himself as a “people person”, and so had stuck to the streets.
After Rotten Monday, Keith had volunteered to become a member of the newly formed PPG, or Post-living Patrol Group (although, the boys at the station just called it the “Rot Squad”).  The early days of the PPG had been fraught, to say the least, as there were constant call-outs to deal with Stenches appearing all across the city. And back then, they had to make do with far less effective body armour than they had now. It was no wonder there was a high mortality rate amongst those original members of the Rot Squad.
Keith had been close to getting bitten twice in his time with the squad, and it was only his calm manner and rugby player’s physique that had kept him out of harm’s way both times. Since the walls had gone up the PPG’s work was a lot easier, but no one took their job for granted. All it needed was for someone to become complacent while on duty, and things could easily turn fatal.
Constable Kevin Lovell had been with the PPG for three short, but fairly eventful, months. He had a brain built for comfort rather than speed, and it was pure dumb luck that had led to him being assigned to Sergeant Pugh on his first day with the squad. In the company of a less able partner, or worse still, left to his own devices, Kevin Lovell would probably have managed to get himself sacked/bitten/eaten before the end of his first shift. Under the sergeant’s watchful eye, Kevin had learned to do his job despite his apparent lack of intuition, initiative, and intelligence.
Sergeant Pugh returned his attention to Gez: ‘So what the bloody hell were you three playing at, wandering around back alleys in the dark?  You know it’s still not safe out here at night.’
Gez looked ashamed, ‘Sorry. It’s just that I had to see my uncle, and I was in a rush to leave the house. I didn’t think it would get dark this quickly.’
‘Yes, didn’t think’, repeated the sergeant. ‘There’s still a lot of that “not thinking” going around these days. Not thinking is what gets you killed, lad. Or at the very least, it gets you assigned to the PPG, where you tit about for three months without a clue what you’re doing.’
The sergeant looked pointedly at his assistant as he spoke. PC Lovell was wiggling a booted foot in front of his captured Stench’s face. Despite lying face down on the floor and being trussed up like a turkey, the creature still managed to move its head enough to bite down on Lovell’s boot. Luckily for the constable, the only damage caused was to the Stench’s fragile teeth. Lovell yelped as the zombie chewed on his footwear. ‘Aaarrgh! It’s biting me.’
‘See what I mean,’ the sergeant wearily said to Gez.
A few minutes later a PPG wagon arrived, more usually referred to as the “Rotmobile”, to transport the Stenches away from the scene. Wandering zombies like these two were usually rounded up by the authorities and then placed in huge, specially built pens, scattered around the country. Once the creatures were inside these large caged areas, they would then be used for all kinds of purposes. Waste not want not, seemed to be the order of the day. Some were sent to specialist laboratories for testing, as scientists worked tirelessly to see if it was possible to stop the zombie infection.  Others went to more commercial labs, where they were used for testing make-up products. PC Lovell had always found the idea of a Stench wearing mascara and blusher extremely unattractive, but if he was being honest with himself, he’d had blind dates with worse.
Some of the undead were used as crash-test dummies (just the once, obviously). Many more were sold on to television productions such as Dead Shot, to keep them in contestants. Or, in the case of the pitiful Jeremy Kyle special – I love a zombie, and he’s the father of my child – they were used as ratings winners.
As the Rotmobile drove off with its two new occupants, Sergeant Pugh returned his attention to the three teenagers.
‘Right then, lady and gentlemen, I think that’s enough entertainment for one night. Time you headed home. PC Lovell and I’ll drop you off in the patrol car so that you don’t get into anymore trouble.’
‘But I still haven’t found my Uncle Billy.’
‘Never you mind your Uncle Billy. I’ll give him a ring as we’re taking the three of you home. Now what’s your uncle’s surname?’
‘Morgan.’
‘Billy Morgan? Not Billy Morgan, Australia Road?’
Gez nodded his head.
‘Should have known,’ said the sergeant, staring deep into Geraint’s eyes, ‘The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it? Right, get in the car, now.’
◆◆◆
 
Sitting quietly in the living room of 24 Australia Road, Gez was waiting for the boom to drop. Sergeant Pugh had managed to get a hold of Uncle Billy on his mobile and, even from the back seat of the patrol car, Geraint could hear Billy’s voice rising in anger over the phone as he was told about the little adventure his nephew and friends had just taken.
‘You don’t have to hang around, Sarge. He’ll be back any minute, I reckon.’
Sergeant Pugh looked across at the young man, ‘No, no. I’ll wait. Between you and me, he sounded a little bit annoyed. So, just in case his temper gets the better of him, I’d rather stay and keep an eye on the situation.’
‘But Uncle Billy’s never lost his temper with me in all the years we’ve known each other. And he’s definitely never tried to hit me.’
‘Well, there’s always a first time. I mean, we are talking about Billy Morgan here.’
Gez gave the officer a sullen look, ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
The sergeant looked around the room nonchalantly, but it was clear he was trying to avoid eye contact with the young man. Before Gez had the chance to ask anything further, he heard the key turning in the front door, followed by Uncle Billy’s voice booming from the hallway, ‘Geraint? Geraint, where are you, boy?’
‘In here, Billy,’ called out Sergeant Pugh.
The living room door swung open, and there stood Billy Morgan. Depending on who you talked to, Billy was either a character, a rogue, an absolute angel or a bloody menace. In his late thirties, with a head of spiky, thick black hair, and what women would describe as rugged good looks, Billy Morgan was not at his most calm as his gaze settled on his nephew.
‘What have I told you, time and time again, about being out at night?’
‘I know,’ said Gez quietly.
‘Well clearly you don’t know, or I wouldn’t have to be shouting at you like this. So none of you were armed, is that right?’
‘No.’ Geraint’s voice was becoming quieter.
‘Christ on a bike! If your parents were here now.’
Gez snapped and yelled back at him, ‘But they’re not, are they Billy. And it’s not as if you’re doing such a bang up job of looking after me.’
An awkward silence descended. Sergeant Pugh stood up. ‘Well, you two have got a lot of talking to do, that’s clear. I’ll leave you to it.’ He looked at Gez. ‘You okay now, son?’
Gez nodded.
‘Don’t be too hard on him, Billy. It was just one of those things. Wrong time, wrong place. Could have happened to any of us.’
Billy’s attention swung towards the officer, ‘Aye. Fair enough, Sarge. And listen, thanks for looking after him. It’s appreciated. If you ever need anything, just give us a shout.’
The sergeant raised an eyebrow, ‘Anything?’
Billy led the officer towards the front door. ‘Oh, nothing illegal. You know, a free tune up for the car, that kind of thing. Mind you, I can get you some very nice bacon at a knock down price.’
Sargeant Pugh glowered at the man. ‘I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that, Morgan.’
‘Aye. Fair enough. Listen, thanks again. I really do owe you one.’
‘That’s all right, Billy. Just take it easy on the boy, eh? He’s had a rough enough night as it is.’
‘Yeah, okay.’
Billy closed the front door and went back to the living room. Gez sat quietly, looking down at the floor. ‘I’m sorry I yelled at you, Uncle Billy.’
Billy sighed, ‘That’s all right, Gez. You weren’t far wrong, mate. I’ve not exactly been the best uncle in the world.’
‘But that’s the thing. You have, though. It couldn’t have been easy for you, having me dumped on you…’
A pained look crossed Billy’s face, ‘You were hardly dumped, Gez. After Andrea… after your mum died, I had no problem taking you in. Hell, you were family, mun. I’d been there when you grew up anyway, so it wasn’t that big a deal to take on some more responsibility.’ He sat on the sofa next to his nephew. ‘It’s just… it’s just that I wanted to give you plenty of room to grow. I didn’t want you to feel I was being overprotective, or anything. But let’s be honest, I’m hardly the best role model, am I?’
Gez smiled. ‘You’re not too shabby, Uncle Billy. At least you didn’t shout at me for getting into trouble earlier. Oh wait… you did.’
Billy dug his elbow lightly into his nephew’s ribs, ‘Cheeky sod. Well, if you’d remembered one of the few important bits of advice your old Uncle Bill had told you, there’d have been no need for shouting, would there?’
‘I know, and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again, trust me.’
Billy clapped a hand on the boy’s knee. ‘Yep. Didn’t think you’d be wanting to get caught out like that again. Anyway, what the hell possessed you to head out tonight?’
‘I was on the way to the lock-up, looking for you.’
‘Oh that’s just bloody great. I was the reason you almost get eaten?’
‘No, not you… Barry.’
‘Barry? Barry who?’
‘The fella that sold you all that bacon.’
‘Oh right, Barry Bacon. So what’s it got to do with him?’
‘He was the one who wanted you to give him a ring, so I thought I’d best pass on the message, sharpish.’
Billy frowned, and Gez could swear he snarled under his breath as he did so. The man stood up, headed out to the hallway, put on a leather coat, and slid a length of lead piping into one of the inside pockets of the coat. He craned his neck round the door to look at his nephew.
‘Where you off to now, Billy?’
‘I am going to see Barry Bacon. And after I’ve punched him in the bollocks for sending you out into the night, I’m going to find out what he wanted.’
Gez laughed. ‘Fair enough. When will you be back?’
‘Can’t rightly say, mate. Those bollocks might need a fair bit of punching. I’ll tell you all about it at breakfast. Now, no more gallivanting tonight, okay?’
‘Definitely not. That’s a promise.’
‘Good man, Gez. Right, laters.’
Billy Morgan headed for the front door, singing loudly, as he went, ‘Hi-ho, hi-ho, it’s punching balls we go…’
Geraint smiled, turned on the television, and settled in for what would hopefully be a quiet rest of the night.
◆◆◆
 
Generally speaking, it was a lot easier to get rid of the Stenches from the big cities in South Wales. As someone once eloquently put it, well, there’s more of us than them, innit.
The more rural areas and small towns had their work cut out dealing with the undead masses, but for the most part they managed. Especially when an influx of city dwellers started turning up in vans and buses: locked, loaded, and ready to quite literally remove the rot from these communities.
The townsfolk of Bangor in North Wales dealt with their Stench problem in an inspired fashion. Rather than go to the effort of taking out the undead one at a time, which would have meant a fair bit of effort and no little risk, the city leaders instead decided to block off certain streets and roads throughout the town, then try and lead the dead away from the populated city centre, along the A5 road, and across the two bridges that connected the mainland to the isle of Anglesey.
Thirty people volunteered to lead the Stenches through the city and across the bridges, while much of the rest of the populace hurriedly blocked off access to side streets by putting up fences, parking lorries across alleyways, and even having people holding large, makeshift shields to push the walking dead in the required direction.
Although a relatively simple and audacious plan, its success hinged on the ability of those thirty volunteers to keep the attention of the zombies focused on themselves. And by damn, they did a good job.
One of the ‘pied pipers’ stripped down to his underpants, and painted the words, “all you can eat” on his belly before starting on the march towards Anglesey. Most of the other volunteers carried whistles, bells or just pots and pans to clatter together – anything that would create a noise and make them the primary focus of the Stenches.
The news bulletins were awash with stories about the bravery of the Bangor marchers, and there were impressive aerial shots taken from television news choppers that made everyone marvel at the courage (or stupidity, depending on your opinion) of these hardy souls.
By the time the volunteers had reached the Britannia and Menai Bridges, they were being pursued, slowly, by close to a thousand Stenches.
Once the bizarre parade had reached the island, the order was given to blow the bridges, and the thirty volunteers then headed rapidly down to the shoreline, where a flotilla of motor boats was waiting to ferry them back to the mainland.
In the years that followed, many more of the undead were dumped on the island – usually carried in nets suspended from helicopters, which were cut loose once they were over the land. Even the National Trust decided to turn the whole island into a bizarre nature reserve/safari park and went as far as describing it as “an area of outstanding natural ugly.”
More adventurous holiday makers would often make Anglesey a destination during the summer months, with trips from the mainland for hunting, or just ‘zom-watching’ outings. Geraint’s next door neighbours had been there for a few days a couple of years earlier, and to this day still had the stickers in their car’s rear window, which read, “we’ve seen the zombies of Beaumaris” and “My parents went to Anglesey, and all I got was bitten.”



SIX
Three weeks had passed since Geraint and his friends had met the two Stenches in the back alley, and things were pretty much back to normal for all concerned. That is, normal as defined by the soul-crushing, mind-crippling boredom most teenagers feel when they have too much time on their hands, and not enough distractions to keep themselves entertained.
The three friends had even lost all interest in their monthly trips to the Cathays Cemetery shooting range. Instead they moped around their respective houses, getting underfoot, sighing loudly at every opportunity, and generally being almighty pains in the collective arses of their respective families.
It was mid-morning Saturday, and Gez was stretched out on the sofa in the living room, with the television droning on in the background. He’d tried doing a bit of reading, but that felt too much like effort.
He thought about booting up his games console, but realised there was nothing he really wanted to play. He even considered surfing the web for an hour, but the computer was in his bedroom, and climbing those fifteen stairs seemed too much like hard work.
He heard the front door open, and the familiar boom of Uncle Billy’s voice, ‘You in Gez?’
‘Front room, Uncle Billy.’
Billy entered the living room, a copy of that day’s Western Mail newspaper tucked under his arm and a broad smile on his face. The smile crumbled when he saw his nephew sprawled out on the sofa. ‘I see you’re full of beans, as usual.’
Gez gave a single slow nod.
‘Good God, mun. You’ve got a face like a slapped arse. C’mon, it can’t be all that bad.’
‘Can’t it?’
Billy had put up with his nephew’s boredom over the past few weeks, but even his patience was wearing thin with this stroppy behaviour. He lobbed the newspaper into Gez’s lap.
‘There you go. Have a look at that.’
Gez grumbled, ‘I don’t really want to read the paper, Billy.’
‘Yes you do. Page twenty-five, bottom right hand corner.’
Gez opened the Western Mail, and made a meal of rifling through the pages until he got to page twenty-five. And there it was, in the bottom right hand corner – a simply worded advert – Fancy a weekend’s zombie hunting out in West Wales? Our expert guides will take you out into the depths of the country, where you’ll be taught how to track and then despatch genuine wild zombies. Satisfaction guaranteed or your money back. Call Lampeter 01570…’
Gez placed the paper on the floor and looked at his uncle. ‘Seriously?’
Billy looked puzzled, ‘What d’you mean?’
‘Well, it’s not much fun going to Cathays Cemetery anymore. What makes you think that the back of beyond would be any better?’
‘Wild zombies, Gez. Not the poor sods wandering aimlessly around the graveyards here. It’s like comparing a trip to Bristol zoo with an African safari, mun. There is no comparison.’
‘Oh… well… I don’t know…’
‘Tell you what, we can take Bethan and Neil along for the trip too. Make a nice change for you kids to get out of the city. Get some proper fresh air in your lungs.’
Gez brightened almost immediately, ‘Really? Well, if the four of us go then yeah, it could be all right, I suppose.’
‘Good. Glad you agreed because I’ve already booked it, and spoken to Neil and Beth’s families, and they’re fine with it all.’
‘Really? Neil’s parents were happy to let him go zombie hunting in West Wales?’
Billy nodded happily, ‘Aye. Turns out, he’s been an even bigger bloody misery than you over the last few weeks, so they were glad to get shot of him for a couple of days. So, next weekend all right for you?’
Gez jumped up from the sofa and gave his uncle an awkward hug. ‘Too right. Thanks, Uncle Billy.’
‘Well, it’s nice to see you up and about and smiling again. Right, before this good mood wears off, go and make us a cup of tea, you moaning git.’
Gez almost skipped out to the kitchen in his excitement. Next weekend couldn’t come soon enough.
◆◆◆
 
The rest of the week felt like the longest of Geraint Wyn Thomas’ young life. One day seemed to drag slowly into the next, and the hours crept along at a deathly pace.
Friday morning finally arrived, however, and the three friends gathered in Gez’s house, waiting for Billy to pick them up. A fair part of the week had been spent in finding the perfect excuse for them to take the day off school and head out west.
Uncle Billy’s first attempt at writing a note for Gez’s form teacher hadn’t exactly got the message across – ‘Dear Mr Wilson, please excuse Geraint from school today as he’s suffering from diary… dirare… dye-a-ree… the shits’.
In the end, it was Bethan who suggested that Billy asked for the day off, as he and Gez were heading westward due to a family bereavement. Beth had already persuaded her mother to write her a note, and Neil didn’t need anyone’s permission, as he was home schooled by his parents.
Beth and Gez carried some spare clothing in rucksacks, while Neil had brought a suitcase, portable television and a microwave oven.
Gez shook his head in disbelief. ‘You sure you’ve got everything there, Neil? Did you bring a washing machine?’
Neil looked horrified. ‘No. Why? Will I need one?’
Bethan snorted in disgust, ‘Truly, Neil, you are the king of the wild frontier.’
The front door opened and Uncle Billy’s head appeared around the living room door. ‘You lot ready for the off then?’
All three nodded enthusiastically. But to be honest, Neil seemed to be faking his enthusiasm for the most part. Billy looked down at all of the young man’s possessions gathered around him. ‘No washing machine, Neil?’
Neil’s brow furrowed. ‘Look, seriously now. That’s the second time I’ve been asked about a washing machine. Should I call home, and see if we can unplug ours?’
Billy burst out laughing. ‘No need for that, son. We’re only off for the weekend. And on top of that, you won’t be needing the telly or the microwave either. We’re going to Lampeter, mun, not Outer bloody Mongolia.’
‘Right,’ said Neil, quietly.
‘I’ve booked us a couple of rooms in the Castle Hotel. One for Beth, and then the three of us can bunk down together. There’s telly in the rooms and they do bar food as well so you won’t go hungry or miss your diet of moronic TV shows. Will that do you?’
Neil perked up. ‘So, I’ll just bring the suitcase then, is it?’
Billy winked at him. ‘That’s the idea. Right, we fit? Okay, let me introduce you to Lizzie then.’
There was a look of bemusement on the faces of the teenagers as they followed Billy outside.  ‘And this, is Lizzie,’ he said, gesturing theatrically in the direction of an old, yet sturdy looking Land Rover parked a few yards down the street.
Lizzie was a 1968 Series IIA station wagon, with a 2.6 litre straight six petrol engine. Painted in classic bronze green, the machine had been adapted over the years and now had impressive “bull bars” front and back and heavy wire meshing over all the windows. But there was a gap in the mesh on the driver’s side of the front window, to help with visibility.
‘Why Lizzie?’ asked Bethan.
Billy just shook his head. ‘God alone knows. It belongs to a mate of mine. You’d have to ask him.’ He gazed admiringly at the Land Rover. ‘Suits her, though.’
Billy walked towards the vehicle. ‘Right, sling your gear in the back and we’ll hit the road.’
With the gear stowed, the four took their seats with Gez riding shotgun next to his uncle. Billy turned to address his passengers. ‘Lampeter here we come. Lock up your daughters… Er… Oh, and your sons, of course.’
Bethan put her head in her hands and muttered, ‘Oh good grief.’
◆◆◆
 
Lizzie’s engine purred happily as Billy drove the old girl away from the Heath district and towards the outskirts of the city. As they wound their way towards Cardiff’s outer walls, Beth leaned forward in her chair to have a word with him. ‘Billy?’
‘Yes, lovely?’
‘Well, I was just wondering… I know I should have asked earlier this week, probably, but… well, do you think we might have a quick detour on this road trip so we can visit my dad?’
Billy kept his eyes on the road as he talked to Beth, ‘Where is he living, Bethan?’
‘A couple of miles outside Carmarthen… it’s a little village called Peniel. D’you know it?’
‘I know of it, Beth. Well, that’s not much of a detour… So, aye, no problem. We’ll call in to see him tonight then.’
Bethan squeezed his shoulder, ‘Thanks Billy. It’s appreciated.’
The Land Rover headed towards Junction 32, and the motorway that led west.



SEVEN
Before heading onto the motorway, the travellers had to pass through the checkpoint at the north wall of the city. In the early months of construction, the wall had been guarded by army marksmen who kept the Stenches at bay while the builders got on with the task at hand. But once the ten foot tall barrier was up and doing its job, the security operation had been scaled back drastically.
There were now only two guards on the gate – Reg and Kenneth. Both men were in their sixties and, with no family to speak of, the pair of them spent almost all of their time living on Junction 32 and keeping an eye on the comings and goings of the population, while keeping a wary look out for the undead. For those that thought a couple of old fellas in the twilight of their lives were hardly the best defence for the walls of a capital city, they may have been reassured to know that both Reg and Kenneth were former stewards at the Cardiff City Stadium. And, having dealt with ‘over-enthusiastic’ football fans for many years, keeping a few wandering Stenches in check was hardly a problem for these gentlemen.
There had been a slight worry some two years earlier, on a cold November morning, when Reg had seen a tall figure shuffling out of the mists as he ate an early breakfast. Grabbing a pair of binoculars for a better look, Reg watched the huge zombie plod its way relentlessly towards the wall. At a rough guess, he thought the Stench must have been at least seven feet tall.
As it turned out, the zombie was actually seven feet and three inches tall and, in its former life, had been better known as Gareth Blake, Wales’ tallest man (officially).
When the former Mr Blake arrived at the outer wall, he reached up and just about managed to get his fingertips onto the top of the barricade but that was as far as he went. Problem solving, including climbing, wasn’t high on the list of “things a Stench can do” and there were no other shambling corpses in sight to offer a leg up, even. Then again, co-operative teamwork didn’t really work with zombies.
It was Kenneth that put the bullet into the creature’s head but Reg was the one who had the brainwave of having Blake stuffed and put on show for all to see. As the Land Rover pulled up towards the elderly guards, the four passengers couldn’t help but notice the incredibly tall Stench standing to the side of the main hut with a sign hung around his neck –  Pembrokeshire New Potatoes For Sale. Despite their advanced years, Reg and Kenneth were very aware of the phrase, multiple streams of income.
As Billy pulled up next to Reg he leaned slightly out of the window, ‘Bloody hell. The size on that bugger.’
‘Aye,’ said Reg. ‘But you should have seen the one that got away.’
Reg chuckled at his own joke before adopting a more official air. ‘So, where are we off to today then, folks?’
‘Out west,’ replied Bill crisply. ‘Quick stop outside Carmarthen and then on to Lampeter for the weekend.’
Kenneth joined the conversation, ‘Lampeter, eh? Oh right. Off zombie hunting, are we?’
‘That’s the idea.’ Billy gestured at his fellow passengers. ‘Thought it would do them good to get some country air. And a bit of Stench spotting should keep things lively. But if they’re all as big as that one, perhaps we should turn around now.’
There was a loud groan from the three youngsters. Billy winked at the guards.
Reg joined in with the joke. ‘You could be right there, squire. See this one here, kids?’ He pointed towards the stuffed Mr Blake, ‘Well, that’s just one of the baby ones.’
Reg couldn’t help but notice Neil shifting uncomfortably in the back seat, and he addressed his next line directly at him. ‘Yes, they do say there’s some ten footers out there. Just wandering through the fields at night and hiding in the trees during the day. Some say it do take at least a dozen shots to kill one of them.’
Neil’s jaw began to drop. Bethan realised that this tall tale was at the expense of her friend, and gleefully joined in the fun. ‘So, a head shot won’t work on these Stenches?’
Reg caught on quickly, ‘No, Miss. With something that high off the ground, it’s difficult to get the angle right, see. Chances are you’re more likely to hit a low-flying bird than one of those big ‘uns.’
Neil’s mouth was wide open in shock by now, but he managed to compose himself long enough to join in the conversation. ‘So how do you stop one of these things then?’
Reg stared into the young man’s eyes. ‘Well, if you see one of those monsters coming at you, your best bet is to reach around behind you and pick up a bit of shite off the floor, lob it at the bugger, and run for your life.’
Neil took in all this information. ‘But what if there’s no shite there?’
Reg glared balefully at the boy. ‘Oh, there will be, son… There will be.’
A deathly silence hung in the air for a few seconds before Reg burst out laughing. He nodded in Neil’s direction, ‘This one don’t get out much, do he?’
Bethan nudged Neil, ‘Do you know, if you look up the word gullible in the dictionary, there’s a picture of you next to it.’
Neil glared at his friends, ‘Oh ha ha. Very funny. Pick on the townie, why don’t you.’
As the laughter subsided around Neil, it was Kenneth who first spoke. ‘Don’t mind us, son. We’re just having a bit of fun at your expense. It gets a bit boring around here most days, so we’ve got to find ways of entertaining ourselves.’
The old man leaned against the window of the Land Rover. ‘You’ll be fine. Just stick to the populated areas, keep your eyes peeled, and always make sure you’re armed’.
Billy punched Gez in the arm, ‘See. Told you.’
‘On your way now.’
‘Ok, thanks, lads.’ Billy revved the engine as Kenneth hauled open the gate to the M4. Reg stood watch over his colleague, rifle in hand.
The Land Rover eased through the barrier and they began to head for the motorway. Before they could pick up any speed, there was a shout from behind them.
‘Oi!’ yelled Reg.
Billy hit the brakes and reversed the vehicle slowly.  As they pulled up in line with Reg, the old man said cheerily, ‘do you want to buy some potatoes, by the way?’
Billy smiled. ‘No thanks, boss. Maybe on the way back, eh?’
He put the car into first gear. Lizzie’s engine sounded as if it was snorting with derision at this latest delay but, at last, they started their journey west.
◆◆◆
 
It was obvious to everyone that keeping the lines of communication open and the transport links clear, would be vital in combating the problem of the newly risen Stench population.
After the chaos of the early days, the phone lines and internet connections were soon back up and running properly, but it took a while longer to clear the roads of undead traffic.
Even the most simple journeys could often take a long time, as drivers found themselves weaving through groups of zombies dotted along the main roads. Of course, not everyone went for the weaving option. Lorries, construction vehicles, the Army’s armoured personnel carriers and the sturdier 4 x 4s just tended to plough through such shambling obstacles. Some drivers even went so far as to put stickers of zombie heads with red lines drawn through them on their doors as a way of keeping score. The doors of the fleet of trucks belonging to Mansel Davies were festooned with stickers. Hardly surprising as there were as many of Mansel’s lorries on the road as there were Stenches, according to some people.
After a number of months, fewer and fewer zombies were found on the roads. Whether it was a trace memory of their past lives, a survival gene or just instinct, it seemed even the Stenches realised that straying on to the tarmac could be hazardous to their health.
This was just a temporary respite for drivers, however, as bored youngsters invented a new game for themselves by trying to lure hungry zombies across the motorways. In effect it was a real-life, spectacularly messy version of Frogger, but it meant that drivers had to be on high alert once again.
Because of these juvenile antics, the motorways and A roads were ‘Stench-proofed’, with sturdy barbed wire fences erected along major routes over the next few years. Even today, people driving along the motorways could catch sight of the odd zombie wrapped up in the wire, struggling to free themselves.
For the most part, however, the wire fences were littered with the body parts of Stenches who’d managed to free themselves, although at some cost.  At one major roundabout just outside Carmarthen, someone had built a collage of Stench arms with a sign bearing the legend – Caution: No hand signals.



EIGHT
They’d been travelling for over an hour, and were easing on to the Swansea bypass. Gez and Billy chatted nonchalantly while Beth and Neil were whiling away the time by playing “Arm or Leg”. It was a simple little game, ideal for long car journeys, where each contestant counted either the number of arms or the number of legs they could see hanging from the barbed wire fencing around them. The first person to reach twenty was the winner. At present, Beth had seventeen arms to Neil’s nine legs.
‘Perhaps I should have mentioned,’ said Beth, ‘You’re far more likely to see arms hanging off the wire than legs.’
‘Now I know why you were so keen to have first choice.’
‘Them’s the breaks, my friend,’ smiled Bethan.
Neil smiled back. ‘Makes sense though. It’s probably a lot easier for a Stench to make do without an arm rather than a leg.’
Beth nodded sagely.
‘In fact,’ continued Neil, ‘you lose a leg out here and you’d be hopping mad.’
There was a loud groan from the driver’s seat. ‘Bloody hell, Staveley, if that’s the level of humour I can expect from you on this journey, you can get out and walk now.’
‘Sorry Billy,’ smirked Neil.
Changing the subject quickly, Billy addressed his passengers. ‘Right. Anyone fancy a bit of lunch?’
The three friends looked at each other and said ‘Yes’ instantly.
‘Okay then. There’s a nice little pub about three miles down the road from here. Just off the motorway. I used to call in there when I still had the motorbike. They do a cracking steak pie and chips.’
‘I’m starving,’ said Gez. ‘I could eat a horse.’
‘You’d better order the lasagne, then,’ quipped Billy.
◆◆◆
 
Ten minutes later, Billy pointed out a long, low building about a hundred yards to their left. ‘There she is, the Stag and Pheasant’.
The Land Rover took the left turning off the motorway and continued down the slip road before turning sharp left onto a gravel track. The barbed wire fence wasn’t as high or as well built on this part of the route, but it seemed to be solid enough.
As the vehicle pulled up in front of the pub, the four couldn’t help but notice the three old men sat on a long bench outside, clearly enjoying the good weather. All three wore similar high-wasted trousers, white shirts, tweed jackets, flat caps and very cheap looking sunglasses. They nursed their halves of bitter as they gazed into the distance. They looked, for all the world, like a pensioner version of the three wise monkeys.
‘Well, at least they’re open. That’s a good start. Come on then, I’ll pay for the food,’ Billy said, ‘and if you’re lucky, I might stand you a beer as well.’
Walking into the pub, Billy said hello to the three old fellas sat outside. All three nodded politely back at him.
Yvonne Williams stood behind the bar of the Stag and Pheasant. A short but buxom woman, she’d have probably been the same height lying down as she was standing up. She’d been the landlady of the Stag before the events of Rotten Monday and had managed to keep her loyal customer base, despite everything that had happened since.
‘Afternoon lovely,’ said Billy. ‘Are you doing food?’
‘Menus are there on the bar. Help yourselves. Something to drink?’
‘Let’s see…’
‘Hang on though. Are all these old enough to have alcohol?’
Quick as a flash, Gez and Beth answered ‘Yes’ while Neil answered, ‘No’.
Yvonne gave Neil a withering look.
‘Okay then,’ said Billy, ‘Pint of bitter for me. Two halves of lager, and a glass of coke for the child there.’ He looked over at Neil and grinned.
Neil fumed quietly.
Yvonne pulled the drinks and money changed hands. Billy looked out of the pub’s window, ‘Is it all right if we eat outside? Seems a pity to waste all this sunshine.’
Yvonne nodded pleasantly. ‘Of course.  You can join the Three Amigos out there. I’ll come and take your orders now in a minute.’
The four carried their drinks outside and sat at a large wooden table, just a few feet away from the old men.
They took in their surroundings – birdsong, sunshine, and fresh air.  It was a perfect early summer’s day. Billy took a long swig of his pint. ‘Doesn’t get much better than this, does it?’ He turned towards the three old men, ‘Eh boys?’
The three nodded and muttered in agreement.
‘Been out on the pop all day, have we gents?’
The first old man nodded, while the second said, ‘Nothing better to do, is there.’ The third old man just grinned and mumbled softly to himself.
Yvonne stepped out of the doorway of the pub, notepad in hand, ready to take the food order. She gestured towards the three old men before talking to Billy. ‘These three not bothering you, are they bach?’
‘Not at all. We were just commenting on the weather, weren’t we boys?’
The three nodded happily.
Yvonne looked at the table of newcomers, ‘Well, if they start bothering you, just give me a shout. Especially old Leighton there at the far end.’
‘Bit of a handful, is he?’
‘Oh, he’s all right. It’s just that he’s not really been the same since he died last summer.’
The four travellers rose instantly and stepped away from the table. Billy looked sharply at Yvonne, ‘Bloody hell, woman, he’s a… he’s a…’
Neil finished the sentence for him, ‘He’s a Stench?’
Yvonne glowered at Neil. ‘Well, there’s no need for that kind of name calling, is there. He’s not a ‘Stench’, he’s just Leighton.’
‘But aren’t you worried he could attack one of your customers?’ asked Bethan.
‘No, he’s pretty harmless, really. And Tom and Idris there have been mates of Leighton’s for donkey’s years. He just showed up here one morning a few months after his funeral. I think he just missed the company, you know. So we let him be. The boys there seem happy enough to see him again’.
Idris raised his head slightly, ‘Aye. Wish the bugger would buy a round once in a while, mind.’
‘So he’s never tried to bite anyone since he’s come back?’ Billy queried.
‘No. But we did have all his teeth pulled out, just in case.’
The youngsters looked shocked at this new information. Yvonne leaned in towards Billy in a conspiratorial fashion. ‘Mind you, I wouldn’t get him too excited. He can still give you a nasty suck.’
A broad smile broke across Yvonne’s face, ‘So, we ready to order, then?’
◆◆◆
 
They ate silently and speedily. Neil kept glancing towards the old Stench, Leighton.
‘Are you worried he’s going to take a bite out of you or your burger?’ asked Beth.
‘He’s toothless, remember?’ sneered Neil.
‘You’re useless, remember?’ mimicked Bethan.
Gez growled at the pair through a mouthful of food, ‘All right, stop bickering the pair of you, or this is going to be a very long weekend.’
As the hungry travellers finished the last of their meals, Yvonne returned to collect the plates. She pointed towards the empty drinks glasses, ‘Are these dead?’
‘As dead as old Leighton over there,’ replied Billy. Yvonne gave him a sour look but Billy just ignored it. ‘So, if you don’t mind my asking; what is the deal with Leighton then? I’ve never seen a Sten… a bloke in his condition behaving like that before.’
‘I know, it’s a mystery, isn’t it. I mean, we were used to people disappearing in the first few years, and never seeing them again. Or if we did see them, then they were usually trying to bite lumps out of you. Still, you got used to that kind of nonsense, soon enough.’
Billy marvelled at the nonchalance of the woman.
‘Anyway, no one had seen hide nor hair of Leighton for about five years, and then one lunchtime, there he was, stood outside the front door. Tom and Idris bought him a drink and that was it really. He just joined them at their table and no one thought anything more of it.’
‘But surely, you must have realised he was, well… dead?’
‘Well that’s the thing, love, he was hardly the chattiest of people when he was alive, so we never gave it much thought. It was only at Christmas Eve, when everyone was heading home that night, someone pointed out that they couldn’t see Leighton’s breath in the cold air. Well, we all watched him for the next five minutes and then I think it was Idris that said, he must be dead then.’
‘And you didn’t think of contacting the authorities, or taking matters into your own hands?’
‘Good grief, no. Why would we do something like that? It’s only old Leighton, after all.’
Neil shook his head in amazement.
‘Anyway, he’s been good as gold since he’s come back. Haven’t you Leighton bach?’
Leighton moaned and held up his beer glass.
‘Yes,’ continued Yvonne, ‘He’s happy as Larry with his old friends there. As long as he has his beer and they let him have a go on the karaoke now and again, we never have any trouble with him.’
‘Karaoke?’ spluttered Gez in shock.
‘He does love a sing song, does our Leighton. Well, I say sing-song, he mainly just stands there swaying from side to side and moaning. Still, the customers seem to enjoy it, and I tell you this for nothing… He’s better than most of those buggers I’ve seen on that Britain’s Got Talent.’
‘Unbelievable,’ said Bethan, under her breath.
Billy rose from the table, looked at the teenagers before turning to Yvonne. ‘Well, we’d best be off. Long old day ahead of us. Thanks for lunch, it was lovely’.
The other three added their thanks as well and left the table. As they climbed into the Land Rover, Yvonne shouted after them, ‘Remember to call by the next time you’re in the area.’
‘Will do and thanks again,’ said Billy as he turned the key in the ignition.
As Lizzie headed back down the gravel track, Yvonne Williams turned to look at the three old men sat on the bench. ‘Right then boys, I’m closing up for the afternoon. Let’s be having your glasses.’
The three grumbled, and made a big performance of draining their glasses slowly.
‘Come on now. Haven’t you got homes to go to? Oh, sorry Leighton. I meant, haven’t you three got homes and a grave to go to?’
Yvonne chuckled to herself as she walked through the front door of the Stag and Pheasant.



NINE
They drove for the next half hour in silence. All four had been bewildered and bothered by their run-in with the old Stench at the pub. The silence was finally broken by Neil. ‘Do you think there are many more like that out there?’
‘More like Leighton, you mean?’ asked Gez. ‘Dunno. Every other Stench I’ve seen or heard about just wants to eat you.’
Billy shifted gear. ‘That was new to me too. I’ve never seen the like. At least with the rest of them you know they’re after one thing and so it’s easy to deal with it. But seeing old Leighton just sitting there… quiet and peaceful.  That was scarier, somehow.’
‘Well, do you think they’re starting to calm down at last? Perhaps they’ve had enough to eat by now.’
Bethan smiled. ‘I think Leighton was the exception rather than the rule, Neil.’
Gez joined in. ‘If the Stenches had stopped attacking people, I’m sure we’d have been told by now. I’m with Beth. I reckon that old guy was a one off.’
Neil mulled over the last few minutes’ conversation. ‘So, you know if a vegetarian dies? Do you think they come back wanting to eat us? Or are they just as happy nibbling on a carrot?’
Bethan raised an eyebrow. ‘And he’s back.’
Neil gave her a puzzled look.
Bethan patted him patronisingly on the shoulder, ‘I was starting to worry about you, asking all these sensible questions. Now, that last one was more like the Neil I’ve come to know, and find constantly annoying.’
They continued their journey in silence.
◆◆◆
 
Gwyn Callaghan, Bethan’s father, was the owner of Hafod Isaf farm on the outskirts of the village of Peniel. A tall, wiry man in his mid-forties, with salt and pepper coloured hair, Gwyn had headed home to West Wales following his divorce from Beth’s mother. It was a chance for him to start over, while also helping out on the family smallholding.
For a number of years, Gwyn and his father worked side by side, tending to the daily chores on the farm, while also building up the perimeter defences in order to keep out unwelcome, rotting visitors. But then Gwyn’s father died of heart failure and the son decided to go it alone, rather than sell up and move on.  The last couple of years had been hard on him, body and soul, but he threw himself into his work and turned a smallholding that was just scraping by into a very successful little farm.
The milk yields were up, he was making a decent enough profit from the cattle he raised for meat, and he even had a farm shop, which sold home grown fruit and vegetables to an ever expanding market. And even though he missed his daughter, the fact that they were able to have Skype conversations on a regular basis meant that he could at least keep in touch with the one person who meant more to him than any other.
Gwyn Callaghan, the farmer, was doing very well for himself. But it was the sheep that were causing him problems… those evil bloody sheep.
◆◆◆
 
Gwyn was crossing the yard when he noticed an unfamiliar green Land Rover coming along the track that led to the farm. He glanced at his watch. Just after three in the afternoon. Visitors to the shop never came up to the farmhouse, and he wasn’t due a visit from the people at DEFRA for at least another month. So who was calling by on a quiet Friday afternoon?
The Land Rover came to a halt at the entrance to the farmyard. Gwyn began to walk towards the new arrivals, when the back door of the vehicle was flung open, and a young woman jumped out of the cab and ran towards him with a big smile on her face.
‘Bethan?’
Before Gwyn had the chance to utter another word, Beth cannonballed into him, knocking the tall man back a step. And then she hugged him with all her might.
‘Hello, calon. Looks like you missed your old man, then.’
Her head buried in his chest, Gwyn only just heard Beth’s muffled, ‘Hi, Dad.’
Gwyn looked up at the three other passengers who were stepping out of the Land Rover, nodded a quick hello, before turning his attention back to his daughter.
‘Well, this is a nice surprise. What brings you out to this neck of the woods?’
‘Oh, we’re having a weekend away from Cardiff and I just thought it would be nice to swing by and say hello.’
Gwyn looked down at Bethan and said, ‘In that case… hello. Great to see you, sweetheart. I’m sure you’ve grown since I saw you last.’
Gez and his companions stood a few feet away from the reunited couple. Gwyn looked over at them. ‘Well, I’m guessing that you’re Geraint,’ he said, nodding in Gez’s direction. ‘Beth does talk about you an awful lot.’
Beth felt her cheeks start to redden.
Gwyn’s gaze moved along to the next in line, ‘And I’m betting that our twitchy young friend over there, who’s clearly never seen a farm animal in his life, is Neil.’
Neil didn’t react at all to Gwyn’s comments. He was far too busy keeping his eye on a couple of chickens that were wandering slowly across the yard in front of him. He took his eyes off the birds for just an instant in order to ask, ‘er, do those things bite?’
Gwyn tried to suppress a smile. ‘No, Neil. They don’t bite.’
There was a visible sigh of relief from the young man.
‘No, they don’t bite, they peck. But it’s the venom that does the damage.’
‘V... v... venom?’ said Neil nervously.
‘Yes. Your average chicken has enough venom to kill a grown man stone dead in less than a minute.’
‘I can see where Bethan gets her sense of humour’.
Gwyn looked across at the dark haired man and winked slyly.
‘Pleased to meet you Mr. Callaghan, I’m Billy Morgan. I’m the one trying to keep an eye on this mob for the weekend.’
He reached out his hand, and Gwyn shook it.
‘It’s good to meet you too, Billy. And please, call me Gwyn.’
Before any further pleasantries could be exchanged, they heard a shriek from Neil’s direction and watched the young man run back to the Land Rover, jump in, and slam the door shut.
‘What’s up with you, now?’ asked Billy.
Neil pointed towards one of the chickens. ‘It was looking at me funny.’
‘And on that note,’ said Gwyn, ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’
◆◆◆
 
It took them twenty minutes to persuade Neil to leave the safety of the Land Rover. And they only managed that after Gwyn had ushered the chickens off the yard and then explained, in far more detail than was necessary, that chickens weren’t actually poisonous. He was finally persuaded to leave the vehicle when Gwyn told him, ‘look, these animals are more afraid of you, than you are of them.’
Tea was served and the conversation flowed. Gwyn and Bethan had a lot of catching up to do, despite a Skype chat a couple of weeks earlier. And Gwyn was keen to hear stories about Cardiff from the rest of the group.
Billy didn’t disappoint with some of his anecdotes.
The afternoon stretched out in a leisurely fashion, and even Neil finally seemed to relax.
‘So, why head to Lampeter for the weekend?’ asked Gwyn finally.
‘Well,’ replied Billy, ‘I just thought it’d make a nice change for us all to get out of Cardiff for a few days, you know the sort of thing – fresh air, open spaces, poisonous chickens…’
‘Sod off,’ muttered Neil under his breath.
‘And on top of all that, we’re going to be spending tomorrow…’
Before Billy had even finished the sentence, Bethan had kicked him hard in the shin. He could just about make out the fact that she was shaking her head at him.
‘Pony trekking,’ said Bethan, smiling happily. There was a perplexed look on her friends’ faces. ‘Just ordinary, safe as houses, pony trekking.’
‘Right,’ said Gwyn. He drew the word out as he spoke. ‘So you’re definitely not going zombie hunting then?’
‘Good grief, no. Why would we do something that mad?’ Bethan tried to laugh off the question, but the laugh sounded more like a mad cackle.
Gwyn reached for the copy of the Western Mail resting on the sideboard in the living room. ‘Just because we’re out in the sticks doesn’t mean we’re not up to date on what’s happening in the rest of the country. I’ve seen the advert in the paper, you know.’
Bethan squirmed in her chair. ‘Honest Dad, it’s just pony trekking and that’s it.’
Gwyn squinted at his daughter. ‘Good. Because, if I thought you were going to be running around in the wilds trying to find zombies for fun, well I…’
The penny had finally dropped with the other three, and before Gwyn had finished his sentence they were all talking across each other, promising that the last thing on earth they had in mind was to go zombie hunting.
‘It’s just a pony trekking weekend Mr Callaghan,’ said Gez.
‘Well, unless horses are venomous too,’ added Neil.
His feeble attempt at humour cut through the tension in the room, and Gwyn visibly relaxed. Billy spoke up, ‘Listen Gwyn, I don’t blame you for feeling worried, but if it’s any use to you, I promise that I won’t let any one of them come to harm this weekend.’
‘What do you mean come to harm?’ snapped the wiry farmer.
Bethan leapt in, ‘err… as in not come to harm falling off a pony. That sort of thing.’
Gwyn looked suspiciously across the table, but Beth had her best poker face on.
Billy sighed, and looked at his travelling companions. ‘Well, I suppose we should be making tracks. I’d rather get to Lampeter before the sun goes down. No telling what you might bump into once it gets dark, eh?’
The four rose from their seats rapidly, and began to head for the front door of the farmhouse. As Billy was about to step outside, Gwyn grabbed his arm in a firm but friendly manner.
‘Listen Billy, I know you’re heading to Lampeter to look for zombies. I’ve known Bethan long enough to tell when she’s lying. And truth be told, the rest of you weren’t much cop at pulling the wool over my eyes either. Just promise me you’ll take care.’
Billy nodded, ‘As I said Gwyn, I’ll make sure no harm comes to any of them. And that’s a gold-plated promise, boss.’
‘Good enough for me.’
They stepped out onto the farmyard. Bethan and Gez were leaning against the Land Rover. ‘Where’s the other clown?’ shouted Billy.
Beth pointed, ‘He’s sat on that gate over there, trying to chat up a sheep.’
Gez grinned, ‘Once a Welshman, always a Welshman, eh?’
‘Oh Christ!’ yelled Gwyn. ‘The sheep!’
He sprinted across the farmyard towards the gate, with a worried Billy in hot pursuit.
◆◆◆
 
Neil was sat on top of the large wrought iron gate, looking out over Hafod Isaf farm. He spotted the sheep on the other side of the field, just standing there, staring.
‘Now HE really is looking at me funny,’ thought Neil.
The creature started to walk sluggishly across the field. Neil thought it looked in rather a shabby condition, and was possibly injured, judging by the unsteady movement of the beast. Neil tried to encourage the animal. ‘Here boy... Uncle Neil’s got some nice mint sauce for you.’
He chuckled to himself as the sheep drew ever nearer. The creature was less than ten feet away from the boy when it bleated savagely and then launched itself forward, far quicker than Neil thought possible. As the beast barrelled along, it lowered its head slightly and at the final moment jumped up at the shocked teenager. Whether it was just dumb luck, or bad judgement from the animal, the sheep’s skull hit the gate just below Neil’s feet, and the impact knocked the young man backwards.
Neil couldn’t stop himself falling, but at the last moment a pair of strong sinewy arms caught hold of him.
‘It’s okay, son. I’ve got you,’ said Gwyn, breathless.
The farmer hauled Neil away, and the teenager looked on in horror as the sheep repeatedly tried to lunge at him through the bars of the gate.
‘Bloody hell, Gwyn,’ said Billy, grinning.  ‘That bugger’s a bit of a handful. Horny, is he?’
‘No. Hungry.’
Now, there was a look of horror on both Neil and Billy’s faces.
Neil moved further away from the gate and the thrashing animal.  ‘What? You mean that sheep’s a Stench?’
‘A what?’
‘Stench, Gwyn. It’s what we call zombies.’
‘I see. In that case, Neil, yes, it’s a Stench.’
Billy was dumbstruck for a moment before managing to gather his thoughts. ‘Hang on a minute. How the hell do you get zombie sheep? I thought it was only humans that were affected?’
Gwyn looked at Billy shamefaced. ‘Well, you know the old jokes about ‘sheep shaggers’?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, it seems that it’s not just the living that enjoy that kind of… erm… activity.’
‘Sheep shagging zombies?’
Gwyn just shrugged his shoulders. Billy tried to work out the logic of such a thing but even he couldn’t make any sense of this latest outrage by the undead.
‘But hang on a minute, they’re dead. How the hell do they… you know. What I’m trying to say is, your average Stench isn’t really equipped to be fruitful and multiply.’
Neil had a confused look on his face. Billy turned to him, ‘I’ll explain it to you later… or when you’re older.’
Gwyn was very nonchalant, ‘Look, we’ve already got dead people wandering around out there. So, to be honest, the idea of a zombie sheep doesn’t really seem that much odder, all things considered.’
By now, Gez and Beth had joined the rest of the gang.
‘What’s wrong with that sheep?’ asked Bethan.
‘It’s a Stench,’ yelled Neil while pointing at the enraged beast.
‘You have got to be kidding me,’ uttered Gez in amazement.
Billy turned to Gwyn. ‘And you asked me to promise to look after these kids when you’ve got something like this roaming loose on your land?’
Gwyn nodded in agreement. ‘I know. But at least it won’t get through the gate. They never do.’
‘They? They?’
‘We get one of these turning up about once a week. As long as you stay well away from them, it’s fine.’
‘And when they start trying to jump gates in order to take a bite out of you?’
‘Well, normally, I’ll just fetch the cattle prod from the barn, give it a zap, and off it goes.’
‘Do you think it might be worth getting the cattle prod now, Gwyn?’
‘I would, Billy, but the batteries are dead, and I’ve not had time to buy new ones this week.’
The sheep kept driving its head through the bars of the gate, eager to take a bite out of the travellers who were watching it in horrified fascination.
‘Hang on,’ said Gwyn, ‘I’ll go and get my sledgehammer.’
◆◆◆
 
The zombie sheep were an unfortunate, and sordid, by-product of Rotten Monday. There were pockets of these dangerous creatures to be found across a number of rural areas in Britain, proving that it wasn’t just the Welsh who had a romantic interest in woolly livestock.
The government’s department for agriculture (DEFRA) was well aware of the problem, but tried to keep a lid on any stories being spread about this strange contagion. For the most part, they didn’t want to create any further panic but primarily they were just very embarrassed about the whole thing.
Again, scientists were baffled by the creation of these sheep. There was no evidence to suggest that the human Stenches had the wherewithal to convert any of the animals they “interfered” with, and the experts couldn’t understand why only sheep were affected. However a couple of farmers managed to half clear up that point by suggesting that trying to mate with cattle or horses would mean using a stool, stepladder or other device in order to reach. And so far no Stench had shown any creative thinking skills, and their sense of balance was hardly the best, either.
One junior biologist summed up the scientific community’s confusion at explaining the zombie sheep presence with the sentence, ‘Perhaps they just fancied a change.’
Despite the government’s best efforts, stories did leak about the creatures. Thankfully, most people dismissed it as a rural myth, or just a practical joke; but some did take more seriously.
A group of animal rights protesters who’d discovered the truth, headed out to rural Wales to try and defend the sanctity of these poor, persecuted animals. Thirty of them headed out and only ten returned, and that was the end of that particular crusade. From thereon in they stuck to rescuing plants and trees. It was a damn sight safer.
For the most part, if you lived in the country, you were always wary of single sheep and flocks were to be avoided at all costs. Luckily there were only two flocks that had been catalogued – one in the hills to the north of Machynlleth and the other deep in the heart of Anglesey. Only the most foolhardy would venture into those territories – which meant, for the most part, English tourists and particularly stupid sheepdogs.
For years before Rotten Monday there had been a legend circulating around the country about the “Beast of Bont”. In 1996 a large animal, possibly an escaped Jaguar or Puma, had attacked over fifty sheep around a village, some fifteen miles from Aberystwyth. To this day, no-one had seen the monster, and there were still some doubts over the authenticity of the animal. But if you asked any of the old folk in the area, they remembered the beast only too well.
But for the younger residents of Aberystwyth and its surroundings, the “Beast of Bont” was nothing in comparison to the nightmare stories they’d been told about the “Black Ram of Borth”.
Depending on which local you asked, the black ram was anywhere between five and thirty feet long. It tended to have either no eyes, red eyes, “black eyes like the devil’s himself”, or you couldn’t see the eyes because of the size of its horns. And again, the horns carried their own separate legends.  They dripped blood, were sharp as razors, had a man’s head impaled upon one of them, made an eerie screaming noise when the wind blew across them or any number of similar permutations.
The only thing that wasn’t in doubt was that the black ram was a vicious brute, and had badly mauled at least a dozen people. He had marked out his territory near the coastal village of Borth, some six miles north of Aberystwyth, and had even been spotted on the beach once or twice.
As one local put it, ‘it’s not too bad if you like a swim. At least having that big black bugger on the beach seems to be scaring the sharks away.’
Posted at intervals, along the beach at Borth, never had a ‘Beware of the sheep’ sign looked less comical and more ominous.



TEN
It was just past eight o’clock at night when the Land Rover crossed the bridge over the river Teifi, and arrived at the barricades that led into Lampeter town. As they pulled up, they noticed three men sat in deck chairs, drinking mugs of tea. One of the men rose from his seat, strode over to the Land Rover and leaned against the roof.
‘Ie? Shw’mai. Shwd I chi heno?’
Billy looked up at the stranger. ‘Sorry mate, I don’t speak the lingo.’
‘Ah, right. English are you?’
‘No, from Cardiff.’
‘Same thing,’ said the man, grinning cheekily. ‘So, are you here for the zombies or the rugby training? Most people that stop in Lampeter come for one or the other.’
‘Rugby training?’ asked Billy.
The man turned to his seated friends, ‘Hei bois, d’yw rhein ddim yn gwbod dimbyd am y rygbi.’ He turned his attention back to the passengers in the Land Rover. ‘I was just telling the boys, you didn’t know anything about the rugby. Well, just head up to the training ground on North Road tomorrow morning and you’ll see for yourselves. It’s quite a spectacle.’
The two men in the deck chairs started laughing. Billy just looked at his companions and shrugged his shoulders.
‘Fair enough boss, we’ll give it a look then. Anyway, we’d best head into town.
‘Right you are,’ replied the man and motioned his colleagues to help him move the barricade to let the vehicle through. Billy shifted Lizzie into gear and drove towards the Castle Hotel.
◆◆◆
 
The Castle was a no-nonsense, down to earth, honest to goodness ‘boozer’. An open plan room with a bar in the middle, pool tables at the back, a dart board and juke box off to the side, with big screen televisions fixed to three of the four walls. As Billy noted when he stepped through the doors, ‘it’s like coming home.’
The bedrooms were adequate with clean, fresh linen on the beds, a kettle with sachets of tea and coffee and, to Neil’s eternal relief, a small television.
As it turned out, they weren’t the only guests at the hotel that weekend. One of the other rooms was taken by Toby and Fiona Hammond, a couple in their mid-thirties from Buckinghamshire who had the unfortunate (and extremely annoying) habit of referring to each other constantly as ‘Tobes’ and ‘Fi-Fi’. But, as the new arrivals found out during the course of the evening, this was possibly the least irritating thing about the pair.
Once they’d left their gear in their rooms, the gang headed down to the bar for some supper, where the Hammonds took little time in introducing themselves, and insisting on joining Gez and his friends while they ate.
Toby was one of those people who thought that everything he said was hysterically funny and, irritatingly, Fiona agreed with that thinking. Every sentence uttered by Toby was followed by a guffaw of laughter, while Fiona’s echoing response could be best described as a cross between a hiccup and a shriek.
The pair had been sweethearts since their school days and after their ‘A’ levels, they took a gap year… which became more of a “gap three years”. They spent that time backpacking around the globe, where they developed a love for extreme sports and travelling to the most far flung hot spots on the planet. This constant flirting with danger was what had led them to Lampeter for the weekend.
After Rotten Monday, travelling abroad had been banned, in case it spread contagion even further between infected countries. As a result, Toby and Fiona had to make do with travelling to dangerous sites in the United Kingdom. They visited Anglesey annually and, only last year, had spent a whole week trekking through the by now Stench infested and extremely hazardous Lake District.
It was while trawling the internet that Toby had found an advert for the zombie weekend in West Wales. ‘…and so I booked it there and then.’ Toby finished his long-winded monologue with a guffaw of laughter. Fiona joined in with a hiccupping shriek.
It was lucky that the rest of the crew around the table were busy wolfing down their food as none of them would have been able to get a word in anyway.
‘So, are you guys heading up to the rugger club in the morning?’ asked Toby excitedly.
Billy nodded, while shovelling another forkful of food into his mouth.
‘It’s supposed to be totes amaze-balls,’ added Fiona, just as excitedly.
‘It’s what?’ asked Gez, a perplexed look on his face.
‘Totes amaze-balls,’ repeated Toby. ‘You know, it’s what the kids say, isn’t it.’
Neil placed his cutlery on his now empty plate. ‘I think you’ll find the ‘kids’ stopped saying that about ten years ago.’
There was an awkward silence around the table for a minute until Toby piped up again. ‘Anyway, did I tell you about the time Fi-fi and I were bungee jumping in the Amazon rainforest?’
The four friends shot nervous glances at each other, before Gez just barely nodded his head in his Uncle Billy’s direction.
‘Er, well, you know what Toby…’ stammered Billy
‘It’s Tobes. Okay? Tobes.’
‘Yes, well, the thing is Tobes,  it’s been a long enough day for myself and “the kids” as it is so, if you don’t mind, we’re going to turn in. Probably see you up the rugby club tomorrow morning, then.’
‘No you won’t,’ giggled Fiona.
‘Really?’ smiled Gez.
‘No, silly, we’ll see you here for breakfast first, won’t we.’  A hiccupping shriek was followed by a hearty guffaw.
‘Can’t wait,’ Bethan muttered under her breath.



ELEVEN
Despite being a little cramped, Gez, Billy and Neil managed to get a good night’s sleep, although using the small en suite bathroom the following morning was a bit of a performance.
They met Beth on the upstairs landing and made their way down to the bar for breakfast. Before they’d even entered the room, they heard the braying laughter of Toby and Fiona.
‘Oh dear God,’ winced Gez. ‘Can’t we just order room service?’
Billy gave him a playful clip around the ear. ‘C’mon, mun. They’re not that bad.’
Neil looked at him in mock horror. ‘I’d rather be stuck in a back alley with a couple of Stenches again than those two. At least the dead don’t laugh like hyenas.’
‘All right, all right. Look, we’ll have breakfast with them, and then… worst case scenario, they’ll want to walk up to the rugby club with us. After that, we’ll ditch them and then the rest of the weekend is ours. Happy now?’
Judging from the muttering and grumbling coming from the three youngsters, they clearly weren’t.
As they walked into the bar, they heard Fiona’s dulcet tones. ‘Oh, hi guys. Look, we’ve saved you a place at our table.’
‘Great. Thanks,’ said Billy, mustering all the enthusiasm he could manage.
Toby’s grating voice chipped in, ‘you guys really have to try the ‘full Welsh breakfast’. It’s—’
Don’t say amaze-balls, don’t say amaze-balls, don’t say amaze-balls, thought Neil.
‘—amaze-balls.’
Neil tried his best to smile, but it became a sneer.
Billy turned to his companions, ‘Take a seat then. I’ll order the grub. Full breakfasts all round?’
They nodded. Billy headed to the bar. ‘Hello? Shop.’
The landlord popped his head out from the kitchen at the rear of the room. ‘Oh, hello. You’re up and about then.  Four full breakfasts?’
‘Please.’
‘Tea or coffee?’
‘Coffee, ta.’
‘Leaded or unleaded?’
‘Best give us a bucket of the strong stuff. We’ve got a long day ahead.’
‘Ah, right. Off hunting zombies, are we?’
‘That’s the idea.’
‘Has anyone told you about the rugby?’
‘A few people have mentioned it. How far is the rugby club from here?’
The landlord leant against the kitchen door. ‘It’s about a five minute walk. Turn right out of here, and head towards the town square. Then left at the square, and just keep walking. You’ll be there in no time.’
‘Is it clearly sign-posted? Just in case we take a wrong turn.’
The landlord smiled, ‘Just follow the crowd and you won’t go far wrong. Right, I’ll get those breakfasts on.’
As he turned to head back into the kitchen, Billy walked towards him and asked quietly, ‘So, what’s the difference between the ‘full Welsh breakfast’ and a ‘full English breakfast’?’
The landlord gave him a sly grin, ‘Nothing. Only, we charge idiots like those two over there an extra £3 for the Welsh version.’
Billy smiled back, ‘Perhaps we better have the full English instead then.’
‘No, that’s ok. We’ve got a deal on Welsh breakfasts for you this morning – three pound off, per head.’ The landlord winked, and headed back into the kitchen.
Billy strolled back to the long dining table and couldn’t help but be amused at the miserable look on his companions’ faces, as they listened to Tobes and Fi-Fi’s latest tale of high adventure.
‘How’s that full Welsh breakfast going down?’ he asked.
Chewing noisily as he spoke, Toby replied, ‘Absolutely brilliant. Worth every penny.’
‘Fair enough,’ said Billy and sat down to wait for his food.
◆◆◆
 
Once breakfast was done, the six residents of the Castle hotel headed out of the front door, down to the square, and then up College Street towards the rugby club. At the end of College Street they reached a crossroads: to the left led Bryn Road, to the right Station Terrace, and ahead of them was North Road.
‘Straight ahead, isn’t it?’ bellowed Toby.
Billy looked around him keenly and noticed people heading along North Road. Some were alone, others were in couples, and yet more were moving in excited, talkative groups.
Billy nodded his head in the direction of the moving throng, ‘just follow the crowd is what the man said.’
As they headed on to North Road, the crowd grew larger, and soon enough they were carried through the iron gates of the rugby club, in the middle of the mass of people.
A single bar fence surrounded the pitch, and there seemed to be someone leaning against or sitting upon every square inch of it. Billy had been down to watch Cardiff City playing back in the glory, glory days of Premier League football; but he couldn’t remember ever seeing a crowd this big before. He’d definitely never seen a crowd this big gather for what was probably only going to be a small-scale parochial rugby match between two local sides.
And then the teams hit the pitch, and the place went wild.
The first squad onto the field were the Lampeter XV. Togged out in their maroon shirts, they looked more like ancient warriors than sportsmen. You could almost imagine them hefting battle axes and screaming blood oaths to Odin and all the other Norse gods. The crowd roared their approval, while Gez and his friends politely clapped. Toby and Fiona were getting into the spirit of the event and whooping wildly, despite not really having a clue what was going on.
And then, the opposition took the field to sharp intakes of breath and a look of utter horror from Neil. ‘Ohmigod, they’re all Stenches.’
Stumbling, shuffling and dragging their way onto the field of play were fifteen of the ugliest zombies Gez had ever seen. Each one wore a mud and blood stained jersey with green and white hoops. And more importantly, for obvious health and safety reasons, each of the zombies wore some sort of muzzle over their faces. A portly man leaned over to Gez and said, ‘spoils the game when they start biting, see.’
Gez nodded wisely as if he understood any of what was going on around him.
The Lampeter XV were gathered in a huddle underneath the rugby posts, while their opponents, for the most part, stood around the field, moaning softly or hissing eerily. Some of the zombies had noticed the crowds lining the field and were shambling towards them, more interested in a pre-match snack than in taking part in a game of rugby.
The portly man nudged Gez again and pointed towards the pitch, ‘aye-aye. That big Number Eight looks a bit keen.’
Gez looked in the direction of his pointed finger and saw one of the larger back row forwards from the Stench team walking stiffly towards the gathered Lampeter squad. Its arms were outstretched, and a dark line of drool was dripping from the creature’s mouth, down onto its chin and throat.
The zombie was stopped in its tracks by the sound of a shrill whistle blow as the referee took his place on the pitch.
There was another huge cheer as the Lampeter players took their positions, ready for the kick off. The referee checked his watch, looked at both teams and gave a sharp blast on the whistle.
The Lampeter outside half kicked the ball towards the opposing team. The ball landed with a thud about twenty yards further up the pitch, and bounced to a halt near one of the zombies. The creature looked down at the egg-shaped ball with a quizzical look on its face. The zombie’s attention was then interrupted by the whooping of fifteen large, scary men charging towards it.
The first man to the ball picked it up, and easily side-stepped the Stench, while his fourteen team-mates followed closely behind. They steamrollered the undead player, sending it flying backwards, then trampling it into the ground with enthusiasm.
Less than five seconds later, Lampeter had scored their first try of the game.
Billy leant towards the portly man stood next to Gez. ‘Bit one-sided, isn’t it?’
‘That’s the trouble with these dead buggers, see. They’re not natural ball carriers’, he replied sagely.
The Lampeter team trotted back to their own half, and waited patiently to kick-off again. The whistle blew, the ball sailed through the air, and more carnage ensued.
Five minutes into the game and the ‘home’ team were already ahead by forty nine points to nil. The portly man continued his touchline commentary. ‘Most of the time, these poor sods are lucky to get nil.’
Back on the pitch, the referee had just awarded Lampeter a line-out, although, trying to get the zombies to stand in a straight line for the throw in was proving a bit tricky.
There was a wicked smile on the face of the home team’s hooker, as the referee finally decided to let the line-out be taken. Without a second thought, he launched the rugby ball straight into the face of the nearest Stench. The creature’s rotting features imploded as the ball struck it in the head and the zombie hit the ground like a sack of potatoes.
There was a shrill blast on the whistle, and the referee shouted, ‘not straight.’
The hooker was livid. ‘What do you mean, not straight?’
The ref gave him a steely look. ‘Do you want me to stick with ‘not straight’ or would you rather ten minutes in the sin bin for ungentlemanly conduct?’
The hooker turned on his heel, stomping away from the ref, while cursing under his breath.
Gez had seen enough of this rugby match to last several lifetimes and moved away from the crowd at the railing. Beth saw him step back and joined him.
‘Not enjoying the game, Gez?’
‘It’s hardly competitive, is it?’
‘I know. I actually almost feel some pity for those Stenches out there.’
‘I’m starting to wonder if this weekend away was a good idea.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Well, if they get this excited about a one-sided game of rugby, imagine how dull the zombie hunt could be.’
Beth furrowed her brow. ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that.’ She glanced back towards the pitch. ‘At least Neil seems to be enjoying himself.’
Neil and Toby were stood together, cheering on the home team; whooping and yelling every time they scored.
Beth shook her head in despair. ‘Oh God, they’ve bonded.’
Gez grinned. ‘Still, at least he seems to have forgotten his fear of all things rural.’
Beth nodded in agreement. ‘He might even decide to stay here for good. I can see him now, trying to milk a cow by hand.’
‘Knowing Neil, he’d probably end up trying to milk the bull.’
There was a sudden cheering from the crowd. The pair looked towards the pitch, just in time to witness the sight of a Stench carrying the rugby ball and shambling towards the Lampeter try line.
‘Looks like one of them’s played this game before,’ volunteered Gez.
Almost as soon as he’d finished the sentence, the ball-carrying zombie was hit from the side by a ferocious tackle from one of the home team’s forwards. In fact, the impact was so violent that the Lampeter player went through the Stench completely, leaving nothing but the lower half of its torso standing on the pitch. The player turned sharply and ran back up the pitch, carrying the top half of the Stench’s flailing body with him. As he crossed the try line, he ripped the ball out of the dead creature’s hands and planted it firmly on the ground for the five points. The crowd went wild.
‘Amaze-balls!’ yelled Neil and Toby as one voice. Some of the supporters standing within earshot turned their heads and gave the pair looks of either mild amusement or utter disgust.
Gez looked at Beth. ‘Ok, I have to admit, that was impressive.’
‘The try or the duet of amaze-balls?’
The pair chuckled and made their way slowly back through the cheering crowd.
Billy had been enjoying the rugby spectacle thoroughly over the past fifteen minutes and was now asking the portly man next to him all manner of questions about the intricacies of the game.
‘So, are there scrums at all?’
‘Would you want to pack down with eight of those dead things? The smell would be enough to knock you out, to begin with. And if one of them managed to slip its muzzle… well, it doesn’t bear thinking about.’
Billy nodded. ‘And what happens when you run out of Stenches?’
‘Run out of what?’
‘Stenches. It’s what we call these things where I’m from.’
‘Stenches… good name, that. Well, we’ve only got so many of these Stenches available to us, which is why they only play a game like this once every three months. It takes a while for the boys to hunt down another squad of these buggers so for the most part, when there’s only six ‘Stenches’ left on the pitch, we usually finish the game there and then.’
Billy did a quick head count, and noticed that there were still seven zombies shuffling around the field.
‘So this could all be over soon.’
‘Sooner than you think,’ said the portly man pointing his finger towards the far side of the pitch.
Another zombie had managed to get its hands on the ball and was lumbering up the pitch at a decent lick… for a dead thing.
Unfortunately, it was nowhere near as quick as the small and speedy winger that was flying towards it at a rapid rate of knots. At the last second, the wing stuck out an arm and clotheslined the advancing Stench.
‘C’mon, mun, play the game now,’ shouted someone in the crowd at the fast-moving Lampeter back. There was a shrill whistle and the referee shouted, ‘high tackle!’
The winger turned furiously to face the ref. ‘What do you mean high tackle? How was that ever a high tackle?’
‘Because,’ said the ref in a world-weary tone, ‘Your opponent’s head is a good five foot away from the rest of him. And I don’t even need to look in the Welsh Rugby Union coaching guide to be able to tell you that THAT was a HIGH BLOODY TACKLE!’
The referee’s face was beetroot red as he leant in to shout at the little winger.
He finally blew three sharp blasts on the whistle. ‘That’s it. Game over. Lampeter win… again. See you all in three months.’
The temperamental back shrugged and went to join his team-mates, who were celebrating their decidedly one-sided victory in the middle of the pitch. The crowd leapt over or ducked under the barrier to join the celebrations, flattening the remaining zombies as they went.
◆◆◆
 
The celebrations eventually died down, and people started wandering away from the ground.  Toby and Fiona were still shaking hands with the players in the middle of the pitch. The Lampeter squad seemed keener on hugging Fiona than shaking her hand. One of the forwards even tried to get her to swap shirts with him, but Fiona wasn’t falling for that old trick, again.
Neil had joined Gez and Beth by now and the pair were making fun of him and his new best friend, Tobes.
The leg-pulling was interrupted by a shout from Uncle Billy.
‘Oi! Come on, we’re heading into the clubhouse.’
‘What for?’ yelled Gez.
‘That’s where we’re meeting the organisers of this zombie safari - fella by the name of Big Ken. You coming?’
The three friends quickly caught up with Billy and together they strode into the clubhouse. Even though it wasn’t even midday yet, the place was already fairly full with most of the drinkers having excited, post-match discussions about the game they’d just watched.
Billy headed straight to the bar and had a quick word with the club steward. ‘Excuse me, I’m looking for Big Ken, please.’
The steward pointed towards three large track-suited men stood at the back of the room.
‘See those three big lads next to the slot machine? Have a guess which one of them is Big Ken.’
Billy looked towards the three hulking figures. The tallest of the trio had to be at least six foot ten, while the other two were, at a rough estimate, six two and six five.
‘Thanks. While I’m here, can I have three glasses of Cola please, boss?’
The steward poured the drinks and took Billy’s money. He handed the glasses across to Gez and his friends.
‘You three wait here for a minute, I’m going to talk to Big Ken.’
Billy weaved his way through the drinkers and found himself standing in front of the tallest of the three big men. He looked up, and up, at the giant in front of him.
‘Big Ken?’
‘Yes,’ said a voice to his left. He turned to look at the 6’ 5’ tall character who was gazing at him suspiciously.
‘Sorry, I just thought that your man there would be Big Ken.’
A smile played across Big Ken’s lips. ‘Easy mistake to make, squire. I’m Big Ken. The tall specimen, there is my brother, Even Bigger Kev, and this here on my right is the runt of our litter, Little Keith.’
‘Ah right, you’re brothers. Nice one.’
‘What d’you mean, nice one?’ growled Even Bigger Kev.
‘Er… dunno really. Just something to say, I suppose.’
Big Ken patted his gigantic brother on the shoulder. ‘All right Kev, calm down, mun. The man’s only being friendly. So, I take it you’ve come about the hunting trip?’
Billy tried not to be intimidated by the glowering Kev as he smiled politely at Big Ken. ‘That’s right. I was told that you’re the guy to talk to.’
‘How many of you are there?’
‘Four in total. Me and three teenagers.’
‘Don’t forget us, guys.’ Toby’s booming voice carried across the whole room.
‘Ah, bollocks,’ Billy muttered under his breath.
Little Keith leant in to speak to Big Ken, ‘We don’t need the kids, mun.’
Ken glared at his youngest brother. ‘Now, now, Keith. We cater for everyone, remember?’
Little Keith grumbled and headed for the bar. Big Ken turned back to Billy. Toby had, by now, joined them as well.
‘So, six of you fancy a trip out into zombie country, eh? Fair enough. We’ll see you outside in ten minutes. Just jump in the wagon and we’ll head off out.’
‘Mind if we swing past the Castle Hotel first?’ asked Billy.
‘What for?’ growled Even Bigger Kev.
‘Just want to pick up some of our gear. Rucksacks, a couple of weapons… You know, just in case things get a little hairy out there.’
‘We got weapons. You don’t need nothing else.’
Billy looked at him warily. ‘Still… belt and braces, eh? Better safe than sorry, mate.’
‘Fair enough,’ said Big Ken. ‘No harm in being prepared, I suppose. You get your group together and we’ll see you outside in ten.’
Big Ken and his brothers headed out for the club car park. Billy worked his way back towards the three teenagers. ‘Okay, finish your drinks. We’re off. And keep your wits about you from hereon in.’
There was an obvious look of worry on Neil’s face. ‘Why? Do you think the Stenches might get us?’
Billy watched anxiously as the three burly brothers headed out to their vehicle. ‘It’s not the Stenches I’m worried about, son.’



TWELVE
The six visitors climbed into the back of a battered old white Ford Transit van. At least, Billy assumed it had been white originally, but it was difficult to tell underneath all the dirt and grease that coated the vehicle’s sides. He did, however, notice the mud-caked, hand-painted sign on the side of the van which read, ‘Davies Bros. Zombie Tours. We find them. You end them.’
The three brothers sat in the cab, while their clients had to make do with a few scattered cushions placed in the back as a half-hearted gesture at comfort.
They stopped at the Castle Hotel first so that Billy could load up on provisions and protection, before heading back through town, up North Road again, then taking the turning onto Forest Road which would lead them into the heart of Lodge Wood and Upper Forest.
It wasn’t the comfiest of rides to begin with, but once the Transit left the A-road, things got spectacularly bumpy for the passengers in the back of the van. Billy thumped his hand angrily against the rear of the cab. ‘Calm down will you? There’s people in the back here… remember?’
There was no reply from the three brothers, but Billy was sure he could hear them chuckling.
Ten minutes the driver slammed his foot down on the brake, and all six passengers in the back damn near went sailing into the cab wall. Muttering and cursing, they brushed themselves down. The Transit’s back doors swung open. Big Ken grinned at them. ‘Well, we’re here. Out you get.’
Toby grinned, ‘Nice one guys. But on the way back, if you could take it a little easier that would be great. Not for my sake, you understand… just don’t want to see the ladies getting bruised and battered, you know.’
Big Ken nodded. ‘Right you are. Easy does it on the way back then.’
Again, Billy was sure he could hear the sound of quiet laughter coming from outside the van.
◆◆◆
 
As the six travellers stepped down from the vehicle, they could see the bumpy dirt track they’d just travelled down, which was surrounded by tall evergreen trees on both sides. As they took their bearings, Little Keith and Even Bigger Kev stepped into view. Both were carrying rifles, while Kev had a shotgun strapped to his back. He handed the rifle to Big Ken and stood back.
‘Are you really going to need those?’ asked Billy, pointing at the weapons.
‘Like you said, boss, better safe than sorry. Come on then, we’re wasting time here. Saddle up.’
Big Ken slung the rifle over his shoulder and started to head into the forest.  Neil’s nervousness had returned. ‘Can’t we just wait here for one of them to come to us?’
Little Keith snorted sarcastically. ‘It’s zombie hunting lad, not zombie waiting around. Let’s go.’
◆◆◆
 
They walked quickly but quietly, in single file, through the forest. Big Ken took the lead with Even Bigger Kev bringing up the rear. Fortunately their footsteps were largely silenced by the blanket of rotted leaves that lay all around them. Even though the sun was high in the sky, very little of it managed to penetrate the canopy of fir trees, and the whole crew were constantly squinting into the distance for any signs of movement. Every so often the sound of a twig snapping in the distance or a rustling in the undergrowth would make Neil damn near jump out of his skin. The rest of the gang would then pause for a few seconds before continuing on their trek.
An hour later the crew had arrived at an open clearing in the trees, some fifteen yards in diameter, and with decent visibility all round. Big Ken stopped and looked back at his two brothers. ‘This’ll do.’
Ken stepped forward and turned to face the others. He slid his rifle from his shoulder and held it in his hands. His other two brothers did likewise, while stepping away from the rest of the party.
‘What’s going on here?’ Billy angrily asked.
‘Trip’s over, mate.’
Little Keith waved his rifle at the visitors. ‘Throw your rucksacks over here. And while we’re at it, I’ll have your mobile phones as well.’
Billy glared at him. ‘Who the hell are we going to call out here?’
‘It’s not so you can call for help. It’s so you can’t use the GPS or Google maps to find your way out again.’
Fiona was sobbing quietly, as Toby did his best to comfort her. Billy was getting angrier by the second.
‘Bloody hell! If all you wanted to do was rob us, why didn’t you do it back where you parked instead of dragging us all the way out here?’
Even Bigger Kev was chuckling menacingly. ‘Don’t want your stuff. Just wanted you.’
There was a mixture of bewilderment and horror on the faces of the visitors.
Ken hoisted the rifle onto his shoulder casually. ‘What my less than eloquent brother is trying to say is that it’s not your gear we’re after… it’s you. The thing is, you see, I’m not just the fella that runs the zombie tours around here, I’m also one of the coaches for our rugby team.’
‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ asked Gez, who was feeling just as angry as his uncle by now.
‘It’s got a lot to do with everything, boy. Do you have any idea how difficult it’s become to put together a team of those dead things for our matches? We used to have these games once a month but now those rotten buggers are starting to thin out around here, it’s becoming tougher and tougher to find replacements for our matches.’
‘And that’s where you come in,’ added Little Keith.
Big Ken gave his brother an annoyed look. ‘As I was explaining to these ladies and gents, Keith, it’s getting harder to find fresh meat. Well, alright, not fresh meat, but you know what I mean. And that’s why I came up with this idea of bringing new “players” into the area.’
‘But I don’t know how to play rugby,’ wailed Neil.
‘Doesn’t matter. We don’t need you match fit, we just need a corpse out there.’
‘So why here?’ demanded Billy.
Ken stared balefully at him. ‘I said there weren’t as many zombies as there used to be, I didn’t say there weren’t any around at all. We leave you here. You go wandering off. And pretty soon, you’re going to run into one of our local stiffs. We’ll come back here in a few days to find you. You should have turned by then. And Bob’s your uncle… we’ve got ourselves four new members of the Lampeter zombie team.’
‘F.. f.. four?’ stammered Toby. ‘But there are six of us.’
‘Don’t want girls,’ growled Even Bigger Kev. ‘Girls are rubbish at rugby.’
‘You’re insane, the bloody lot of you,’ barked Billy.
‘You say insane, I say entrepreneurial. Don’t worry, boss. It’s not personal, it’s just business.’
Toby took a defiant step towards Big Ken. ‘You won’t get away with this, you maniacs.’
‘Well, we’ve gotten away with it for the past six months, so I don’t see you lot putting a stop to our little enterprise.’ Ken lowered the rifle and took aim at Toby’s stomach. ‘Okay, step back or you’ll end up with a bullet in your gut.’ He looked around at the worried faces of the newcomers. ‘You can try and follow us out of here if you want, but we’ll be keeping an eye out for that kind of move. Try that and the only thing that’ll happen is we’ll shoot you in the leg and slow you down.’
‘We won’t be much use to you on a rugby pitch if we’ve been shot,’ said Gez.
‘Did you watch the game this morning, son? We’re not that fussed about what condition you’re in.’
The two other Davies brothers grinned at Ken’s comments.
‘Well, we’ll love you and leave you then.’
Fiona’s sobbing turned into a wailing.
‘Can I shoot that noisy cow?’ pleaded Even Bigger Kev.
‘Nah, leave her. All that noise she’s making will soon bring this lot some rotting company. Come on boys, let’s go.’
The three large men stepped back slowly towards the tree line, their guns still pointed at the six visitors. Within seconds they’d disappeared into the thick forestry, all of them headed in different directions to make it even harder for their victims to follow.
Toby held Fiona tightly, trying his best to calm her down. Billy and Gez fumed quietly, while Neil was doing his best not to soil himself. Throughout the whole encounter, Beth had been remarkably calm and quiet but she finally spoke up. ‘Well, I say we give them twenty minutes to get on their merry way, and then we’ll start our way back to town.’
Neil looked at her in shock. ‘Were you not paying attention during the last ten minutes? We’re stuck out here without a clue how to get back.’
‘You might not have a clue how to get back, Staveley, but some of us aren’t as bewildered as you, mate.’
‘What do you mean, Beth?’ asked Gez.
Beth sighed loudly before continuing. ‘Look, we came out of Lampeter along North Road, yes? And as far as I could tell, that road up to the forestry was fairly straight, which means we were still heading north. Now, I know we’ve walked through this forest for the past hour, but we’ve headed in a north-westerly direction, pretty much. So, if you’re all still paying attention, all we need to do is head a south-east and we should find ourselves not too far from the town, eventually.’
Billy nodded. ‘It’s a sound idea, in principle, but you’d really need a compass to make sure you kept your bearings.’
‘You mean like this one?’ replied Beth, cheerily, as she reached into the back pocket of her jeans and pulled out a small, circular object.
‘Clever girl,’ smiled Billy.  Beth gave him her best “full-on feminist” stare.
‘Er… I meant, clever thinking, Bethan.’
‘Right then, if you could stop crying, Fiona, and you could stop cacking your pants, Neil, we’ll be heading out of here in the next quarter of an hour.’
‘Amaze-balls,’ declared Toby.
Billy was tempted to punch him but he was saving his anger for the Davies brothers.
◆◆◆
 
Trusting in Beth, and her compass reading abilities, the crew headed out of the woods in a south-easterly direction. Fiona had calmed down by now, and even Neil seemed almost relaxed. However with Gez taking point, and Uncle Billy bringing up the rear, they still made sure to keep their eyes wide open for any Stenches that might have been shuffling through the trees.
They’d been travelling for about twenty minutes when Gez raised his hand to bring the troop to a halt. He pointed off to the left. ‘Over there. See it? Stench.’
The rest of the group followed the line of his finger and they saw the tottering form of a middle-aged woman, who had probably been quite the beauty when still alive. It was clear that she hadn’t noticed them and was wandering aimlessly through the trees.
‘Should we take a detour to avoid her?’ whispered Neil.
Beth shook her head. ‘No point. That’ll just send us off course. We’ll just wait until she moves on, and carry on as planned.’
Clearly the Stench was in no hurry to leave, and the six of them stood stock still for what seemed like a lifetime until the dead woman finally vanished into the depths of the trees.
They waited another couple of minutes, just to be safe, and then trotted off again. They began to pick up the pace and, after another half hour, Billy was convinced that the woods were beginning to thin out.
Gez stopped suddenly again and waved excitedly at his companions. ‘Look, a barbed wire fence. That must mean we’re near farmland.’
All six started running towards the fence. As soon as they reached the section, they saw that the treeline only extended another ten yards past the barrier and from there they could see an open field through the gaps between the firs.
Billy grinned at his colleagues. ‘Well, at least we’re out of the forest. It should be plain sailing from here.’
Billy found the nearest fence post, took off his jacket and draped it over the wire. Gez followed suit, so that there was less chance of someone getting cut by the barbs.
With a little bit of effort, Fiona was the first to be helped across the fence, while the others managed to negotiate the hurdle with a lot less difficulty.
As Billy landed on the other side of the fence, he heard a moaning sound from behind him – the middle-aged female Stench was back. She staggered stiffly towards the watching group, arms outstretched. Fiona let out a shriek, which made Neil jump with shock.
‘It’s not going to be able to climb over that,’ said Beth knowingly.
Beth was completely correct. The Stench was so intent on catching up with its prey, it didn’t even notice the barbed wire fence. Within seconds the creature was caught on the vicious points, and the more it thrashed and twisted to free itself from the wire, the more those barbs dug into its decaying flesh.
The companions turned away from the trapped zombie and started walking towards the treeline.
Once out in the open, they saw a wide green field stretching out ahead of them and in the bottom right corner of the enclosure, they noticed a sturdy five-bar gate. Neil let out a sigh of relief and began to march quickly towards the entrance. Behind him he heard Fiona giggling.
‘Oh look, Tobes, sheep. Aren’t they just darling? Oh, how wonderful. They’re coming over to say hello. Hi there. Here sheepy-sheepy.’
Billy turned his head in a panic and noticed half a dozen ugly-looking animals heading down from the top of the field towards the crew, rapidly.
‘Oh God, the sheep! Run!’
***
Neil had turned around the instant he’d heard Billy yelling, and saw the undead beasts sweeping down towards them. After his encounter with the zombie sheep at Hafod Isaf farm, he was in no mood to have a run-in with any more of those monsters. He sprinted towards the gate at the bottom of the field, with Gez and Beth in hot pursuit.
Billy watched the youngsters head away from danger, and turned to see if he could now help Toby and Fiona.  She was still cooing sweetly at the sheep.
Toby was looking less and less comfortable as the creatures drew ever nearer.  ‘Er… Fi-Fi; I don’t think you should be encouraging them. The closer they get, the less cute they look.’
Fiona smiled sweetly at her partner. ‘Oh don’t be so melodramatic Tobes. They’re completely harml—’
Fiona never managed to finish the sentence. The first sheep launched itself at her, knocking her to the ground with the sheer force of its leap. The five other sheep quickly joined in.
‘Noooooo!’ screamed Toby as he leapt forward to try to pull his sweetheart to safety.
Billy was rooted to the spot as he watched the grisly tableaux unfold in front of him. His every instinct told him to run up the hill and help out, but he knew that it was already too late to save the couple. So he turned on his heel, while the sheep were tucking in to their supper, and ran for his life. As he thundered towards the gate, all he could hear was the raucous bleating of the sheep mixed with the dying screams of Toby and Fiona.
He saw the three teenagers slow down and look back as they reached the gate. Each of their faces was a mask of horror. Gez managed to yell, ‘don’t look back, Uncle Billy. Just keep running, for God’s sake!’
Billy couldn’t help but glance over his shoulder as he ran, and saw that two of the sheep had left the feeding frenzy and were now galloping down the slope as fast as they could. They were gaining on him by the second.
The three teenagers were now on the other side of the fence, and screaming at him to run ever faster. With the gate just a few feet away, Billy sailed through the air, landing heavily on the top railing, and tried to throw his body over the barrier. As he swung his legs up, he felt something tug on his jeans and looked back to see one of the sheep had managed to grab hold of his trouser leg. He felt himself being pulled backwards and all he could do was hold on tight to the railings.
Gez, Neil, and Beth flew into action. Each one grabbed hold of Billy’s top half and pulled with all their might. Anyone walking past at that point would have seen the most desperate tug of war contest in the history of the sport.
‘On the count of three,’ yelled Gez, as he tried to organise his friends. ‘One… two… three… pull!’ 
With a mighty heave, the three youngsters managed to drag Billy over the gate. There was the sound of ripping, as the sheep pulled in the opposite direction, taking a long strip of his jeans away in its mouth.
The youngsters half carried, half dragged the older man away from the gate, and didn’t let him go until they were a safe distance from the frenzied creatures.
Gez turned to Billy, ‘Serves you right for wearing flares, old man.’
Billy gave his nephew a crooked grin, before slowly raising the middle finger of his hand in reply.



THIRTEEN
The four travellers crossed the field, keeping a wary eye out for any more wool-covered attackers, and made their way across the next pasture. Five minutes later, Neil was the first to spot that the main road ran along one of the fields they were crossing. They found a hole in the fence and crawled through. Neil even kissed the tarmac in thanks once they were safely out of the paddock.  They began walking back towards the town and, within another ten minutes, saw the black-on-white sign which read, Croeso I Lanbedr Pont Steffan : Welcome To Lampeter.
It was early evening by the time the four weary Cardiffians arrived at the front of the local police station. After some hefty pounding on the door by Billy, an annoyed constable finally came to investigate. ‘Keep the bloody noise down, will you. I’m trying to eat my supper here.’
Billy stared at the policeman. ‘And I’ve got a tale to tell you that’ll put you off your food for good.’
Over the next hour, Billy and the youngsters told their story to the constable. During this time, he rang his sergeant. The four tourists went through their tale again for the senior officer’s benefit. This time, Billy was even more graphic in his description of the fate that had befallen Toby and Fiona.
Half an hour after that, a warrant was placed for the arrest of the Davies brothers, and with calls made to all the local forces, it was less than twenty minutes later when the handcuffed siblings were sat fuming in a police cell, glowering at Gez and his friends through the bars.
Neil couldn’t resist having some fun at Big Ken’s expense. ‘All I need you to say now is – and if it hadn’t been for you pesky, meddling kids, I’d have got away with it.’
The torrent of abuse and foul language that came from Ken’s mouth was nothing less than impressive. The constable, who had heard all the profanity, popped his head around the door of the cellblock. ‘What’s wrong with him, now?’
Neil smiled. ‘Apparently he’s not a Scooby Doo fan.’
The constable gave Neil a strange look and disappeared from view again.
Neil wandered back into the main office. Gez and Beth were sat quietly in a corner, drinking tea, and helping themselves to the plateful of sandwiches on the table in front of them. Billy was deep in conversation with the sergeant.
‘I’m sorry have to tell you, Mr Morgan, we found your companions. Or should I say, we found what was left of your companions.’
Billy nodded his head once. ‘Well, I can’t say that we were best friends, but they didn’t deserve that, the poor sods. Listen, can I have a quiet word with you for a minute, Sarge?’
Billy and the officer headed into the back of the building, while Neil joined his friends for something to eat and drink.
‘You know,’ he said, ‘I think the countryside’s a little overrated for my taste.’
Gez nodded in agreement, while Beth just shook her head in irritation.
‘I can’t take you two anywhere.’
‘Oh you can’, added Gez. ‘It’s just that you can’t take us back there again.’
◆◆◆
 
Billy Morgan walked into the cellblock and went straight up to the last cell, where Big Ken Davies was sat brooding on his bunk.
‘What the hell do you want?’
Billy smiled benignly then reached into his back pocket and produced a set of keys. He made a grand performance of sifting through the bunch before picking out one in particular. He placed the key in the lock of the cell and turned it. There was a loud click as the door was unlocked.  Big Ken looked at him hopefully.
Billy stood in the doorway, leaning against the steel frame. ‘Come here a minute.’
Ken rose warily from the bunk and stepped towards the smaller man. As Ken stepped forward, so did Billy and he head-butted the big local with no small amount of force.
Ken’s nose virtually exploded in a fountain of blood, and the impact made him stagger backwards and flop back down on his bed.
‘What the fuck…’
Billy interrupted the bleeding Davies brother.
‘Don’t worry, boss. It’s not business, it’s personal.’
He stepped back out of the cell and turned the key in the lock. As Billy strode out of the cellblock, he tossed the keys casually to the sergeant.
‘Thanks for that, Sarge. I owe you one.’
◆◆◆
 
The Land Rover cruised through Lampeter, heading for the road that would eventually take them back to Cardiff.  All four passengers had been quiet since they’d picked up the vehicle from the car park of the Castle Hotel. As they drove back over the Teifi bridge, Billy glanced over at his nephew. ‘The next time I suggest heading out to the arse end of nowhere on a zombie safari, you have my permission to punch some sense into me.’
‘Don’t worry, I will.’
‘And I’ll help,’ added Beth.
‘I think I’ll just watch, if you don’t mind,’ Neil said
Billy looked at him in the rear-view mirror and smiled. He shifted gear, and the Land Rover roared out of Lampeter, past the beautiful green fields that surrounded the town.
None of them took any notice of the flock of sheep grazing quietly in one of the pastures. And they certainly didn’t notice the grinning zombie that was creeping up behind those sheep with a definite purpose… the dirty bugger.



LITTLE MONSTER
 
James Plumb
 
PROLOGUE
 
BLEEP BLEEP
 
Muttering, I jam my hand into my pocket and fish around for my mobile. I squint to read the text message from Jen:
GARETH, WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU?

 
I roll my eyes. Gripping my phone I punch in a curt, semi-literate response while sidestepping a gaggle of schoolkids.
On way to station
 
Looking up, I nearly collide with a chugger, who performs a jokey little dance as I try to avoid him.
‘Hi there, buddy. Can I—’
‘Sorry. Train,’ I tell him.
As I enter Cardiff Central Train station, sweat beads on my brow.
Taking two steps at a time, I sprint up to Platform Three to be greeted by the news that the train home is delayed.
BLEEP BLEEP: EVERYONE’S ALREADY HERE
 
I jab more letters into my phone.

WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU WANT ME TO DO ABOUT IT?
 
I’m about to hit send, but a rare moment of sense descends on me and I reconsider, my thumb already pushing the delete key.
Train delayed
 
Optimistically I put the phone back in my pocket, casting my eye up and down the platform.
Eventually the train arrives and I, along with my fellow wage slaves, play the worst game of human Tetris that you can imagine in order to get home.
BLEEP BLEEP
 
I ignore the phone, weighing up the effort it’ll take to retrieve it from my pocket without accidentally molesting one of the many passengers pressed up against me.
But the phone’s having none of it and BLEEP BLEEPS and VIBRATES.
A middle-aged man in front of me turns around to face me, our noses almost touching. Smiling, I attempt to move my hand to my pocket without copping a feel of him. Or anyone else.
PLEASE TELL ME YOU’RE ON THE TRAIN. SHE KEEPS ASKING WHERE YOU ARE
 
I look around.
I AM ON THE FUCKING TRAIN
 
I don’t bother putting my phone away. Instead I count down from three.
Three.
Two.
O-
BLEEP BLEEP: THANK ALL THE FUCKS FOR THAT. COULDNT YOU HAVE WORKED LATE ANOTHER NIGHT???

 
That’s not exactly how the employer/employee relationship works
 
I’m quite proud of that one.
BLEEP BLEEP: DONT BE SUCH A FUCKING PRICK
 
Yes, dear

 
Checkmate.
BLEEP BLEEP: GO FUCK YOURSELF
 
Spilling out of the train, I dodge other commuters surging off the platform and heading for the main road.
BLEEP BLEEP: IT'S HER FIFTH BIRTHDAY, GARETH

 
BLEEP BLEEP: YOU’RE NOT ALLOWED TO BE LATE

 
BLEEP BLEEP: FUCK YOU

 
After that barrage, I feel my anger rising.
I go for the cheap shot.
Yes, dear

 
Not so proud of that one.
BLEEP BLEEP: DSHDUGFEUIWGSUXYDH’*&£IK’!!!

 
I think I broke my wife.
BLEEP BLEEP: YOU PROMISED

 
And just like that, I realise I’m the kind of wanker who’s late for his own daughter’s fifth birthday party.
◆◆◆
 
Phone in hand, I walk into the community hall and see Jen huddled with some of other mums. She’s smiling, but I can tell it’s strained. I hit send on my phone.
I’M SORRY
 
She looks down at her phone. Then looks towards the entrance. Towards me.
She looks relieved.
Then angry.
Then sad.
Then angry again, she starts walking over, gaining speed, but just before she opens her mouth—
‘Daddy!’
Ana dives into my arms and plasters me with little kisses.
Jen adopts a sad smile and enters into a group hug.
‘Told you, Mummy.’
I kiss Jen on the top of her head.



ONE
Gareth looked back in the car rear view mirror to see the birthday girl passed out; head back, mouth open, dead to the world.
He smiled. In the end, Ana had had a whale of a time; ate too much sugar, stayed up too late and crashed as soon as they had got her in her car seat.
He looked over at Jen, who had twisted her body so it was faced towards the passenger window. She stared out of it, even though it was now pitch black.
‘I am sorry,’ Gareth attempted.
No response.
‘The other guys in the office are either young or gay, not family men. So there’s just an expectation that sometimes we have to work late to get the job done. Do you think I’d rather be stuck there instead of with you and Ana?’
‘I understand that sometimes you have to work late, I do, and sometimes I work late. But your daughter turns five only once.’
Well, we could lie and tell her it's her birthday tomorrow, she wouldn’t know the difference, five-year-olds are stupid, was what went through his head.
‘I know, I’m sorry,’ was what came out of his mouth.
They drove in silence for a while longer, interrupted only once by a plain white van dangerously overtaking them.
‘You’ve got to spend some quality time with Ana. I’m worried she’s only going to end up seeing her dad on the weekends and I don’t want that for her.’
Neither did Gareth. He loved his own dad dearly. The two of them talked on the phone often now, but growing up his dad had always come home after Gareth had fallen asleep and left for work before he’d woken up.
‘You’re absolutely right. Look, I’ll take her to the park when she gets up in the morning, then take her out for a Happy Meal or something afterwards. Give you a chance to have a lie-in for once.’
Jen’s body visibly relaxed and Gareth knew that, somehow, he had averted another disaster.
She rested her hand on top of Gareth’s on the gear stick and it remained there for the rest of the journey home.
As they pulled onto the driveway, Gareth silently passed Jen the keys and got out of the car. While Jen unlocked the front door, he unstrapped his daughter from her car seat and lifted her unconscious form. She rested her head against his shoulder, a small pool of dribble leaking onto his shirt.
Gently, he carried her through the front door and directly up the stairs, avoiding the steps which he knew would creak underfoot, passing the family photos on his way up towards the landing. This was a routine Gareth had performed hundreds of times, now choreographed to perfection.
Opening the door to Ana’s room with his foot, he circumnavigated dolls and crippling Lego and stickle-bricks to get to Ana’s stuffed animal menagerie of a bed.
Placing her down, nestling her amidst the wild beasts and stuffed cartoon characters, he tucked her in, stroked her hair and kissed her forehead.
Before leaving the room, he turned on Ana’s night light, bathing the room in red.
Slowly he pulled the door to.



TWO
Gareth didn’t understand how he could feel hungover with only one beer in his belly from last night, and yet he felt rough. The screaming kids and toddlers hurtling around him didn’t help, screeching at the laws of gravity as they threw themselves onto swings, seesaws and roundabouts. Among it all, Ana happily bobbed up and down on the opposite end of the seesaw from a boy with a permanently leaking nose.
Things had been tense with Jen last night. They’d been tense for a long time. When he woke this morning, he decided it was easier to let Jen sleep-in while he struggled to get Ana fed and dressed before taking her to the park. Gareth thought back to when he and Jen were a couple, two emotionally stunted twenty-year-olds. She with her 80s nostalgia, worshipping the kids films of her youth, and him with his love of punk bands that had imploded before he was even born. They had complimented each other. And eighteen months later when they had got married, the first of all their friends, people had thought it cute.
And then they did what people do after they get married: they tried for kids. It hadn’t been easy. They’d tried for over two years with no luck. Terrified of doctors at the best of times, they didn’t book an appointment with their GP, but instead visited countless websites and internet forums giving all sorts of crackpot advice. And they tried it all.
When Jen did finally fall pregnant, Gareth did everything he could to wrap his young wife in cotton wool and protect her from the outside world.
Gareth looked over at Ana, at what he and Jen had tried for so long and so hard to create together. There was no denying that he loved his little girl. He loved her at a primal, paternal level. He loved her at a chemical level, he understood that. But he couldn’t help but feel a degree of resentment as well. What nobody had told him was that after having kids, you no longer had the right to get ill. You no longer had the right to be tired, because a screaming baby had no time for such concepts. What was worse was he knew that Jen felt the same way. They had ceased to be a couple and had become parents, a delivery system for their daughter until she reached adulthood. Their identities eroded, they were no longer Jen and Gareth but Mummy and Daddy.
They both realised that as Ana got older and gained more independence, they would have to re-evaluate their own relationship. To try and determine whether there was anything left between the two of them, besides being parents. Gareth was terrified that if he looked too hard, he’d realise that although Jen was a wonderful mother and a close friend, he didn’t love her in that way anymore. Or worse, that Jen would realise that her feelings had changed.
Deep down, Gareth hoped that he still loved Jen and that the two of them hadn’t strayed too far from what made them fall in love with each other in the first place.
Gareth’s thoughts were interrupted when his phone bleeped.
Fishing it out of his pocket, he saw it was a work e-mail.
‘Fuck sake…’ he muttered, perhaps a little too loudly for the mums sitting next to him on the playground bench.
It was from his line manager.
‘Fucking Saturday, Ian.’
Attached to the e-mail was a spreadsheet which came out garbled when opened through his phone’s browser.
‘Tosser…’
While Gareth was deciphering annual statistics on his phone, Ana moved on to the roundabout with some other kids.
Unseen by either of them, a figure staggered along the pathway leading to the playground.
Despite still being a few hundred yards off, some of the more alert mothers started moving towards their children, perhaps sensing on an animal level, the odd otherness of the gaunt figure stumbling towards their offspring.
It was hard to estimate the age of the figure. Its sunken features were capped by glassy eyes which seemed to rattle in their sockets with each barefooted step it took. Its trousers glistened with an unknown dark wetness and through the un-tucked and stained white shirt it wore you could count each of its pronounced ribs.
Ana continued to spin on the roundabout, every few seconds seeing a blurry figure which she guessed was her father. Gradually the other children jumped off and rejoined their parents, leaving the roundabout all to Ana. It gradually started to slow.
She could see her father sat on the bench, playing with his phone. The world spun some more, shining bright warm sunlight into her eyes, alternating with shadow. She could make out her father still in the same pose. She narrowed her eyes in anticipation of another blast from the sun’s rays but something cast a dull shadow over her instead.
As her eyes adjusted, she smiled up into the face of the figure in front of her.
Gareth was busy drafting an angry e-mail back to his line manager when he heard the first scream. At first it sounded like the playful screams that he’d been subjected to all morning, but instead of ending in a playful yelp, it continued.
And continued.
And then died off in a croak.
Tearing his eyes from his phone, Gareth noticed some of the mums cowering in the corner of the playground. Others had starting waddling quickly out of the park, checking back over their shoulders as they disappeared. Assuming somebody’s precious little monster had grazed their knee, Gareth glanced over to the seesaw where Ana was playing with the snot-nosed boy.
Except she wasn’t there.
The last of the mothers and their spawn had now fled.
A cold, sickening feeling slid up Gareth’s spine, passed the base of his skull and crept onto the back of his neck. His mouth wrenched open, forcing air into his lungs.
Gareth looked around as if seeing the playground for the first time. Something wasn’t right.
He scanned back and forth before settling his eyes onto a figure by the roundabout.
It had its back to him, and it took him another moment to realise that it was holding something. Swinging something in its arms.
Gareth got to his feet. Part of his brain was shouting at him to find Ana, but another part knew that he was already looking in the right direction.
Gareth looked down at the figure’s bare, bloody feet. Beyond its knee, he saw a glimpse of something he recognised. Half of his brain had shut down but the other reptilian half was working overtime.
The something was Ana’s shoe.
With this piece of information, Gareth’s body reacted.
He took half a dozen steps and launched himself at the figure, spinning it around. Ana’s body dropped from its arms.
Gareth shoved the figure backwards, sending it stumbling to the ground.
He followed up with his foot, stamping on its head. A reassuring crunch under his heel.
He repeated the action.
Again.
And again.
He threw his full weight and anger behind each vicious stomp.
As the crunches turned to squelches, his brain started to reboot itself. Gareth regained control over his body and looked at the mess in front of him.
A torso with a mass of gore and splatter marks where the head used to be.
A moment later Gareth was trying to remember why he had acted in this way.
Ana.
Spinning around, he saw her.
A limp body. Part of her neck missing, replaced by an angry red wound.
Gareth picked her up.
She seemed lighter than she had for years.
He ran.
She bounced on his shoulder as he ran down the pathway.
He ran on to the main road.
His senses narrowed. Focused only on the horizon and the hospital somewhere beyond and the sound of his own ragged breathing.
The sound of his heart beat filled his ears as he sprinted down Bridgend Road. Soon all the other noise was drowned out by the sound of a siren.
Gareth was still trying to run even as the paramedics tried to load him and Ana into the back of the ambulance.



THREE
Gareth answered the consultant’s questions, even though they were identical to the questions already asked by the paramedics. His answers were identical to the ones he had given the receptionist at A&E, identical to those he’d given the series of nurses and the doctor who seemed too young to be a doctor. He sat by Ana’s hospital bedside, barely looking away from the small creature who used to be his daughter. When Jen finally appeared, he only registered her presence by the sound of her voice.
Jen asked Gareth the same questions that the police had asked. He gave the same answers, even though he himself didn’t know.
He didn’t know what had happened. Not really.
He only knew that, for some unknown reason, a man had tried to destroy his family. He had no logical explanation for why the man would target his daughter. What logical reason could there be for a grown man to attack, and bite, a five year old girl?
Jen continued with her questions, the insinuation was clear: How could you let this happen?
Gareth, to the best of his ability, continued to answer everyone’s questions. And yet, at no point did anyone attempt to address the sole question he wanted answered:
Is she going to be okay?
By 10pm, Jen was insisting that Gareth go home to rest. He flat out refused, until a nurse pointed out that he was still wearing his blood-splattered clothes and it was upsetting the other patients. Jen handed Gareth the car keys, as nurses began to set up a fold-out bed. Jen moved to Ana’s bedside and stroked her hair. She slipped her arm through the knot of tubes and wires which were keeping Ana alive.
On the drive home, Gareth kept peering into the rear-view mirror at the empty child’s booster seat.
He entered his pitch black house and turned on as many lights as he could. Without his wife and daughter the house was too quiet, so he sat down and turned the television on.
He tried watching something but he couldn’t comprehend why the shapes and sounds on the screen were talking about matters other than his daughter. Why would others continue with their lives when his was falling apart? Why would they screen such banalities when a child lay dying in a hospital bed somewhere? He turned over to one of the news channels and was confronted with images of conflict, disease and bloodshed. Perversely, he found comfort in them. Normally he would have registered concern at the proximity of some of the news stories, but his worry for his daughter meant he didn’t focus on the images of civil unrest and details of a pandemic which had come to his country’s shores. More maddening thoughts filled his brain until his body finally gave up and he slid into unconsciousness.
***
When he woke up next morning he wasn’t on the sofa. He was in his daughter’s bed among the assorted dolls and stuffed animals. Confused, he looked down and found that he was still dressed in the blood-covered clothes from yesterday. His temporary amnesia leaked away and was replaced by the knowledge that his daughter was in critical condition and that it had happened on his watch.
He peeled out of his blood-crusted clothes and found that the blood, the stranger’s blood, had soaked through and stained his skin. Numbly he stepped into the shower and washed off the blood, hoping that the guilt would wash off also.
Stepping out of the shower, his phone went off. Staring at the screen, Gareth didn’t recognise the number.
‘Hello?’
‘Gareth, its Tom O’Bannon.’
‘Tom?’
‘Your lawyer, we met yesterday at the hospital.’
Gareth’s body went rigid, the muscles locking. He couldn’t feel his face, just his heart pounding in his chest.
‘Oh.’
‘I’m just calling you with a quick update.’
‘Ok,’ Gareth managed.
‘It’s… Well, it’s quite odd, really.’
‘Odd…’
‘Yes, but odd in a positive way. The police have carried out their post-mortem on their John Doe, the attacker. Anyway the autopsy results, which were double-checked, dates the time of death several days before the date of the incident.’
‘Days?’
‘Even allowing for various environmental factors like heat or humidity, there is no way that the body could have been killed during the alleged attack.’ The lawyer’s voice was racing with excitement.
‘But-’
‘Gareth, this is good news.’
‘I don’t—’
‘This evidence, verified by the police themselves, combined with two other factors, is currently keeping you out of prison.’
‘Other factors?’
‘The autopsy evidence doesn’t tally and there were no witnesses to the alleged attack.’
‘You said two other factors.’
‘They’ve lost the body.’
‘How do you lose a body?’
‘No idea, some admin error probably, but they’ve managed it. When this gets to court, it’ll be a farce. They’re embarrassed.’
‘So, what next?’
‘I’ll keep you updated and out of prison. The police aren’t pursuing this at the moment as they’ve got their hands full.’
‘They’re too busy for a murder case?’
The line was silent for a moment. Before the lawyer replied.
‘Don’t use the “M” word, Gareth. But yes. And we lawyers are pretty busy at the moment. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the world’s going to hell right now, so business is good.’



FOUR
Later, Gareth and Jen sat by Ana’s bedside as a consultant tried to update them on their daughter’s situation. He informed them Ana had lost a lot of blood, and that they were giving her a transfusion. They were also running a series of blood tests on Ana in case of infection from her bite. Gareth and Jen listened abstractly to the information being delivered to them but could not process it. It sounded like exposition from one of the medical shows on TV that Jen watched, not something which told them about their child’s wellbeing.
‘Is she going to be okay?’ Jen asked numbly, interrupting the consultant’s spiel.
The consultant hesitated.
‘Physically, yes, she should be. Assuming the blood transfusion is successful and there are no complications, we should be able to give her antibiotics to fight off any infection that she may have. The wounds to her neck will have to be dressed and kept clean, and when she is discharged we can show you how to do that yourselves. Mentally and emotionally…’ Another hesitation. ‘Ana has been through an extreme traumatic event. At her age, she might bounce back straight away. But she might not, she could suffer with anything from night terrors to full blown catatonia. At this stage it is too early to tell. I’d like to monitor her progress in hospital for the rest of the week. If all goes well, we’ll arrange some regular appointments with a child specialist.’
‘A psychologist?’ Jen murmured.
‘We want to help Ana deal with this trauma as healthily as possible. If not, it could lead to complications for her in later life.’
‘Do they know what was wrong with him?’ Gareth asked.
‘I’m sorry?’ the doctor responded.
‘The… man who bit her, what did he have?’
‘I’m not sure-’
‘Did he have AIDs or HIV or—’
‘As I’ve said, we’ve tested Ana for those diseases and her results have come back negative.’
‘Was he mentally ill or—?’
‘I’m afraid that as the police have been unable to identify the man and, I understand, there have been further complications with the body, we have no way of checking his medical history to determine whether he was suffering from any form of mental illness before he died.’
And there it was. The reminder that, no matter what the reason, Gareth had ended a life.
Being wrapped up in concern for his daughter’s wellbeing, gave Gareth the perfect excuse to not focus on the fact that he had killed a man. But when he did allow himself to think about it, he came to the realisation that he could kill. It was no longer a theoretical question. Gareth would, under the right circumstances, end someone else’s life.
Pursuing the dark train of thought, Gareth knew that, if required to, he could do it again. And just before retreating from that morbid notion, he realised that he felt the briefest glimmer of pride at the idea that he could indeed kill to protect his family.
He gripped Jen’s hand on his lap and gave it a reassuring squeeze, as she lay her head on his shoulder.
While Gareth stayed by Ana’s bedside that Sunday night, Jen rang both their places of employment to leave messages requesting unpaid parental leave. Gareth knew that he shouldn’t be concerned with such mundane matters as work while his daughter lay in hospital, but he couldn’t help it. With Jen teaching, and the notorious difficulty she faced getting any leave during term time, Gareth knew that at some point he’d have to come up with a workable alternative to look after Ana.
At midnight, he lay back and tried to get comfortable on the fold out bed.
Sleep didn’t come for him.
He grabbed his phone, its light illuminating most of Ana’s ward. He hesitated briefly before loading up his work e-mails. As Ana slept, Gareth tried to respond to as many work queries as he could off his phone.
At some point after 3am, Gareth surrendered and lay back in his cot, staring at the ceiling and listening to the soundtrack of small children crying for their parents.



FIVE
The next few weeks were a constant cycle of different locations for Gareth and Jen, alternating between hospital visits, appointments with various consultants and Ana’s GP, and trips to pharmacies to pick up liquid antibiotics which their daughter promptly brought back up.
Gareth and Jen were pleasantly surprised by the news that the hospital was discharging Ana. Some new superbug or virus was doing the rounds and it was deemed that Ana would be safer at home rather than at risk in the ward. The early elation of being able to bring their daughter home became replaced by a dread when they realised how much work the entire team of nurses and cleaners had done looking after her. They quickly learned to miss the support and advice of the ward staff, with the crushing realisation that it was up to them to nurse their daughter back to full health.
Ana’s lack of verbal communication became replaced by body language, sometimes in the literal sense. Gareth and Jen learnt to interpret their daughter through her bodily waste, divining her temperament via the colour and consistency of her stool. They ceased to become parents, their role becoming more like a janitor or caretaker of a broken system. They’d had plenty of experience of this when she was an infant, but neither were prepared for the exhaustion that they now faced.
If either of them had been less tired they might have been able to draw up the following routine that their lives had become:
Get out of bed (not wake, as there was no promise of sleep).
Attempt to give Ana her medicine (succeed in getting the liquid antibiotics all over their clothes, her clothes, bedsheets and walls).
Approximately 30 minutes later, clean up bright yellow vomit as best as possible.
Wash clothes and bed linen.
Hang up washing on line if sunny (more realistically keep heating on full blast and dry on radiators).
Visit pharmacy for renewal of medication.
Argue whose time it was to deal with Ana’s newfound incontinence.
Ignore mounting voice messages from places of employment.
Appear a cheerful, alert parent for the various consultants who visited their home.
Attempt to get Ana to eat or drink.
Throw away uneaten food.
Clean up black bilious vomit.
Scrub carpet with various cleaning products in vain hope that it won’t leave a mark.
Tuck Ana into bed.
Late night supermarkets.
Lie down in bed (not sleep, never sleep).
Rise at the sound of Ana’s night terrors.
Hug hysterical screaming child until she passes out.
And repeat.
And repeat.
And repeat.



SIX
Like many men, Gareth was not a fan of shops. If he was able to do the majority of shopping online he would. The one exception to this, he discovered during the first year of Ana’s life, was the 2am Tesco’s Club. When Ana came along, he and Jen were totally unprepared, but they found an ideal substitute for their lack of organisation: a 24 hour supermarket. Frequently finding themselves out of nappies, baby wipes or baby milk meant that Gareth found himself at the virtually abandoned giant super store, able to browse through the air conditioned shop in peace, away from the chaos of a household with a baby in it.
And now, after a few years’ absence, Gareth was returning to the 2am Tesco’s Club, this time for Calpol, Liquid Ibuprofen, Diolyrite, air freshener, carpet cleaner, washing powder and caffeine pills. Muzak played gently over the deserted aisles as Gareth pushed his trolley. Gareth nodded at the other customers as they passed, guessing them either to be sleep-deprived new parents or truckers looking for legal ways to stay awake and alert.
While in the washing powder aisle, trying to remember which detergent gave Jen a rash, his phone rang.
It was Jen.
‘What have I forgotten to get?’ he answered.
‘She tried to attack me,’ Jen’s voice cried down the line. In the background, Gareth could hear screams and the sounds of furniture being overturned.
‘What?’ he managed.
‘Ana was sat in the kitchen with me, she wouldn’t sleep. I was preparing some food for tomorrow, I cut myself and the next thing I know she launched herself at me.’
‘Is she… Are you okay?’
‘Gareth, she tried to bite me. I had to make her stop.’
Gareth looked around the supermarket aisle.
‘Gareth? Did you hear me? I hit her. She was so strong and I hit her. I punched her, Gareth, and I kicked her when she went down.’
‘Shit, Jen. You hit her?’
‘I couldn’t get her off—’
‘She’s only five, you’re a grown woman, you could—’
‘She was feral, it wasn’t—’
‘Is she okay?’
‘Just come home,’ Jen pleaded.
‘IS SHE OKAY?’
‘She’s got a bruise over her eye.’
‘Jen, the fucking Social will take her off us the moment they think we’re not coping.’
‘Just come home, Gareth. I had to shut her in her room, she’s destroying the place.’
‘I’m halfway through the shop-’
‘Come home.’
Gareth abandoned his trolley and numbly walked out of the store under the gaze of the security men.
In a daze, Gareth drove home, barely conscious of his journey.
Screeching onto his driveway, he leapt out of the car, and into the house.
As he passed through the front door, the smell hit him first. With Ana vomiting up any food or drink they tried to give her and suffering from incontinence since the attack, the whole house had taken on an oppressive odour.
Jen rushed to the door as he entered. Pushing past her, he ran up the stairs, two steps at a time.
‘It’s okay, she’s calmed down,’ Jen shouted up the stairs, as Gareth pushed open the door.
He found his daughter lying flat on the bed, covered in sweat, hair matted to her head, her chest rapidly moving with shallow breaths. Leaning forward, Gareth stroked her forehead, and although sweaty, it was cold to the touch.
Kissing her, he crept out of her room, to find Jen on the landing.
Despite brimming with anger at Jen’s actions, he held her to his chest and they both stood there, silently crying for what seemed like an age.
They retreated to the kitchen. In lieu of a better idea, Gareth put the kettle on, while Jen collapsed into a chair. Automatically Gareth started preparing two mugs, as the water in the kettle bubbled and boiled loudly.
But not loudly enough, Gareth could still hear his own thoughts.
Finishing the tea, he sat down next to Jen, placing the unasked for mug in front of her. After several moments of heavy silence and false starts, he spoke.
‘So… you cut yourself. And after that she panicked?’
‘It wasn’t panic, she launched herself at me. Like Mum’s dog when you drop food on the floor.’
‘And you couldn’t stop her?’
‘I tried. I held her off but she kept on coming.’
‘So you hit her?’
Jen couldn’t respond. Couldn’t look at Gareth.
Gareth’s hands circled his mug, the heat from the tea inside scalding his palms as he gripped it increasingly tightly.
‘It wasn’t…’ Jen began, and then hesitated. ‘She didn’t… she wasn’t acting like Ana.’
‘You’re not acting like her mother.’
‘I was supposed to let her attack me?’
‘You don’t hit her!’ Gareth barked. ‘We don’t hit Ana.’
‘I’m sorry but there’s nothing in any of the parenting books I’ve read about what you’re supposed to do if your child tries to bite you!’
Jen’s voice echoed around the kitchen, filling the following silence.
‘What wouldn’t you do for her?’ Gareth asked, focussing on his mug.
‘What?’ Jen asked, looking up.
‘For our daughter, what wouldn’t you do? Because I’m racking my brain and the list of things I wouldn’t do for Ana is really fucking short.’
‘What are you saying?’
‘I’m saying that, as a parent, aren’t we supposed to do anything for our kids?’
‘Gareth… I know you love our daughter. I love her at least as much as you do, but the lack of sleep is starting to show. The constant trips to the pharmacy, to the doctors, to consultants, to A&E. We’re run ragged. Neither of us are thinking straight.’
Gareth continued to stare at his mug of tea on the kitchen table. His eye trailed over to the fridge.
He gulped down the remnants of his tea.
Slamming the mug on the table, he leapt up and swung open the door to the fridge. Peering inside, he moved around the blocks of cheese, half empty tins of beans and sad remnants of ready meals until he came to an unopened tray of pork chops.
Grabbing the tray, he pushed past Jen and headed for his daughter’s room.
Jen followed, as Gareth opened the door.
Ana was still lying quietly in bed on top of the bedsheets. Gareth knelt beside her and cradled her head lifting it gently.
‘Gareth, don’t, she’ll be sick!’ Jen cried.
Gareth, ignoring his wife, stabbed his thumb through the cellophane covering on the tray of pork chops. He tipped the tray allowing the pigs blood to run to the hole he’d made.
Blood poured out, but Ana pulled her head away uninterested, drops of pig blood falling onto her pillowcase.
Frustrated, Gareth dropped the tray to the floor and backed out of the bedroom. Jen rushed to her daughter’s side, kissing her face and stroking her hair.
Gareth ran back down the stairs and into the kitchen. He swung open the door to the fridge, looking for something, anything that his daughter might eat. Abandoning the open fridge, he moved to the cupboards, pulling out tins and packets of dried foods, hoping to find inspiration. It had been difficult to get Ana to eat anything for the past few weeks, near impossible to get her to keep anything down.
Shaking with rage and exhaustion he went to the sink, grabbing a dirty mug and lifting it to throw at the wall. He looked over to the bread knife left out on the counter, small spots of Jen’s blood still on the blade.
An invitation among the crumbs.
Lowering the mug to the counter, he seized the knife and scraped its serrated edge across his palm. He repeated the action, harder, tearing the first layers of skin apart.
He watched as skin parted and beads of blood formed at the new opening in his hand. Making a fist, he held it over the mug and squeezed, allowing his blood to splatter into it messily. Bizarrely, he felt no pain.
When the mug was a quarter filled with the dark red liquid, Gareth ran back up the stairs and into Ana’s bedroom.
Barging past Jen, he brought the mug to Ana’s lips. Her nostrils flared slightly, eyelids flickered and lips parted.
‘What are you—?’ Jen managed to get out.
Gareth hesitated for just a moment, before carefully tilting the mug towards his daughter’s mouth. The blood oozed slowly towards the brim before meeting Ana’s lips. There was brief resistance before Ana opened her mouth wider allowing the blood to pour into her eager mouth.



SEVEN
‘So what now?’ Jen asked, while they two of them lay in bed.
‘Hmm?’ Gareth managed.
‘She tried to attack me. She tried to bite me. So now what? You go back to work and let her try bite me all day long?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘You don’t know?’
‘No. You want me to be honest. I haven’t got a fucking clue. I’m not a doctor, I’m not a psychologist. I. Do. Not. Know.’ Gareth looked up at the ceiling. ‘Listen to that, she’s calm now. She’s sleeping. And so, for however long that lasts, I’m going to enjoy it. I’m going to enjoy the peace. Because right now I don’t have any answers, Jen. All I know is that when she feeds, she’s satisfied. She’s content. She’s not that… thing. She’s Ana again. Even if it is only for a short while.’
Jen waited. She watched Gareth carefully, knowing that he would need to calm down before she even attempted to talk to him.
‘Ana needs to eat. Eat real food. This… whatever this is, it’s a quick fix. It may be calming her but it can’t be healing her. She needs food and rest.’
Gareth turned his head to Jen, he rolled his body over and put his arm around her.
‘You’re right, I… I panicked. I just wanted her to be better. I just don’t understand why all the medicine and the appointments aren’t working. I want things back the way they were. I just want Ana back. She hasn’t eaten, she hasn’t spoken in weeks.’ Tears filled his eyes. ‘I’m just scared that we’ll never get her back.’
‘I know. I’m scared too. I miss her, Gareth, I miss her little laugh and the stupid little things she found funny. But she will come back to us, we just have to carry on and be strong for her.’
Two grown adults lay in bed, terrified at circumstances beyond their control, crying until sleep claimed them both.



EIGHT
Gareth stirred from his doze.
He heard something, an unfamiliar sound. He turned to see Jen lying unconscious next to him in the bed.
The sound repeated, a rapping against wood. His first thought was Ana, but this was too subtle a sound to be caused by the thing in Ana’s room.
His brain made a connection. It was the door. Someone was knocking on his door.
It was an alien sound, he and Jen had had very few visitors in recent weeks, managing to delay and dissuade various consultants from coming to see Ana. At best, they would have been unimpressed with Ana and her parent’s steady descent from wholesome nuclear family to the sad parasitic parody they had become.
Carefully, he got up from the bed and moved to the bedroom window. He could see a car by his driveway. A private car, not a postman or policeman or some other public servant. But from this angle he couldn’t see who was at the door.
Persistently they, whoever they were, knocked again. Gareth crept out of the bedroom and down the stairs. Through the frosted glass of the front door, he could make out it was a woman with blond hair and a familiar outline.
The post flap on the door lifted, Gareth moved out of the line of sight.
‘Gareth?’ A voice called out. ‘Gareth, its Karen from HR. Gareth, we’re all concerned in work. I don’t know if you’ve been trying to contact us, but we’ve received no notes from yourself for weeks.’
Gareth frowned. Weeks? He was sure it had only been a few days since he had last e-mailed work. But he realised he had no clue what day of the week it was, let alone what the date was.
The voice waited, expecting a response.
Gareth kept quiet.
‘Gareth, if you could get in touch as soon as possible, we’d greatly appreciate it,’ said Karen.
The post flap closed. Karen straightened herself and adjusted her jacket. For a moment she just stood there, staring in Gareth’s general direction. It was impossible to know if she’d seen Gareth or not.
Eventually, the post flap reopened and an envelope dropped through, falling onto the top of a pile of unopened, forgotten mail.
Gareth watched her outline move away from the frosted glass of the front door. He heard a car engine start and the sound of tyres pulling off on gravel.
He stared at the envelope.
Inhaling and holding his breath, he bent down and picked it up.
As he stood up, he found Jen standing behind him.
‘Who was it?’ she asked.
‘Work,’ Gareth stated, ripping open the envelope and quickly reading the letter inside three times. On the first two attempts, the words didn’t sink into his brain. On the third attempt, he had gotten the gist.
‘Well?’
‘They’ve invited me to a disciplinary interview.’
‘When?’
‘Day after tomorrow.’
‘What time?’
‘Doesn’t matter, I’m not going,’ Gareth sighed.
‘You’ll lose your job.’
‘I’ll lose my daughter.’
‘Gareth, we—’
‘What good would it do? I’m surprised work have let it drag on this long. If they’re at the point of writing this letter, they’ve already checked with their solicitors that they can get rid of me. It’s already done. Me abandoning my family for a few hours in the middle of this crisis will make no difference. They’ve already made their decision. They were just doing me the courtesy of telling me to my face.’
Gareth dropped the letter where he stood, giving it no more thought. He knew he couldn’t afford the distraction of work at the moment. He needed to focus all of his energy on his family first.



NINE
Gareth and Jen lay on the sofa with a blanket over them. Weeks of Ana being ill had turned to months. Consultants had given up trying to make appointments. The world outside had moved on, Gareth’s bank balance was dangerously overdrawn and the only visitors that came to their door were debt collectors.
It was late at night, but neither had the energy to get off the sofa and up to bed. They just lay in the darkness, not bothering to put the lights on when the sun had set. They had watched television until the light from the screen hurt their eyes. Gareth and Jen found it strangely reassuring that the world at large was also experiencing its own trials and tribulations.
A crashing noise from Ana’s room startled them from their lethargy.
‘She’s kicking off again,’ Jen croaked.
‘It’s your turn.’
Jen slowly turned her head to look at Gareth.
‘I know. I know it’s my turn. But, Gareth, I don’t think I can do it again.’
Gareth looked at his wife. She was right, she was drained, figuratively and literally. He rolled off the sofa and to his feet. He took a step, but then the dimensions around him wavered and his eyes unfocused. He slumped back down into his chair.
‘Gareth?’
He put his hand up to Jen to reassure her.
‘I’m okay. Just need a moment. Stood up too fast.’
He sat motionless, trying to catch his breath. Closing his eyes in concentration, Gareth searched his whole body for some glimmer of energy.
More noises from above motivated him. Gripping the arm of the sofa, Gareth pushed himself to his feet. He took another step, holding out his arm to steady himself on the wall.
‘Gareth, we can’t go on like this...’
‘Jen...’ Gareth thought of the hundreds of reasons and excuses they’d used on each other over the past few weeks. But they’d both heard it all before, so he simply stated. ‘Jen, it works.’
Leaving his wife on the sofa, Gareth moved towards the kitchen, using furniture as makeshift crutches. Entering the kitchen, he flicked the kettle on before he eventually made it to the fridge. Out of breath, he summoned the energy to open the door to the fridge, its bright light making him squint.
The contents of their fridge were fairly pathetic; jars and bottles of condiments and a solitary milk carton. Within the plastic carton was not the expected milk, but instead a pint of his wife’s blood.
‘Just like mother used to make…’ Gareth muttered grimly.
He took the carton from the fridge, noting that it was the last one, and placed it in a small bowl. Gareth cleared a space on the festering kitchen work surface, amidst used needles and disposable lighters.
The kettle clicked, its contents boiled. Gareth poured the boiling water into the bowl, and waited as it gently warmed his wife’s blood to above room temperature.
It pained Gareth how cruelly similar this action was to one he carried out thousands of times when Ana was a baby being bottle fed.
Gareth scratched at the scab on his right arm. He noticed an angry looking bruise had formed, matching the one on his left arm.
‘Time to move onto the legs, then,’ he muttered to himself.
On his way back upstairs, Gareth stuck his head around the lounger door and found Jen dozing.
‘It’s the last one. Can you help drain me when I’m finished?’
Jen didn’t reply. Gareth assumed, with envy, that she was asleep.
‘Gareth we can’t—’ she whispered, finally.
‘She needs blood or flesh or something. If it’s not us, then who?’
Jen opened her lips but no reply came.



TEN
Gareth and Jen sat silently in the car as it glided through quiet town streets in the early morning. It was becoming obvious that the people who were out on the streets at 2am were not the kind of people you’d want in your car, let alone feed to your rabid five year old daughter.
At one point, they had driven for so long, they found themselves in what passed for Cardiff’s red light district, street walkers approaching the family car, not batting an eyelid at the presence of Jen or even Ana in her child seat in the back.
‘Keep driving,’ Jen muttered.
Gareth accelerated, leaving the prostitutes to float on to the next car that showed interest.
‘We’re going to have to get someone,’ Gareth said.
‘So far, our choices have been tramps, addicts or prostitutes. Ideal candidates for blood poisoning, AIDs or syphilis. You want to deal with that too on top of everything else?’
Gareth banged his hand on the steering wheel, glancing in the rear view mirror at the dazed, panting thing that his daughter had become.  Eyes back on the road, Gareth saw something red and white sprayed over the road. Pulling over, he stepped out of the car before Jen could ask what he was doing.
In the repetitive flash of the hazard lights, Gareth leant over the animal carcass. He guessed, from the size and colour, it had been a dog earlier in the day. Holding his breath, Gareth started to scoop up the roadkill in to his hands. Half of it remained fused into the tarmac, but the hind half came away in his hands.
Waddling awkwardly to the car, Gareth attempted to open the back door. The interior light came on, revealing how far from his daughter the creature in the back seat had become. Small black veins or arteries had appeared, crawling from out under Ana’s hairline. Her once chubby cheeks had vanished, replaced by painfully angular cheekbones, her baby fat a distant memory. Her skin was a greyish-white, apart from around her mouth, which had taken on a pinkish hue, stained from the constant bloodletting.  Gareth looked into Ana’s eyes, trying to find some semblance of his daughter, but all he could see was a dazed animal staring back at him with blood shot eyes.
After a moment’s hesitation Gareth held the dead thing towards Ana.
Ana’s head rolled forward, and for a brief moment Gareth’s hopes were raised. Ana’s nostrils flared.
‘Christ, Gareth…’ Jen said turning her head back to the road.
Ana turned her head away from the offering.
‘Ana, c’mon love, you’ve got to eat something. You’ll be ill otherwise. Please, love, for Daddy. Please.’
Gareth could hear Jen weeping softly in the front of the car. Looking back at his daughter, he could see she was making no progress. Gareth threw what was left of the carcass back onto the side of the road. Getting back in the driver’s seat, Gareth hesitated before gripping the wheel, his hands still covered in gore. Without missing a beat, Jen handed him a baby wipe.
Gareth began to turn the key in the ignition, but stopped.
‘It’s riskier, but if we’re gonna feed her something that won’t end up killing her or making her worse, we should try to do it in the day.’
Gareth stared at his hands on the steering wheel, waiting for Jen to reply.
The interior light faded as she exhaled.
‘Let’s go home.’



ELEVEN
Ten minutes away from home, Jen grasped Gareth’s hand on the gearstick. He was about to ask her what the matter was when he saw the lone figure lurching by the side of the road.
A quick glance around assured Gareth that they were unlikely to have any interruptions. Without exchanging a word, Gareth pulled over alongside the drunken teenage boy. Jen wound the window down.
‘Bit late to be walking by yourself?’ she said.
‘Silly cow cheated on me at a party…’
‘You shouldn’t be walking in your state, we can give you a lift.’ She smiled at him reassuringly.
‘S’alright…’ the teen said, shaking his head.
‘It’s dangerous out at this time of night.’
Looking in the backseat, the teen saw the apparently sleeping Ana. He cast his gaze back to Jen and Gareth in the front seat. He tried to carry out some drunken risk assessment in his booze-addled head before shrugging and climbing into the back seat.
Carefully, Gareth indicated and the car pulled off. Moments passed silently, the teen lulled into an alcohol assisted coma by the gentle sound of the tyres on the road.
Gareth remained silent, watching in the rear view mirror.
‘Cheers mate. Bit past her bedtime?’ the teen managed, patting the back of Gareth’s backrest.
Gareth hit the brakes suddenly, sending the teen crashing into the back of Jen’s seat.
The teen bounced back into his seat, hands flying to his face.
‘Guh, dou fuhk-?’ he spat through a bloody nose.
While Jen held her head and bent forward, Gareth leaned over and unfastened Ana’s seat belt.
Ana looked down at her loose belt. Looked over at the bleeding teen. And then towards her father.
Weakly, Gareth nodded his consent.
Ana leapt out of her chair and onto the teen. Jen buried her face into her hands, unable to watch.
The car began to rock. Gareth continued to watch in the mirror as his daughter began to eat the boy’s face.



TWELVE
An exhausted Ana rested her head on Gareth’s shoulder as he carried her up the stairs. Gareth had performed this action hundreds of time, but the creature in his arms felt totally alien to him now.
Ana smiled and a dribble of blood escaped her mouth, trickling down Gareth’s creased white shirt.
◆◆◆
 
Just a short distance outside of the town limits, a fox found a larger than usual meal by the side of the road. 
Warily, the vermin approached his meal, sniffing cautiously at the spilled intestines on the tarmac.
Partway through his main course, the fox abandoned chewing on the teenage boy’s nasal cartilage as his feast started to move.
The fox had long-since scarpered into the undergrowth by the time the dead boy lurched towards the distant lights of the town.



THIRTEEN
Gareth woke again to the raucous sound coming from Ana’s bedroom. His left eye hadn’t quite woken up yet, but through his right he could see that wherever Jen was, she wasn’t next to him, where he expected.
Rolling out of bed, Gareth crept to Ana’s bedroom, the red glow from the night light shining onto the landing. He looked in through a crack in the door and saw his daughter thrashing on the bed, straining against the bungee cables that bound her.
Exhaling wearily, Gareth trudged down the stairs and peered through the window to see his wife out on the driveway. Jen was scrubbing the back seat of the car with baby wipes. Next to her, lay a carrier bag filled with used wipes stained various shades of red.
He thought about making his presence known to her, but the noises from upstairs distracted him.
He realised that if he was to have any chance of surviving another day of this life he needed caffeine. A lot of caffeine.
Gareth was sat at the table nursing a cup of tea, when Jen came into the kitchen. She looked up at the ceiling, listening to the ruckus being made upstairs.
‘Well that didn’t satisfy her for long.’
‘I’m feeling a bit better, you can probably drain a pint of me after I’ve finished my tea,’ Gareth said.
‘That’ll keep her occupied for all of twenty minutes.’
‘Fine, we’ll load up the car and try and grab somebody early before there are too many people on the roads.’
‘What are we going to do, feed that thing upstairs three people a day?’
‘That thing is your daughter. It’s our daughter.’
‘That boy she ate was someone’s son.’
‘I don’t care.’
‘Gareth! How—’
‘Jen, I do not care. I care about Ana, I care about our family.’
‘Look maybe we should try the doctor’s again, tell them that we know that blood, that flesh helps, they may—’
‘We tell them that we’ve fed her a kid?’
‘No we simply tell them that she drank some of our blood and—’
‘The doctors didn’t work, the hospitals didn’t work, the medicine didn’t work. This works. We keep going until she’s better.’
‘We can’t let her kill.’
‘We’re not letting her, we’re helping her kill.’
‘No, no we didn’t—’
‘Jen, you lured the boy into the car and I let Ana loose. We did that. We killed that boy just as much as Ana did, if not more. She just fed. And it worked. So, we get in the car. We find someone for Ana. We get them. And we keep going. We keep going until our daughter is better. We worry about everything else after, after she is better.’
‘We’ve got to stop this.’
‘Stop this?’
‘Stop her.’
‘Stop her? Say it.’
‘I’m saying we’ve got to stop her.’
‘Don’t say stop her. Say what you mean!’
‘Kill her.’
Gareth stared at his wife. She met his gaze.
His eyes stung as he contemplated what the woman in front of him was suggesting. He barely knew his daughter anymore, and now he could hardly recognise the exhausted shell of a woman who faced him.
‘That’s not Ana anymore, Gareth. You know it’s not.’
Gareth opened his mouth to challenge her. A thousand thoughts rushed through his brain, but no sound came.
‘Gareth, I’m telling you, that’s not my baby up there. I know it. Deep down, you know it too. Ana was taken from us a long time ago, and we’ve just been denying it all this time.’
Gareth couldn’t look at his wife any longer, instead he stared at the mug in his hands. Tears flowed freely now, as he heard the kitchen drawer open. Looking up, he saw Jen with the kitchen knife in her hands, holding it as if it were a foreign object.
Jen and Gareth crept up the stairs together, passed birthday photos of Ana, passed photos of Jen (with bump), passed wedding photos. The usual floorboard creaks were drowned out by the sound of Ana crashing about.
Opening the door, Gareth and Jen saw that one of the bungee cords had come loose. Ana thrashed on the bed wildly.
Jen slumped, the tension from her shoulders ebbed away. She seemed to almost lose a foot in height. A low moan, unrecognisable as a human sound, escaped her lips.
‘I can’t...’ was all she managed to say.
Gareth understood. It wasn’t easy to talk about killing your only child, but it was harder still to carry out the act. Jen was telling herself that the creature in front of them wasn’t their daughter, but the creature in front of them still wore Ana’s face. A cruel parody of her face, but still undeniably recognisable as Ana.
Without looking to see where Gareth was, Jen fell backwards into his arms.
He held her. He understood why Jen believed that they had to kill Ana. He knew that if they were to continue down this path, Ana would just consume and consume and consume. He knew that he would be bringing pain and heartbreak to countless other families just to keep his daughter fed.
Gareth rested his head against Jen’s and held out his left hand.
Jen looked up at Gareth’s face for answers.
Eyes closed, Gareth gave a barely perceptible nod.
Jen understood that Gareth would do what needed to be done.
She placed the knife in his hand. Gareth wrapped his fingers around the handle.
Gareth smiled sadly at his wife.
Gripping Jen’s hair with his right hand, he brought the knife quickly and deeply across her throat.
Gareth understood. Gareth understood that Jen didn’t love Ana as much as he did. Gareth knew that what Jen wanted to do was the logical thing, but Gareth knew that he would do anything, anything for his daughter. Gareth knew he could kill for Ana, he knew it when he had killed that thing in the playground. He had felt nothing as Ana had bitten, eaten and consumed that teenage boy. No remorse, just an inkling of hope, hope that this meal would be the one that brought his daughter back to him.
He realised he must have hit a vein/artery/ God-knows-what as blood sprayed out from his wife’s throat in almost comical proportions, coating the Disney Princess walls, coating the Disney Princess bed sheets and landing on Ana’s face.
Ana, for a brief moment, went rigid.
A primal bloodlust racked her body, causing to her flail violently, the bungee cords coming loose.
Gareth let his wife drop to the ground as Ana leapt at the source of the blood.
Swiftly he moved behind the door, pulling it closed and bolting it.
Sinking to the ground, he listened to his family eat itself.



EPILOGUE
It’s been five days since we killed Jen.
I managed to make her last almost three days.
I don’t know whether there are any red flags if you google “how to drain a human body”, but I googled it anyway. We had most of the implements in the house and I stored the blood in jars and washed out milk bottles in the fridge.
On the third day Ana was sick on the blood, so I decided to get a new source.
We kept Jen in the main bathroom. I rarely used it anyway. I was worried that if I tried to get rid of what was left of her body, what Ana hadn’t devoured, I’d get caught and then Ana would be alone. That terrifies me more than anything.
Three days ago I grabbed another body. It only lasted two days as it was a kid, but Ana didn’t get ill this time. When it was used up we put it in the bathroom with Jen.
People have started to notice the missing persons. You can feel it.
Posters have been put up around town.
I overheard someone saying the Police are starting to go door to door.
I think people are starting to wonder where Jen’s got to. The neighbours exchange nervous glances with each other when they see me.
Last night I packed the car with Ana’s and my belongings. We’re ready to go at a moment’s notice.
◆◆◆
 
Ana’s starting to get agitated again. She’s docile for shorter and shorter periods of time now. If I can get more blood, more flesh, I know she’ll get better.
We’re going to visit Mum and Dad back in the Midlands. They’ve been wanting us to visit for months. Their place is nicely secluded, off the beaten track.
I can’t risk getting another body from round here.
We can’t risk staying in the house any longer.
The smell is getting worse and...
And Jen has started to move.
I killed my wife five days ago and what’s left of her is starting to move again.
She’ll have to fend for herself. There’s no way I can cope with two mouths to feed.



RIDE THE SERPENTINE
 
Andre Duza
 
A Serpentine Films Production in Association with the Martin Stone Show…
Video
A circular stage seemingly afloat in a sea of heads and shoulders. Hysterical feminine adulation directed toward the trio of lanky, androgynous rock stars power-posing at centre stage. Pyrotechnics erupt behind the men. The crowd approves. Their cheers are deafening.
A montage of concert venues as a tour bus arrives. Fans waiting in parking lots. They run screaming alongside the bus.
Narrator (Voice-over): What started out as three friends passing the time at a local band camp, became one of the most influential rock bands of a generation. In mid-to-late ’80s nobody was bigger than Serpentine.
Concerts.  Backstage.  Champagne celebrations. Wet T-shirts. Fake tits.  Serpentine at the number one spot on the Billboard Music Charts. Awards shows. 
Narrator: They filled stadiums and performed to sell-out crowds. They lived at the top of the charts and garnered award after award.
Drugs. Booze. Fast women. Drunken performances.
Narrator: But a life of excess eventually took its toll on the trio and the band once named the most influential rock group in the last decade officially split in 1991.
The group, older now, rocks out on a small, intimate stage in a packed nightclub. The crowd goes nuts.
Narrator: Decades of hard feelings were put aside when the boys came together for a charity event in early 2014. Reaction from the crowd was overwhelmingly positive and it quickly became obvious that the time was right for a comeback. A documentary was planned to help kick off the return of Serpentine. The film would chronicle the daily lives of the band mates while they worked on their new album. 
An ambush of newspaper headlines dated 9/6/2014: THE DEAD WALK! Chaos in the streets. The breakdown of society via security camera footage from around the world.
Narrator:
But fate had other plans…
People fighting back against the dead. Landfills full of bodies. The evolution of settlements. The Martin Stone Show.
Narrator: What started as a peek into the lives of three friends who became rock Gods, has evolved into a video diary chronicling humanity’s struggle to survive, and Rock ‘n’ Roll’s place in the resurrection of our once great society.
A title fades into view…
Ride the Serpentine! A Rockumentary
Video:
Friday, May 17, 2016
The interior of a modified van. All black. Plush, leather seating fit for a private jet in front. The rear seating has been removed, giving the illusion of space. A leather bench spans the length of one side. A console reminiscent of a newsvan embedded in the opposite wall. A small monitor in the centre. A short counter below. Several boxes stacked against the back doors. A duo of guitar cases rest against the boxes. Tinted windows dim the natural light. ‘Rock ‘n’ Roll Ain’t Noise Pollution’ by AC/DC blasts from the speakers.
A heavily inked Viking of a man (Jules Yeager, 51) is seated on the bench. A living stick-figure with a face full of wisdom (James ‘Holly’ Hollister, 50) behind the wheel. An effeminate, seemingly ageless pretty boy with long dark hair and sharp features (Graeme ‘Gramps’ Gunz, 48) riding shotgun.
Jules blindly fingers an acoustic guitar, his eyes glued to the blank monitor across from him. Graeme is equally focused on the scenery outside the passenger-side window.
Graeme: These backroads are all starting to look the same.
Hollister: Tree lines and farmland.
Graeme: …and messages spray-painted on water towers.
Jules (V.O.): Welcome to the apocalypse of the apocalypse, folks! I’m your guide, Jules. You may remember me as the axeman and song-writer extraordinaire from the baddest band on the planet, Serpentine. And if you remember me, then you definitely remember that Skeletor-faced bag-a-bones at the helm, James ‘Holly’ Hollister on drums, and to his right, the long, tall serpent himself, Graeme Gunz on bass and lead vocals. We call him Gramps. (Whispers) His real last name is Fischback, by the way.
Graeme: There’re less of ‘em out in the open.
Hollister: The tree line…
Graeme leans closer to the window. His eyes narrow.
Graeme: I see ‘em.
Graeme swivels in his chair and motions for the camera. The scene shakes as Jules hands the camera to Graeme, who then lowers the passenger-side window and points it out.
Tree lines and farmland. Pockets of recovery sprinkled with reminders that the days of living death are far from over. Skeletal remains wrapped in tatters sprout from thriving grassland like calcified weeds. Buildings and vehicles abandoned and burnt out and vandalized.  
A handful of undead amble eastward. One or two of them cast curious eyes toward the sound of the passing van’s engine. The camera moves in, past the eastward march, toward the tree line, further back. An indelible shape haunts the open spaces between rows of trees; people, once living, now living-dead. They stand half-hidden by wooden stanchions and the lower shrubs that congregate at the trees’ bony, finger-knuckled roots.  
Jules (V.O.): They stay mostly in the tree lines now, almost as if they’ve learned to fear open spaces where they could be easily picked off. You get enough of ’em together – like in the big cities – and it’s a different story.
Jules: Musta been some activity come through here recently. Not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing.
Hollister: Nobody’s gonna fuck with us in this beast.
Jules (V.O.): Holly was right to call this thing a beast. What you have is essentially a Ford Sportsmobile four-wheel-drive wrapped in Spectra Shield, Ballistic Nylon and bulletproof glass, and off-road front and rear bumpers with full grille guards. A rear-mounted 12-Volt winch with an 18,000 lb capacity. Full perimeter LED light bars. You name it. All sitting on top of Rugged Compound Runflat tires. Whatever the fuck that means. We clipped her from Alex Zamora, the East Coast Porn King, when we high-tailed it from his bunker in Princeton. He was the guy behind those, ‘Plump Asses Sitting on Opened Palms,’ videos that were the shit in the late ’80s. Don’t act like you never heard of ’em.
The van was built on a lark to navigate a theoretical post-apocalyptic wasteland. Some car-mod show that never aired because Zamora’s affiliation with pornography spooked the advertisers. The thing had been sitting in his garage ever since along with his collection of classic cars.
The car-mod show was produced by the same team behind Guitar Godz. They did an episode where Graeme and Holly surprised me with a replica of my old axe GiGi. You remember GiGi? She was my first electric guitar. A candy apple red Les Paul Standard that I swore was alive. I liked to imagine that she was infused with the soul of some tortured musician who never realized her dream. Maybe she died of a freak accident while GiGi was being built.
I lost my GiGi when the Holt Sound Studios in Philly burned down in 1989. That shit hit me hard, man. She was my first love. The diehards will remember all the flack I got about the ’68 Strat with the maple neck that I used from then on. The critics whined that it affected our signature sound. They blamed it for our ‘decline.’ In hindsight, maybe they were right. But it was the favorite guitar of one James Marshall Hendrix. So, at the time, my thinking was that any change had to be for the best.
Live and learn...
The backroads give way to turnpike townships. The battered old ghosts of chain restaurants and gas station mini marts. Tumbleweeds of man-made refuse. Twice dead bodies piled in parking lots.
The undead meander on the sidelines. A brave few wander in the open. They react to the approaching van. They turn, and sway, and oddly lurch toward the engine’s smooth bellow. Some make moves toward the nearest shelter.
The boys talk over the images.
Graeme (re: piles of bodies): Probably not a good idea to be piling them up this soon.
Jules: People are in a hurry to wake up from this nightmare. I don’t blame ’em.
Hollister: Long time before the disposal trucks make it out this far. They’re just gettin’ started in the big cities.
Jules: I don’t know. It seems to be keeping the rest of ’em back. Maybe they’re onto something.
Jules (V.O.): There were other signs that Project Reboot was taking hold out here in the sticks. The roads had been cleared in a few of the counties we passed through. Bright colored collages painted on abandoned cars and buildings dressed up the horizon. Even the watertower prophets were showing signs of hope. I get caught up in the vibe. 
Graeme hands the camera back to Jules.
Indecipherable dark tones... Flashes of muted daylight... The image clears on the interior of the van. Jules is right up on the lens working to secure the camera to some kind of base. His bulk darkens the frame.
He leans away, hesitates as if half-expecting the camera to topple over, and then settles into his seat. He slides the guitar across his lap and gently fondles the strings. Hollister and Graeme in the driver and passenger-seats respectively. 
Jules (V.O.): A year ago I had all but accepted the fact that the world was ending and we had front row seats to it. And now here we are on our way to the Weather to rock the fuck outta this deadfuck-infested planet. That’s the Mount Weather Emergency Operations Facility in Bluemont, Virginia. Compliments of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security and the Martin Stone Radio Show.  In case you live on Mars – which don’t sound like such a bad idea at the moment – Martin Stone was a controversial Shock Jock who ruled the airwaves for as long as I can remember, and hands-down the best celebrity interviewer on the planet.
Holly must be feelin’ it, too. He turns up the volume on the stereo and starts rocking out to Sugerloaf’s ‘Green-Eyed Lady.’ We used to cover the shit outta that tune in the old days. For the next 7:25 we rock out with him. 
Our lives have been a series of close calls since 9/6. We were celebrating our comeback album at Alex Zamora’s place in Princeton when the shit hit the fan. It was going to coincide with the release of the film. We hadn’t written a lick of music for the damn thing yet, but the fact that we had finally put aside all the bullshit for the sake of the group was a feat worth drinking to. Zamora was one of those guys whose obsession with preparation seemed a little nutty before 9/6. Nowadays you’re lucky if you know someone like that.
He had this badass bunker that no one knew about underneath his four acre estate. He called the place The Grotto. That’s where we stayed until things got, well… complicated. Try to imagine being stuck in a single-story, 2800-square-foot space dressed up like an upscale condo along with the current queen of porn, who we nicknamed Cinderella, three washed-up, junkie actresses who were part of Zamora’s current harem of sister-wives. Then you had two animated mannequins who used to fuck these chicks on film. One of them couldn’t get it up anymore and the other one’s claim to fame was working as ‘stunt cock’ for two A-list actors. Rounding out the group were four random associates of Zamora’s who were each about as trustworthy as a record company exec on a good day. Top it off with one stoned-out-of-his-mind porn kingpin with a considerable arsenal at his disposal and a messiah complex that would’ve put Colonel Kurtz from Apocalypse Now to shame, and you’ve got a recipe for disaster.
Did I mention that one of the fucking associates was the porn queen’s Star 80 boyfriend?
It was doomed from the start. Me, Holly and Gramps seemed to be the only ones aware of that fact. Zamora would stay in his bedroom surrounded by his sister-wives, who hated everything about Cinderella, especially all the attention she got from the other guys, including their husband. The mannequins and associates had each made a play at fucking her despite the best efforts of her Star 80 boyfriend to derail that process. Of course, Cinderella only had eyes for Gramps. The sister-wives wanted a piece of him, too. But Gramps wanted no part of it. Between the three of us, we’d bagged enough top-shelf pussy during our run that a few months without it didn’t seem to affect us the way it affected the others. Especially when the alternative is sticking your cock in the garbage, which is what screwing any of Zamora’s girls amounted to.
It was too bad really. The place itself was fucking balls out! Zamora had spared no expense. Solar powered generator. A fully stocked walk-in freezer. Flatscreen monitors made to look like windows. They worked together to broadcast a continuous outdoor scene. Sounds silly, but they helped you forget that you were actually sealed up in a box seven feet underground. There was an elaborate security system, which we later found out Zamora had been using to spy on everyone. A gym. A weapons room. Tons of camera equipment and a state of the art editing suite/screening room where he shot, cut, and screened some of his more controversial films. The Hatefuckers series comes to mind.
We used his equipment to put together this little ditty you’re watching, in fact. Gramps’ idea. That was Gramps doing his best Jim Forbes in the intro. Forbes was the voice behind VH1’s Behind the Music. Always hated the one they did on us.  
Zamora had this antique Celtic throne in his bedroom, just to give you an idea… He would go on and on about the damned thing.
‘Just imagine the asses that’ve warmed that seat,’ he’d say. And I’m thinking, Not enough to make it worth the 200k you shelled out for it.
He had this ritual where he’d sit in the thing. An assortment of hardcore narcotics laid out buffet-style on this fancy-pants, stone coffee table. Then he’d go down the line from right to left until he was so fucking smashed that he’d sometimes forget who you were.
Me and the guys had been clean for almost a year up to that point and we had no intention of falling back into the shitstorm of addiction, even if the idea of escaping reality was more appealing than ever. These days a clear head is essential to your survival. 
The three of us had initially tossed around the idea of mutiny rather than leave our cushy accommodations. It was a few months in. The height of the collapse. It was starting to look like the deadfucks had won. Information from the outside world was minimal. The last we had heard from the Emergency Broadcast System was essentially, ‘You’re on your own, folks.’ 
Gramps gasps... yells ‘Shit,’ so loud I heard it over the music.
Graeme leans out of the window in a sudden burst of movement, his face pointed at the road behind them, his tangled mane whipping in the wind.
A startled Hollister whips his head toward Graeme.
Hollister: What?
Jules (V.O.): I could tell who it was by the way Gramps’ voice cracked and, as usual, it sent chills down my spine.
Graeme leans back into the vehicle, looks to Hollister, then Jules. A mixture of frustration and mild shock on his face.
Graeme: Her again.
Jules (V.O.): Our number one fan... I dare myself to look, thinking that maybe the tinted rear window would somehow lessen the impact of seeing her again. It doesn’t. She’s standing at the side of the road; a dead girl wrapped in soaking wet clothing – ripped jeans, boots, and a sleeveless concert Tee from our ‘Ride the Serpentine’ Tour back in ‘88. Wet blond hair clinging to her porcelain-white face. Even at a distance I could tell that her eyes were locked on the van. Maybe she could even see me looking at her through the small, tinted square.
As usual she steals the moment and we sit there marinating on her spooky ass to the music. I wonder about her eyes. If they’re in fact green, like the song…
‘Green-Eyed Lady’ skips and then cuts off. A skittering, whirling sound pours from the van’s speakers. Hollister angrily jabs a button with his finger.
Hollister (re: CD player): No fucking way!
Hollister ejects a compact disc and looks it over. He blows on one side, rubs it against his shirt, and then slides it back into the console. He pushes a button and waits. The disc skitters and whirls. Silence...
Hollister ejects the CD and tosses it over his shoulder. It lands in a cardboard box on the floor near Jules’ feet. The box is full of discarded CDs collected from various places along the way.
Hollister: So much for tunes, fellas.
Graeme: Shit, man. I need something to get my mind off the girl.
Jules (excited): Stone Show should be on. 
Hollister fingers a few buttons.
A soothing female voice (Raven Tremble – African American, 41) fills the interior of the van. She’s the former co-host and current host of the Martin Stone Radio Show.
Jules (V.O.): I fall under Raven’s spell as soon as I hear her voice. It’s a comforting feeling, like the warmth of a woman’s naked body on a cold night. A live woman, that is. Gramps was right there with me.
The telethon was in full swing at the Weather. The goal was to find more virus resistant donors to grow the government’s vaccine supply. They were in the middle of a survivor story from some celebrity whose voice none of us recognized. 
Later, Raven gets choked up when a random caller mentions Martin Stone. They cut to commercial. Same fucking ads as last week. The Consortium of Able-Bodied Volunteers. Hager Portable Shelters. We quote the ZOM-B-GONE ad verbatim. Even Holly – Mr. Too-mature-for-that-kinda-shit – gets in on the fun. 
…ZOM-B-GONE STICKY BOMB PERSONAL EXPLOSIVE DEVICE! ZOM-B-GONE STICKY BOMB PERSONAL EXPLOSIVE DEVICE! ZOM-B-GONE STICKY BOMB PERSONAL EXPLOSIVE DEVICE!
We have a good laugh. It’s a nice break from the tension.  
‘We should cover that shit,’ Gramps jokes.
Raven apologizes when the show returns from break. She makes a few statements about the search for Martin Stone, which as of this moment, has been unsuccessful. It’s been 11 months since he called in to the show. Raven plays the infamous phone call for what must be the millionth time. We listen on pins and needles… again. 
Heavy Static. Three words. ‘Raven. It’s Martin.’  Dialtone.
Not everyone is convinced that the voice on the phone belonged to the real Martin Stone. But Raven had made up her mind. And that was all most people needed. Myself included.
She urges people to have hope and not to believe the rumors. There were three popular rumors going around.
Rumor #1: Martin Stone is dead, killed soon after the call.
As much as I loved him, Martin would be the first to admit that he’s a giant pussy who wouldn’t last a minute in the trenches with the deadfucks. Maybe he’s even walking round with the rest of  ’em. There are people out looking for him, if you can believe that.
Rumor #2: Martin has been kidnapped and is currently being held hostage to use as a bargaining chip for the Lazarus vaccine.
LZ is more valuable than gold these days. The government caravans are constantly being raided. Virus resistant donors kidnapped on their way to the Weather. But if this one was true, I think we would have heard from the kidnappers by now.
Rumor #3: Martin is safe and sound at the Weather where he’s been since soon after the call. The government is manufacturing the ‘missing’ angle to rally support.
There was no denying Martin Stone’s role in getting us through this thing. Who woulda thought? Radio Shock Jock Martin-fucking-Stone, savior of the human race. It was no accident that Raven and the survivors from the fall of the Brand Compound were allowed into the Weather and that the show was currently broadcast from there. The government meant to use that influence to reconnect with the nation. But as far as manufacturing the ‘missing’ angle…? Not likely.
We didn’t know about the Stone Show until the night of the big blowout at the Grotto between Cinderella and one of the sister-wives. I mean, we had developed a good rapport with Stone from the few times we did his show in the late ’80s, early ’90s, so we obviously knew who he was, but we had no idea that he was still broadcasting. Zamora had kept us in the dark. He wouldn’t let anyone else into the communications room, so we got all our info second-hand. At the time, we had no reason not to trust him.
The fight between the girls was over whose room they were going meet in to listen to the Stone show. I’m like, ‘Stone Show? As in Martin Stone?’
The girls agreed to let us listen under the condition that we not reveal to Zamora that they had been ‘borrowing’ the satellite radio without his permission.
By the time we tuned in, the show had already become a movement. We learned about the other survivors out there. Heard their stories. I had no idea there were so many. People fighting back. Forming settlements. Trying to move forward with some sense of normalcy.
Things were going downhill fast at the Grotto, so we created the ‘gigs for food/supplies’ ads that aired on the Stone Show. The idea was that we’d secretly try to work those gigs into an extended residency (hopefully permanently) at a decent settlement. We told Zamora that we just wanted to work out some new material. He was too obsessed with his filmography to listen to the Stone Show. He let us use his equipment under two conditions.
Condition #1: We had to let Cinderella contribute during the sessions. 
That girl was to music what granny porn was to hard cocks – unless you’re some kinda weirdo. Three failed albums – all produced by Zamora – and they still didn’t get the hint.
Condition #2: We had to change our name to AntiRot.
Zamora thought it was so fucking clever. ‘You need a name people can get behind,’ he goes. We fought him on it, but it was obvious that short of killing him – which we considered – we would have to give in.
Before anything could pan out from the ads, things came to a head between Zamora and the Star 80 boyfriend. Shots were fired. People took sides, which only made things worse. Dumb fucks never learn. There was only one side at the Grotto.
We came up with a plan. Gramps would take one for the team with one of the sister-wives. She was the worse one, too. This chick looked like she literally ate cigarettes. Gramps got her to slip Zamora a Mickey so they could be together. Then he was to get the codes to the freezer, garage, and the weapons room from her, and we’d be outta there lickety-split. Turned out Zamora was so paranoid that his wives didn’t even know the code to the weapons room. So we had to settle for two-outta-three. We left that night while everyone slept. We left that shitty name behind, too. 
The deadfucks were out in droves. It was a diverse crossroads of folks wandering around like awestruck tourists without an itinerary. Holly made a joke about racial harmony coming at a price, and another about the van’s off-road grille guards being the great equalizer or something. We moved through Jersey on slow steamroll, making forced conversation to distract from the constant bumpity-bump of soft bodies against the grille guards, the squishy crackling when the tires rolled them over, the pounding of hundreds of fists against the sides of the van, and the sound of as many voices grunting, and growling, and moaning, and wailing, and sounding all kinds of pissed that a hearty meal was very slowly getting away.
The windshield wipers couldn’t move fast enough to clear away the blood before another coat darkened the glass. We could barely see through. We chartered a course with each sway of the wiper-arm, our faces pressed together like a ‘Three Stooges’ bit, waiting for a peek through the temporary triangle of clarity, past the swell of deadfucks, at the road beneath their feet. The damn things were so tightly packed that it was hard to tell where the road ended and the dirt-shoulder began. That was when we first saw her; our number one fan. She was hanging out with the stragglers a few layers into the woods up ahead where the road curved hard left. She appeared to be looking right at us, which, at the time, fit right in with the general deadfuck groupthink.
If it weren’t for her groupie digs, and the concert Tee, we might’ve looked right past her. Just another deadfuck, albeit one who maintained a certain degree of beauty, even in death. A glimpse was all we could afford as there were far more pressing matters to attend to.
We were so slogged down with bodies… the under carriage, and wheel-well so mucked up with loose flesh and shattered bone and tangled in guts that, for a moment there, it seemed like we might not make it. And for the first time since this whole thing started, I worried that I might actually experience what it’s like to be eaten alive. You can’t imagine the rush of unholy terror that thought brings about. Not unless you’ve been there.
No sooner did things clear up than we stopped to help some ‘injured’ couple on the side of the road and nearly got ambushed by a group of scavengers.
Shoulda known… Shoulda fucking known...
Gramps was halfway outta the van when Holly stepped on the gas. The fuckers appeared from the trees seconds later. Like ninjas. Or is it ninja? It must’ve been a dozen of ’em, armed with automatic weapons. Gramps had to hang on for dear life as they fired at the van. Thank God for Spectra Shield, Ballistic Nylon, and bulletproof glass. We laugh about it now. At the time we seriously considered returning to the Grotto.
We ultimately decided to head to my place in Chestnut Hill where I had a considerable gun collection stored in a safe behind a fake wall in my bedroom closest. It was nothing compared to Zamora’s arsenal, but I’ve been shooting since I was a kid, so I had my share.
The place was completely ransacked. It broke my heart to see it that way. This was my home. It looked like someone had gone through it with a sledgehammer and then celebrated with the party to end all parties. Graffiti everywhere. Broken glass. Holes kicked or punched in the walls throughout the house. A few bodies. Thank God they hadn’t found the safe. We grabbed the guns, and a few other things, and booked.
Thanks to the Stone show, we had the latest settlement list from the emergency broadcast system. So we headed toward the nearest settlement and crossed our fingers. We came across those scavengers again. Someone had left their heads on sticks on the side of Township Line Road. What goes around comes around, I guess. 
The thing about celebrity is that people feel like they know you. And familiarity carries a lotta weight these days. It allowed us to sidestep that initial period of mistrust people talk about when you arrive at a new settlement. Sometimes they’d ask us to play, and we would gladly oblige with an acoustic set. Nine times outta ten they’d invite us to stay, and for a while things would go smoothly.
But then we’d eventually end up on the wrong end of a deadly weapon, usually in the hands of some rightly pissed-off boyfriend or husband out for blood because his lady fell under Gramps’ spell. Most of the time the kid wasn’t even trying. It’s like a bonafide superpower, that fucking charm-a-his. Even at 48. And it ain’t just the groupie types that fall victim. I’ve seen it work on educated women.  Doctors. Corporate CEOs. Assistant District Attorneys. The kinds-a-chicks you’d think would consider themselves above spreadin’ for a rock star. Once he works that serpentine swagger, flips that hair-a-his, and flashes that crooked smile, they all drop their drawers. It’s the damndest thing. Even the dead ones…
Nah. I’m just fucking around. But damned if Gramps didn’t occasionally spot some chick he’d bagged wandering around post mortem. I shit you not. That boy got around.
If it wasn’t Gramps’ charm, then we’d wind up in the middle of some internal squabble that turned violent and/or led to some act of sabotage, and we’d have to book on a moment’s notice. It never failed. Ever. 
Altogether we had been asked to leave, thrown out of, or escaped from seven settlements. It became obvious to us that we needed our own place.
We had our instruments, a few guns, a 5lb bag of Idaho Russets and a case of outdated Spaghettios to our name. The food was compliments of our last place of residency. A real shithole group in Somerset, Pa.
‘Looks like liquid shits on the horizon for us,’ I joked.
Holly gets all pissy, goes, ‘At least we have food.’
We took a vote and decided that our best option was to head back to the Grotto. It was two-to-one; Holly being the odd man out. 
It had been roughly six months since we left the place. In that time, there was no way in hell that band of fucktards hadn’t killed each other or, in some way, gotten themselves killed. No fucking way. It was a statistical impossibility.
Holly was butthurt about finding our ‘friends’ – and I use the term lightly – walking around all deadfucked.
I kept busting his balls on the ride there. ‘No gig is too small,’ I go. It used to be our motto when we were starting out. Now it means any fucked up, shitball situation where we’re faced with less than favorable odds.
Holly had a point, actually. It’s always worse when it’s someone you know behind that deadfuck gaze. Especially when you have to waste ’em. It messes with your head in the way that you never get used to. I don’t give a fuck how desensitized you think you are. You start to second guess yourself as you lock them in your sights. It may have only been hours ago that you were having a conversation with this person. And now they want to eat you. And not in the good way.
You wonder. ‘Was that just recognition I saw in their eyes? Is there some hint of the person I knew just hours, minutes, seconds ago, begging me not to shoot?’
Everyone hears the voice. But again, I would hardly call anyone at the Grotto a friend.  Maybe Zamora, in the beginning. Maybe... But even he had an agenda, which was…
 
 
	To promote his girls. We stocked all our early videos with the bimbos. 

	To jam with us. Zamora had rock-star aspirations without a lick of talent in that regard.  


‘And what if they did survive?’ Holly goes on to say. ‘You think Zamora’s just gonna welcome us back? You think he’s gonna let it slide that we stole his van or that we took food from the freezer? And let’s say he’s in a forgiving mood… Would you honestly want to live with those junkie, psychos again? What’s your solution then? Huh? We just gonna ask them to leave? Er kick ’em out? Er kill them if they don’t? You prepared for all that?’
Holly has a knack for the dramatics, if you haven’t noticed. 
We held out hope that whatever had gone down at the Grotto after we left, that they hadn’t completely destroyed the place. Between the three of us, we were handy enough to make it livable as long as the damage wasn’t too severe.
The generator was still running when we got there. Zamora kept it hidden under a row of fake shrubs on the northeast side of the estate. Solar panels posed as skylights above the kitchenette. The front door to the main house had been left wide open. No sign of forced entry. Not good. Inside a few deadfucks wandering like prospective buyers at an open house. No sweat.
The entrance to the Grotto was locked from the inside, which meant they were still down there. The door was located underneath the fireplace. We knocked, but got no answer.
There was a back entrance upstairs in the master bedroom; a fake wall inside the armoire. It opened onto a stairwell that led to Zamora’s room in the bunker. He let mention of it slip one night when the alcohol/oxycontin cocktail had him tripping balls.
Actually, that was every night.
It was a long trip down that staircase. We wet some towels and held them over our faces to block out the smell. It was so fucking bad that it stung your eyes. If you think you’re immune to deadfuck b.o., try to imagine it after being sealed in an enclosed area for three months. It gets in your clothes. Your hair. Up your nose. And it haunts you for days. Just the thought of it makes me wanna heave.
I found myself reexamining my feelings toward the Grotto group on the way down. If we weren’t friends then why was my stomach all knotted up at the thought of seeing them deadfucked?
‘Having second thoughts?’ Holly goes. I must’ve had a look on my face.
The smell was even worse in Zamora’s room. Thicker. Like it had weight to it, if that makes any sense. ‘Fruiting shit wrapped in rotten cold cuts,’ was Gramps’ take on it. And he wasn’t far off. It was the kinda thing you had to prepare yourself for. You couldn’t just run in. Even with the towels over our faces.
It took a second to register that the thing squeezed into Zamora’s throne was even human, let alone the man himself. The Goddamned thing had to be three, maybe four times his size, and swollen from a mixture of food and death-bloat. His face was like an unflattering caricature made into a mask and pressed against the front of a much bigger head. There was a column of rolls as wide as his fattened head where his neck used to be. Loose fat pushed through open spaces in the chair and spilled over the arms like rising dough.
The throne was surrounded by an altar of garbage. Empty cans. Plastic wrappers. Water bottles. Half-eaten meals on plates. Several of the plates were broken from the slide down the garbage slope.   
We approached him from behind. Holly goes, ‘That you, Alex?’
Sounds funny in retrospect. 
Zamora’s reaction was delayed. Like he had overheard one stranger calling out to another across a crowded room and was mildly curious to put faces to the voices. His eyes eventually found us. They were clouded over and bugged out of his head in way that seemed to suggest life. For a split second I wondered. ‘Is he…?’
Then Gramps gets all Captain Obvious and lays it out CSI-style. ‘Looks like the weight gain put so much stress on his heart that he couldn’t handle his usual drug cocktail,’ he goes. 
Zamora’s eyes light up. ‘Food!’ I didn’t think they could get any bigger.
If wood could scream it would sound something like the noise the throne made when he leaned toward Gramps, who was closest to him, and tried to grab him with his big sausage arms and hands that literally looked like over-inflated surgical gloves. 
Holly walks up and plants a screwdriver right in his skull. Bye bye deadfuck-Zamora. We shared a quiet moment as you often do when it’s someone you know… er knew. Something I forgot to mention earlier.
A fire lights under Holly’s ass. He looks up, goes, ‘The others!’ And we all have the same thought.
Did he eat them?
Nah… I think I actually said it out loud.
Me and Holly head for the door to check for the others when Gramps yells, ‘Wait!’
He’s got the TV remote in his hand. He points it at the screen and pushes ‘play.’
There they were; what was left of the group, duct-taped to chairs in the screening room.  Cinderella. A sister-wife. The stunt cock and an associate. They were seated side-by-side. Clearly deadfucked. A movie played on a loop on the screen. Scenes from Zamora’s latest, and probably his worst.
‘Sick son of a bitch,’ Holly goes.
Zamora would have these ‘movie nights.’ It started off as a good thing. We’d watch mostly upbeat flicks to escape from reality. Zamora would slip in some unused stuff from his archives and then pester you for your opinion afterward. The smart move was to lie. As time went on ‘movie nights’ turned into the Alex Zamora film festival. Attendance mandatory.
Graeme rewinds the footage.
Jules (V.O.): Holly goes, ‘I’m not sure I wanna see this.’ But he doesn’t look away when Gramps pushes ‘play.’ 
Video
The Screening Room (No Sound)
A small screening room. Movie theatre-style seating. A screen spans the entire length and width of the front wall.
An obese, pyjama-clad Zamora leads Cinderella, a sister-wife, the stunt-cock, and an associate into the room at gunpoint and instructs them to sit next to each other. They look weak, malnourished. The men appear to have been beaten. Their heads hang low. Shoulders slack. No fight left in them. The stunt-cock appears to have received the worst of it. He can barely stand and has to be helped into his seat.
Zamora puts the gun to Cinderella’s head. She shrinks, face tightened, eyes squeezed shut. Tears stream down her face as she anticipates her demise. ‘Will it hurt? Will it be quick?’ Zamora savors the moment, and then yells something to the group. They flinch at the sound of his raised voice. He continues to yell and gesture toward the screen. Afterward, he leans closer to Cinderella and mouths something in her ear. He points to a plastic bag on the floor. Several rolls of duct tape inside. The girl grabs a roll and moves reluctantly to tape the others to their chairs. Zamora scrutinizes her technique along the way and threatens her several times for moving too slowly. She is trembling, weeping heavily. Afterward, he tapes the girl to the aisle seat using the same technique. He makes a point to do it twice as quickly as she had done. He makes a speech punctuated with big, sweeping arm movements, and then leaves the room.
Cinderella and the sister-wife struggle against their restraints and attempt to rally the others, but the stunt-cock is barely conscious and the associate is paralyzed by fear. He sits there, staring straight ahead and babbling something to himself. The sister-wife eventually yells at him to, ‘SHUT THE FUCK UP!’
The group looks toward the ceiling, reacting to the dimming lights. Nightvision kicks in and colours the view a putrid green. The movie-screen comes alive and startles the group. The Zamora Films logo fades to a shot of Zamora seated in a director’s chair dressed like some relic from Hollywood’s golden age. He makes a high-minded speech and then unleashes a haphazard montage of extreme sexual acts on the audience. 
Cinderella and the sister-wife curse at the screen and continue to struggle. Some of their own scenes appear in the montage. The associate has awakened from his fear-coma and is talking to the stunt-cock, who doesn’t respond, but just sits there, motionless. Head sagging. Hang-jawed. Drool.
Cinderella and the sister-wife join in. Before long they are yelling at the barely conscious stunt cock to ‘HOLD ON! WAKE UP! STAY ALIVE!’ No response. No movement. The associate leans in trying to get a look at the young man’s face. The stunt-cock flinches, startling the associate. His head bounces. He looks up slowly, dead, but alive.
Undead stunt-cock drunkenly pivots his head from side-to-side as if to ascertain his surroundings. His eyes widen at the sight of food. He lunges toward the associate, and then the sister-wife, teeth snapping shut inches away from them. They panic, screaming, and fighting the restraints with more vigor. The undead stunt-cock thrashes against his restraints as if angered by them. He lunges at the sister-wife without warning. She leans away, but not fast enough, and he bites her on the shoulder. She cries out in pain as Undead stunt-cock snatches his head away from her, his mouth attached by elastic strands of flesh. Blood everywhere.
Fast Forward...
…the sister-wife’s body is slouched in her seat, her head slumped toward the stunt-cock who devours the left side of her face, biting, and whipping his head, and snatching it away from the chewed visage. Cinderella weeps in her seat. The associate thrashes against his restraints.
Fast Forward…
…A frantic Cinderella leans away from Undead sister-wife’s half-headed snarl and snapping teeth. Her face twisted in palpable terror. The stunt-cock similarly pursues the associate.
Fast Forward…
An audience of four seated side-by-side, seemingly content with each other and with the rapid-fire montage of depravity on the screen. They stare with slack-jawed wonder, mesmerized by the colourstorm and the noise or maybe by the sight of warm, edible meat blown up to giant proportions. Cinderella and the associate are no longer interested in fighting. Their wounds tell the story of their demise – Cinderella with her left ear missing and her left arm dangling by sinewy strands from her shoulder. The associate with his entire face eaten away. 
End video
Interior of van. Jules seated in back thumbing through a magazine. Acoustic guitar in his lap. Hollister and Graeme in the driver and passenger-seats respectively. Graeme has the window down. His arm rests on the frame.
Jules (V.O.): We got the codes to the entire place by watching footage of Zamora skulking around while everyone slept. Gramps’ idea. We spent a whole day disposing of Zamora’s body, which we had to freeze first, and then cut into pieces. Another day on the rest of the group. We drew straws to see who would have to… de-deadfuckify them, shall we say. And who would have to cut up Zamora. The honors went to Gramps and Holly, respectively. In the end, we did it together. No way I was gonna let them have all the fun. Goooo teamwork!
We piled the bodies out back and burned them. The fire pushed the deadfucks back to the treeline that bordered Zamora’s estate. Fired off a few rounds in the air to remind the hard-headed ones who’s boss. If they had half-a-brain they realized that they had us outnumbered. The fuckers had been creeping since we returned, circling the fringes of the estate like sharks on ketamine. ‘Looks like we’re gonna have to do some cleaning,’ I go.
‘I could use the target practice,’ says Holly. 
We all could.
We said a little prayer for the group as the fire raged on. None of us are even remotely religious, but it felt like the right thing to do. We’re doin’ the whole ‘moment of silence’ thing, when Graeme goes, ‘Please tell me you can see that?’
Me and Holly look up, unsure which one of us he’s talking to. He’s looking toward the tree line. So we look, too. 
‘Over there,’ he goes. ‘The tree lying on its side...’
But I had already spotted her; our number one fan. The area had been hit with a monster storm a few days before we arrived. An old tree trunk, hollowed out from rot, lay on its side, victim of the wind. The dead girl was standing on top of it like some kinda lookout for the deadfuck army meandering in the woods around her. And, as usual, she was looking in our direction. They all were, in fact. But there was a difference in the way she stared. The others seemed more interested in the flames than the scruffy-looking Rock ‘n’ Roll dinosaurs standing in front of it. But not her.
You could literally feel her eyes on you. It still gives me the chills. Don’t know if you’ve had the privilege of sharing your living space with cockroaches, and I’m talking the big German kind. Just the sight of one haunts you for hours. Especially if it gets away. You know it’s there, but you can’t see it. Meanwhile it sits there, patiently waiting for an opportunity to crawl up your pant leg or across your plate or onto the bed while you’re sleeping. That kind thing.
‘So I wasn’t seeing things.’ Holly goes as if a weight had suddenly lifted off his shoulders. I was thinking the same thing, to be honest.
It took us three more days to get the Grotto back to livable condition. Zamora had put a pretty good dent in the food, but there was a few months’ worth of canned vegetables, Ramen noodles, and oatmeal to go with our supply of potatoes and Spaghettios. Yum!
We gave up on Zamora’s room after several attempts to get rid of the smell, and sealed it off from the rest of the bunker. 
During that time we shared stories about our number one fan. Each of us had seen her since that day six months ago when we bolted from the Grotto. Come to find out, Gramps had even attempted to communicate with the girl at one point.
‘It was back at Somerset,’ he goes. ‘Behind the old church, just outside the perimeter of the compound. The one by the lake.’
‘Tha Hell were you doing way out there?’ I say.
‘The black chick,’ Holly says as if I should’ve known.
He’s right. I should’ve known. Her and Gramps’ quickie behind the church was the reason we were ‘asked’ to leave the place. Turned out the girl was spoken for. By whom was the question. There were two people laying stake to that claim. Three if you count the leader’s wife. I often wonder how that ended. Probably not good.
‘Her name was Siobhan,’ Gramps says like he had real feelings for her or something. 
Holly throws his hands up in surrender, makes a face. ‘Excuuuse ME.’
‘I bummed a cigarette from her and stayed out there and smoked it after she went back inside. That’s when I saw the girl. She was standing at the edge of the lake looking up the hill at me. This was maybe the third time I had seen her since we left the Grotto. I thought it was all in my head. You know? I was afraid to say anything and have you guys start looking at me sideways.’
We had each arrived at a similar conclusion from our individual encounters with the dead girl in the soaking wet groupie digs and the ‘Ride the Serpentine’ Concert Tee. No use mentioning it to the others and raising concern about your mental state and/or risk losing the trust of the only people in the world that you trust. These days trust is about as rare as deodorant or fresh breath.
‘It was a real secluded spot me and Siobhan had picked,’ Gramps goes. ‘No other deadfucks in sight. So I’m like, “I need to deal with this.” For the sake of my sanity, at least. Right? So I walk closer to the chick. She doesn’t move. I ask her; “Can you hear me? Who are you? What do you want from us?” She looks at me like she wants to tell me something…’
‘Yeah. Come over here pretty-boy and let me eat your lanky ass,’ I say to lighten the mood. 
But Gramps was lost in the memory. He talks right over me. The sound of my voice was just background noise at this point.
‘I walk closer,’ he continues. ‘I get within 10-feet of the chick and she starts walking toward me. The look on her face changes. Almost like she’s happy. But happy like a cult-member about to drink the Kool Aid. She’s like… smiling through a peaceful expression. I can see that her eye makeup is smeared from crying. When’s the last time you saw a deadfuck cry? Right? She opens her mouth like she’s about to say something, but it just kinda hangs open.’
Then the son of a bitch trails off with me and Holly sittin’ firmly on the edges of our seats.
‘Then what?’ We say it almost simultaneously.
‘Then I ran is what I fucking did!’
‘Weren’t you packin?’ I go.
‘I had the Glock 19.’
‘Why didn’t you just plug her then?’
‘I don’t know. Something about her. I can’t put my finger on it. I just had to get outta there.’
Remember what I said about cockroaches? Imagine being bitch-slapped by the physical manifestation of that vibe.
I couldn’t sleep that night. I must’ve lay there for hours with the lights on scrolling through the same three questions over and over in my head.
 
 
	Who the hell is this girl? 

	How the fuck does she keep finding us? 

	How is it that she always looks the same? 


Six months is a lifetime in deadfuck years. If they even survived that long, you’d expect a certain degree of rot or some gaping, oozing memento of his or her death or of some encounter with the living.
Lights-out in the Grotto was a special kind of dark. Sensory deprivation dark. You want to wait until you’re dead tired before turning in. If you weren’t asleep within the first few minutes then you were liable to be taken places you’d rather not explore. Absolute darkness and absolute silence provides the perfect platform for a fractured psyche to run free. I made the mistake of turning in on half-a-tank. But I was determined to will myself to sleep and NOT to dream. Short of death, it’s the only escape from this Hell.
I was on the waking end of a nod-off cycle when I heard a noise like a faint tapping in the distance. I thought – I hoped – it was one of the boys up for a late-night piss, but there were no residual sounds to support that scenario.
I hear the sound again. I lay there and listen. Was it coming from the main entrance of the Grotto? Maybe someone knocking on the main door? My heart sank. That someone would have to know exactly where to look to find the entrance. Then they’d have to remove the fake fireplace display and lift the panel of steel flooring underneath it to reach the door, which resembled the hatch on a submarine.
Holly appears at my doorway and scares the shit outta me. He’s wriggling into his shirt as he says, ‘Someone’s at the main entrance.’ 
My brain spits out a stupid question, ‘Who?’ 
‘How the fuck should I know. A friend of Zamora’s?’
‘That’s just what we fucking need.’
‘Come on.’
He calls out to Gramps as he heads off toward the control room. I jump out of bed and into my clothes. Something on the monitors has Holly and Gramps’ undivided attention when I reach the control room. I shove my way between them and have a look.
It’s her. Our number one fan. She’s down on one knee by the fireplace. A puddle of water on the floor beneath her knee. The fake display is spread across the living room. The steel flooring lifted onto one side exposing the main entrance door. She knocks again.
Tap! Tap! Tap!
And then she waits. We stand there in silence trying to process what we were seeing.
‘I vote we put her creepy ass down before she attracts more of ‘em,’ I go. We had yet to clean up the area and it was getting thick with the deadfucks. That’s when they’re the most dangerous.
‘How do we know this isn’t some trick just to get us to come outside?’ Holly says.
‘A trick?’ I go. ‘Are you fucking kidding me? Orchestrated by who? Rod-fucking-Serling?’
The girl knocks and waits again. Meanwhile me and Holly bicker like a married couple. Afterward she stands up, turns, and looks directly at the camera.
It was like somebody let all the air out of the room. The camera in the living room, which is about the size of an AA battery, is hidden in a vent. There was no way she could’ve known that.
She stands there for a good minute, and then she turns and walks out through the sliding doors on the east side of the house. Holly turns on the exterior floodlights and switches to the cameras mounted high up on the light posts. We watch the girl wander out into the east yard.
Now the argument between me and Holly becomes about whether or not we should go after her and put a period on this whole thing. We hadn’t even noticed that Gramps had left the room until…
Movement on one of the monitors...
It pulls my attention away from the intellectual bullshit falling out of Holly’s mouth. I look and see Gramps taking long strides across the East lawn like a hound-dog locked on a scent. He’s plugging deadfucks like it’s an afterthought, letting them get dangerously close before pulling the trigger, and doing so without even looking. He’s armed with a Glock 19. That’s fifteen rounds versus three times as many deadfucks. At least. 
Holly throws attitude my way on his way out the room, ‘Happy now?’
 
Video
Floodlight Security Camera (East Yard)
An overhead view of a 1-acre field boxed in by Spartan Juniper trees and gaudy Romanesque sculptures atop faux Corinthian columns. The tatters of a volley ball net hangs sadly between rusted steel posts. A gazebo meant to resemble ancient ruins. Floodlights on tall posts impaled in the dirt. Three on each side of the yard, spaced 10-feet apart. 
Upright corpses materialize from the spaces between junipers. More pour in from around the front of the estate. They converge in the middle, a sedated stampede, hive-minded, hungry-eyed and salivating at the source of their heightened aggression.
Graeme Gunz moves with purpose toward a gap in the Juniper wall. A trailed of bodies laid out in his wake. An unruly crowd hot on his trail. An ambitious young corpse lunges from the side. Graeme caps it without missing a step. His focus, on the stone pathway winding off into the woods, locked in and unwavering. A headless bust stationed on either side of the pathway. Darkness beyond the trees…
Jules and Hollister explode from the East doors armed with M16s. A canvas satchel strapped across Jules’ torso. They run out into the yard and immediately take aim…
Hollister: GRAEME!
Jules (to Graeme): What the hell’re you doing, man!
They work to thin the herd of undead, starting with the ones closest to Graeme. They move toward Graeme’s position, firing away. A misty cloud-canopy of exploded cerebral residue rains down, painting heads and shoulders red. The herd marches forward like some tribe of stiff-jointed, lead-limbed berserkers worked into a frenzy and covered in war paint. They are unfazed by the bodies dropping all around them and by the obstacles those bodies present. The idea of warm flesh is just too intoxicating. A small faction of undead changes direction, like a deformed tentacle extending away from a larger body and reaching for the two armed men standing on the sideline of the stampede. 
Graeme is standing at the mouth of the stone pathway now. His arms hanging by his sides. Shoulders slack. His right hand wrapped around the handle of his gun. Just beyond the junipers, a shadowy figure moves toward the relative light. Seconds later a dead man in blood-stained medical scrubs and a face-mask of third-degree burns steps through the gap. His pace quickens, he reaches out to Graeme, fingers flexing and curling into claws. 
Graeme stands there, posture on Mesmer. His body language suggests that he has every intention of allowing the undead man in scrubs to approach him.
Hollister turns his weapon on the approaching undead. He takes out a few before his gun clicks empty.
Hollister (to Jules): I’m out!
Jules reaches into his satchel and tosses a clip to Hollister. He grabs another clip from the satchel. As he reloads his gun…
Jules: GRAAAAAEEEEME!!! (to Hollister) What’s he doin’?
Hollister shakes his head, ‘I dunno…’
Graeme doesn’t respond. Instead, he opens his arms to the undead man in scrubs and third degree burns. The man staggers closer all gums and gnashed teeth shining through an oblong ball of charred meat that used to be a face.
Scrubs is just about on Graeme when Jules takes a shot and then, in one motion, he returns to clearing the herd. Scrubs’ head jerks violently to the right. Blood. Graeme whips his face away from the hard, wet kiss of airborne brain matter. Scrubs crumbles to the ground, leaking moist chunks from the jagged hole in the top left side of his head.
Graeme (re Scrubs): Noooooo!
He turns and charges at Jules, a madman covered in the undead blood. Jules catches wind at the last minute…
Jules (re: Graeme): Hey! What the fu—
…and moves to defend himself against the lanky, pretty-boy juggernaut. The two men tussle.
Graeme: Why’d you have to kill her?
Hollister hurries over and divides his time between separating Jules and Graeme and keeping the herd momentarily at bay. He manages to get between them, wraps his arms around a thrashing Graeme and walks him backward, away from Jules. 
As Graeme continues to thrash…
Graeme: Why’d you fucking kill her?! She was trying to communicate with me you stupid fuck.
Jules nonchalantly picks of a few undead between gestures of disbelief.
Jules: Well, excuse me for saving your skinny ass!
Graeme: I had it under control. She wasn’t going to hurt me.
Hollister fires a few rounds with equal disregard and then leans into Graeme’s line of sight.
Hollister: Whaddayou mean, she? She, who?
Graeme points to Scrubs’ expired corpse lying facedown in the dirt.
Graeme: The girl. Our “fan.”
Jules fires without looking. A few more drop.
Jules (to Graeme): Tha fuck are you talking about?
Graeme eyes Jules with suspicion. 
Graeme: Waaait a minute, now. I thought we all agreed that she was real.
Hollister calmly drops a few more undead and then grabs Graeme by the shoulders and points him in the direction of Scrubs’ body.
Hollister: We did. But that ain’t her.
End Video
Interior of van/scenery outside windows.
Jules (V.O.): There were so many deadfucks. The damn things were coming out of the woodwork faster than we could plug ‘em. We couldn’t chance having them follow us inside, so we led them away from the estate and ducked into a house down the road where we settled for the night and waited for them to lose interest. Turned out the place used to belong to that basketball player who was outed as a furry by one of the gossip rags. Damn near killed his career. Wouldn’t you know he had a photo of himself with Zamora in his den. Figures.
The place had been thoroughly ransacked and looted to shit, but the doors and windows were mostly intact. We found a stash of liquor hidden in a heap of boxes in the basement. Medicine for the night. Gramps snagged the Patron. Holly took the Jack Daniels and I was packin’ a fancy-schmacy bottle of Absolute Citron. 
‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Gramps goes once the Tequila kicked in and washed away the shock trance he’d been under, ‘But I’m not slipping. I’m fine.’ 
‘Nobody thinks you’re slipping,’ Holly says.
‘I would if I was in you guys’ shoes.’
‘We all saw the girl on the monitor,’ I go.
‘I’m not talking about the monitor. She was there in the east yard, too. Standing right in front of me. Not more than 10-feet away. I threatened to put a bullet between her eyes unless she came clean. She just gives me this look, same as before. Then she takes off her clothes and starts walking toward me. I knew what was happening was fucked, but it was like I couldn’t move. When you plugged her… It felt like… like being jarred awake from a deep sleep.’
We must’ve sat there for an hour, taking long swigs and not knowing what to say. With everything we knew about this girl, we had no reason not to believe Gramps’ story. But what did it mean? Holly was the first one to offer up a theory.
‘What if she’s a ghost?’ he says like he expected us to laugh in his face. No one did.
Gramps nods like he’s on the same page and has been there for some time.
‘Why not a ghost, right?’ Holly continues, enlivened by Gramps’ nodding endorsement and half a bottle of Jack. ‘We live in a world where dead people come back to life and eat living people. How fucked is that? So why the fuck not? Why not Chupacabres, too? And fairies. And Leprechauns. And fucking… Bigfoot sitting on a goddamn unicorn, surfing a UFO across the Bermuda fucking triangle?’
I raise my bottle in support. ‘Why the fuck not!’ I take a drink then add, ‘Maybe not Leprechauns, though.’
‘What does she want?’ Gramps steps all over my comic timing like not knowing causes him great pain.
‘I think it’s obvious what would’ve happened if Jules hadn’t taken the shot,’ Holly says.
‘But why?’
‘That’s the million dollar question, kid.’
Holly goes on to theorize that we only seem to see her in the presence of deadfucks, like she somehow uses them to travel around. Sounds kinda cool if it wasn’t so goddamn unsettling.
I take a long swig and grunt away the burning aftertaste. Afterward I whip my head toward an imaginary camera somewhere between Holly and Gramps and go into my best Clint Eastwood. ‘Looks like we got some cleaning up to do,’ I say.
Nobody laughs.
Tough crowd.
Video
Spring Cleaning
Weapons room
Antiseptic lighting. Several long weapons (assault rifles, shotguns, rpgs) mounted vertically on the wall. Another wall for handguns. Another for miscellaneous gear (holsters, slings, vests, shell bags). A cabinet full of ammo.
Quick cuts of Graeme and Hollister reaching into the frame and snatching weapons from the walls.
Garage roof (Floodlight Cam)
A six car-garage the size of a modest house. A wide driveway down in front extends to the edge of the frame and beyond. An overgrown field borders the other sides of the garage. A wooden deck on top. Expensive patio furniture shoved aside. Jules standing in the middle of the deck dowsed in sunlight. A guitar strapped to his chest. A wire snakes from the butt down to a mid-sized amp on the deck. A large speaker in the corner. Chirping chords waft from the guitar as Jules tunes the strings. A loose contingent of undead stumble into the frame from all sides and make their way toward the noise, the slow-lurch parade seemingly in accord with the fragmented rhythm.
Jules (V.O.): I hurt my knee in the tussle with Gramps, so the boys thought I should hang back while they cleaned up. Holly came up with what you see here when I pitched a fit about Plan A. The speaker and amp were compliments of Zamora’s rock star pipe dream. The idea was that I act as a decoy to lure the deadfucks out into the open and help round ‘em up into one location. Then Gramps and Holly would come in and cut ‘em down. It gave me the opportunity to shred, which I had been complaining about not having had in a while.   
Weapons room
Graeme and Hollister clad in tactical gear. They strap weapons across their torsos. Slide handguns into their holsters.
Garage roof (Floodlight Cam)
The chirping chords become more succinct as Jules finds his perfect pitch. His fingers dance translating kinetic energy into sound. Slow, seductive chords like foreplay for some monumental sexual event. Jules sinks in the groove. The chords manifest in swaying movement and a rhythmic head nod, scraggy red hair hanging in front of his face. A crowd forms at the foot of the raised stage, growing exponentially through a series of scene dissolves...
Soon the garage is surrounded by a pulsating, undulating skirt of undead, their intent splayed across their rotten faces as they reach upward and claw and bite at air, laying hands on the garage walls as if to find purchase and climb up.
Jules is locked in a symbiotic link with his guitar, seemingly unconcerned with the crowd beneath him. His eyes squeezed shut. Head nodding. Hips grinding air. Fingers doing a dexterous dance on the strings while the bridge squeals to his slow-hand caress. 
Shots ring out off-frame. A shift in the undead crowd as bodies begin to drop. The phenomenon spreads out from the rear of the garage, around to the sides…
Graeme and Hollister enter the frame from rear-left and right. They are nearly unrecognizable wrapped in battle gear and brandishing machine guns—an AR 15 and an MK 17 respectively. Several more guns on their person. A designer golf-club (a driver) dangles upside-down from Graeme’s belt. The wrapped handle of an aluminum tee-ball bat protrudes from a long carrying case strapped to Hollister’s back. Bandanas around their necks. Goggles.
The two men press forward, their torsos on pivot like an automatic sprinkler, spraying the crowd with bullets. It becomes evident that they are targeting the lower extremities. A follow up headshot as the bodies drop—if possible.  Graeme moves left, Hollister right. They travel at an arc, around the sides, to the front of the garage, and come together in the middle of the driveway.
Jules continues to play as the bodies fall and lie splayed out, writhing like dying petals on some giant, fleshy flower. Down below Graeme and Hollister have stopped firing to inspect the damage. A few dozen undead remain among the moist, slushy carrion moat at the base of the garage, unable to stand, yet still determined to nab the nearest bite of warm flesh.
Graeme and Hollister strap their primary weapons across their torsos. Graeme yanks the driver from his waist and flips it right-side up. Hollister slides the bat from the carrying case against his back. They pull the bandanas up over their mouths and noses and communicate via nods before wading into the moat. They swing their weapons like bludgeons at the heads of any surviving undead, high-stepping so as not to slip on the soft, squishy chunks that moved strangely underfoot or to become entangled in the intestinal lattice.
End Video
Interior of van/scenery outside windows.
Jules (V.O.): Gramps and Holly both reported seeing our fan during the bitch of a clean-up. Some random deadfuck Holly was dragging to the pile to burn. One of the few that had managed to survive the bullet spray and the blunt object beatdown.
‘This one appeared to be paralyzed from the neck down,’ Holly goes. ‘Just some average-looking fuck dressed like he was dead long before he was walking around jonesing for live meat. I was holding him by the legs. His arms were up over his head, which was turned to the side facing Gramps who was dragging a body next to me.’
Then Gramps chimes in.
‘I look over and there she was staring at me while Holly dragged her,’ he goes.   
I glance at Holly who nods, goes, ‘Same shirt. Same ripped jeans. Same boots. All soaking wet. Hair clinging to her face. The whole shebang. It was seriously fucked. I dropped the bitch like a hot potato. Had to ask myself if I had somehow mistaken the average fuck for this chick back at the garage, but I knew there was no way. Meanwhile Gramps goes apeshit and starts stomping the chick’s face and head until there’s nothing left. I had to pull him offa her. When we looked again it was the average fuck laying there with his face bashed in. Seriously fucked, man.’
That was the last we saw of our fan for a long time. We settled on a plan-of-action should we see her again, which was essentially the same set of guidelines for dealing with deadfucks.
 
 
	Keep your distance. 

	Aim for the head. 

	Avoid eye contact 


Within a week, she had fallen to the bottom of the list of daily concerns. Within two weeks, she was a haunted memory. We had settled into a routine. Morning stretch/workout. Breakfast with the Stone Show. Jam sessions. Movie night. Long discussions about the meaning of life and lack thereof—we each did time as Debbie Downer and Captain Optimism. We had become the poster children for the Post-9/6 American Family: Rockstar Edition. 
Gramps got on this filmmaking kick and starting filming everything. He would spend hours in the editing suite learning how to use the equipment. The ‘Spring Cleaning’ clip is the result of his editorial tinkering. The rest of the time he’d walk around with a camera stuck to his eye. Gramps had an addictive personality. So when he was into something – or someone – he was all in. His face would light up in a way that made his enthusiasm infectious. Like when he would really connect with lyrics I wrote. So you were instantly drawn into whatever he was into at the moment. And his latest addiction was filmmaking. 
Within a month we had an album’s worth of new music. I’m talkin’ the best shit we’d ever written. We didn’t even realize what we had until we watched the footage from the jam sessions. Rock ‘n’ Roll was our therapy. It allowed us to work through all the bullshit.
The new stuff was a culmination of everything we had gone through since the world turned upside down put to music. We avoided using our number one fan as inspiration out of fear that we might somehow conjure her up. I wrote a little something for her in secret, though. Just a few lines. My intention was to explore the person she was in life, but I was working with very little info.  
We were listening to the Stone Show the morning the Brand Compound came under attack. We grieved when the show went dark. I would equate the feeling with withdrawal. We tuned in to the wannabees and the whack jobs to ease the pain. The general consensus was that the Brand was an inside job. How else could a fortress like that have been overrun so quickly? The dead ain’t exactly known for their organizational skills. 
We rejoiced when the Stone Show returned and laughed at the irony that it was now being broadcast from the Government’s official bunker. If you know anything about the Stone Show’s history with the FCC, you’d understand how that was like Superman and Lex Luthor moving in together. Martin’s absence from the show was hard to ignore, but we at least held out hope that he was still alive somewhere.
Then, one morning, we’re listening over breakfast. They were running a segment on people’s daily routines. Some guy named Caleb Kaiser calls in from Upper Marlboro. Says he starts every morning by listening to our song ‘Ride the Serpentine’ in honor of his wife Thana, our ‘number one fan,’ who died 6-months-ago. He goes into their story. They met at a concert during our Ride the Serpentine Tour. Love at first sight. Married for 17 years. One child; a son, Liam. Nine-years-old. Dead. The caller choked up at that point. Deadfucks, I assumed.
‘My Thana,’ he goes. ‘She was never the same after the death of our son. It broke her. She regressed to a happier time in her life to cope with it. Started dressing like she did when we first met. She was a groupie for Serpentine at the time. Real diehard. Followed them all over the country. She would go around calling the lead singer Graeme Gunz her husband. She never even met the guy. That was actually a point of contention during the first few years of our marriage.’
The caller stopped, blew out some air. You could hear the emotion in his breath. I wanted to yell at him to continue, but my head was spinning from his story, mainly the description of his wife, Thana. I suddenly felt cold. Goosebumps. I look over at Gramps. He was white as a ghost – no pun intended. 
‘What I wouldn’t give to have her back,’ the caller continued. ‘She had gotten this idea in her head that there was this concert in Baltimore she was supposed to attend. She would take one of the cars and run. We had to start restraining her. It was awful. She begged me to loosen her restraints. She said they hurt her wrists. I didn’t want to, but she begged me. You see. She was in such pain. I couldn’t bear to see her like that. So I did what she asked…’
He paused. No exhale this time. Just dead air. 
‘She got out that night,’ he could hardly say the words. ‘We found her car two days later. It was on its roof, half-submerged on the bank of Palmer Lake.’
The caller descends into full-on weeping. And that becomes the background noise for the biggest ‘Holy Shit’ moment this side of finding out that the deadfucks weren’t just part of some elaborate Hollywood promotion. 
Gramps blew chunks all over the table. Holly blew chunks at the sight and smell of Gramps’ half-digested breakfast. I would’ve laughed if I wasn’t so fucking shell-shocked. We went through the rest of the day on auto pilot, avoiding eye contact and moving around the Grotto like strangers who shared a dark secret. I finally had enough and suggested the one thing that I knew would get our minds off this shit.  
‘Let’s jam.’
It took a little coaxing, but we got a good session in. I let the guys in on the lyrics I wrote about our number one fan. Now I had a title, Thana, and a story to reference from. It didn’t take long for a song to materialize. I approached it from the angle of unrequited love and how far we’ll go to obtain the object of our undying affection. I wrote a version where she got what she wanted. Gramps wasn’t the biggest fan, but he understood the process.
The next day on the Stone Show, a woman named Janice calls in with a few words of support for ‘that poor man from yesterday’s show who lost his wife and son.’ She goes on to describe how ‘Ride the Serpentine’ has special meaning to her as well. She credits the song with giving her strength when she’s feeling overwhelmed and ready to throw in the towel.
Imagine that. I never saw Ride as an inspirational tune. To me it’s just the manifestation of the wave of ‘Fuck Yeah!’ I was riding when I wrote the damn thing. It was ’87, I think. Right around the time when we graduated from famous to God-like status. Back when my head was the size of a frickin’ bowling ball. I defy anyone to live through that shit without it going to your head a little. 
On the show, co-host Raven and Janice share legendary rock anecdotes. They name-drop Serpentine in the same breath as the Stones, Zeppelin, Guns n’ Roses, Metallica, Nirvana, as groups that changed the game. They call Gramps the slithery personification of Rock ‘n’ Roll and they call me a bonafide guitar God. I can live with that. They even throw Holly a bone when one of the behind the scenes guys goes into this rant about how it must suck to be the drummer in a successful rock group. ‘You’re like window dressing,’ he goes. ‘…an afterthought...’ They debate the subject for a while.
The Stone Show opens with the song the next day. Somehow it just fits. They open the show with it from then on. I don’t think I’ve ever felt more proud of one of my babies. 
Raven jokes about a lawsuit since they hadn’t officially gotten permission to use the song.   
Me and the guys decide to prank the show. What better way to let everyone know that we’re still here. Holly calls in as our former attorney Ira Levinthal. Good old Ira. Always wondered what happened to him. He was such a pussy that it couldn’t have been good.
‘It’s my intention to serve you with a Cease and Desist order unless my clients are paid for the use of their song,’ Holly – as Ira – says to Raven on the air. She catches him off-guard when she plays along with the joke. Holly runs out of legal mumbo-jumbo and let’s the cat out of the bag.
Raven seems genuinely happy to hear from us. We spend the next hour and seventeen minutes telling our story post 9/6, affectionately remembering Martin Stone, and waxing philosophical about the power of music in light of recent developments.
We thank the callers and fans and the show for giving them a voice. We end the call with an acoustic rendition of Ride. 
A week later, we’re on our way to the Weather to take part in the telethon and to discuss possibly staying on as the Stone Show house band. Gramps’ got this idea about turning this documentary thing into a series. Real World: Mount Weather Edition. Ha!
Stranger things have happened. 
Stay tuned…



SCRATCH
 
David Moody
The body of the early morning swimmer had been facedown in the sand long enough for any footprints to have been washed away. He lay on the beach like a washed-up jellyfish. Flabby and unnaturally pale, wearing unflattering speedos and not a lot else. Lank hair splayed like seaweed.
Colin walked the dog here every morning, whatever the weather. He liked to see what the surf had dredged up. He’d found plenty before now, but never anything like this. Even from this distance he could tell that the man on the sand was dead. It was the way he was lying there with his right arm unnaturally buckled, folded under his bulk, and how he failed to react when the ice-cold waves scampered up the beach and tickled the wrinkled soles of his feet.
Arnold, Colin’s dog, couldn’t contain his excitement. He bolted. ‘Come back here, you little shit,’ Colin yelled after him, but Arnold wasn’t having any of it. He sprinted over to the corpse and sniffed around the dead man’s face, burying his muzzle under his chin and pushing upwards.
Colin finally caught up and grabbed his dog by the scruff and reattached his lead.
He stood a little way back from the cadaver, uncertain. He glanced over his shoulder to check if anyone else was around, keen to find someone else to share the burden of his grim early morning discovery, but there was no one. The beach was deserted; the early hour and heavy clouds confining holiday-makers to their caravans and tents. He thought about just walking away, but when he looked down and saw his heavy footprints in the sand leading up to this point, he knew it would be impossible to disappear and pretend he’d never been here. He really could have done without this. He came down to the beach each morning to clear his head and de-stress. Finding a washed-up stiff was the very last thing he needed.
Wait. Was the man actually dead? The fact he hadn’t moved and wasn’t reacting either to the cold or his badly injured arm indicated he most likely was, but Colin thought he should do his civic duty and check. He fished his phone from his pocket and crouched down. He dialled 999, and as he waited for someone to answer he gingerly shook the body and checked for signs of breathing. He noticed three vicious-looking marks on the man’s exposed right shoulder. Bloody gouges. Deep, raking scratches.
Still no answer, just ringing in his ear. He checked the display then cancelled the call and dialled 999 again.
Arnold was acting up, keen to keep moving. He made a dash for the water and Colin pulled him back, almost losing his balance. He cursed his dog who then ran the other way, jumping the corpse. The second change of direction caught Colin off-guard and he fell back, landing on his backside in the damp sand almost on top of the dead man. He swore again and let go of the dog, then tried the phone a third time. Still no answer. Bugger.
There was something moving in the scratches on the man’s back. Colin thought it was his eyes playing tricks at first, but when he looked a little closer he could see teeming movement. Hundreds of tiny, writhing things. They looked like minute, translucent maggots; almost amoeba-like in their simplicity. A visible infection.
He knew it was a stupid thing to do, but he did it just the same. Phone gripped tight in one hand, with the outstretched fingers of the other he prodded dead flesh. He jumped out of his skin and scrambled back to his feet when the corpse reacted. The longest of the three scratches appeared to move in response to his touch. It briefly closed up then pulled apart and widened again like a grotesque and impossible sneer.
Colin staggered away, looking around frantically for help but still seeing no one. With 999 still ringing out unanswered, he tried another number. He called home, hoping Marj would come to his rescue as she usually did.
By the time his wife picked up the call, Colin had dropped the phone and it was lost in the surf.
The corpse was moving.
Unsteady, like a new-born animal, it picked itself up and came at him. The dead swimmer stumbled as if learning to walk for the first time, legs stiff and unresponsive, uncoordinated. Its broken arm flapped uselessly at its side.
The creature’s movements were unnatural. All wrong. It was as if the body was leading the head, not the other way around. It was bizarrely puppet-like in its behaviour. Stiff and staccato. A strange approximation of a person. An imitation of normality which looked the part but acted anything but.
As Colin slowed down, the dead man sped up.
The infected figure came at him with sudden, predatory speed, its good arm clawing through the air. It was on him in seconds and though he was initially able to push it away, it came at him again and again, relentless.
Arnold scampered behind Colin, barking furiously, and inadvertently tripped his owner up. Colin found himself on his back in the wet sand with the corpse on top of him, pinning him down. The lifeless swimmer dragged its numb fingers down his face, leaving a series of deep and bloody diagonal grooves from the corner of his eye to the corner of his mouth.
And then it left him.
Job done.
It got up and staggered away.
The dog wasn’t barking now, he was growling. And the object of his attention was no longer the dead man, instead it was his owner. The attack may have been brief and deceptively ineffective, but sufficient damage had been done.
Colin wasn’t Colin anymore now that there were things burrowing deep into his brain and flooding his circulatory system. Multiplying. Consuming. Taking over. Controlling.
◆◆◆
 
Jody Phelps panicked in unfamiliar surroundings, and when she found she couldn’t move, she panicked again. Cocooned in a sleeping bag, wedged between two sleeping kids and fighting claustrophobia, she screamed as hands clawed the outside of the tent, dragging the canvas down until it was just inches from her face, fingers desperately scratching to find a way inside.
‘Mum, where’s the zip gone?’
She relaxed when she heard his voice. It was just Ben. ‘You’re at the wrong end of the tent, love,’ she told him. ‘Try the other end.’ Her heart thumped in her chest like crazy.
Ben undid the zip, filling the tent with dull morning light, then lifted the flap and crawled inside. Jody propped herself up on her elbows and watched as he struggled to shut it again.
‘Just leave it,’ she said. ‘Where’ve you been?’
‘For a piss.’
‘Don’t use that word.’
‘Whatever. I hate this tent. It’s stupid.’
She lay back down again. ‘I know you hate it. You’ve told me about a hundred times since we got here.’
‘Why couldn’t we have stayed in a hotel like last year?’
‘You know why.’
‘It’s not fair.’
‘Life’s not fair.’
‘Can I go out and play?’
‘No.’
‘What are we going to do today?’
‘Don’t know yet.’
‘It’s boring here. There’s no pool. And I’m freezing.’
‘Get back into bed then,’ she said, and she pulled her sleeping bag over her head and rolled over to try and get back to sleep. She checked her phone under the covers, the bright light hurting her eyes. Christ, it wasn’t even half-seven. It was early. Too early.
◆◆◆
 
Jody managed to doze for a while longer, but it was difficult to switch off fully with a head full of crap and a tent full of bored kids. Jenny and Holly had been playing with their dolls at the end of her sleeping bag, squashing her feet, and she’d heard Ben playing games on his phone. She hadn’t wanted him to bring the phone because of who he might contact, but she was glad she’d reneged because it was keeping him quiet. She kept telling herself I should really get up and do something with them, but the longer she stayed wrapped up, the less she wanted to move.
She must have clocked out again, because when she woke up this time the tent was quiet. Ben was outside, struggling to get back in again. Bloody kid. Ten year old boys – even her own son – were a complete enigma to her. She didn’t understand the way they worked. ‘For Christ’s sake, Ben,’ she yelled, ‘how many times do I have to tell you? The zip’s at the other end.’
He was leaning right against the canvas again, his full weight pushing down on the tent, threatening to collapse it on top of her.
‘I’m here, Mum,’ he said, and she looked up fast. Ben, Jenny and Holly, all in the tent with their faces buried in books and magazines and phones.
‘Shit.’
She got up fast, still struggling to get out of her bedding in the tight confines of this three-man tent occupied by four. As she sat up, the back end of the tent crashed down. Whoever was outside had fallen on top of it.
‘Oi!’ she yelled, furious. ‘What the hell d’you think you’re doing?’
She manhandled the kids out of the way and grabbed her sandals, then fumbled with the zip and burst out into the light.
‘For Christ’s sake, what the hell’s going on out here?’
She’d seen the woman elsewhere on the campsite with her husband last night. Elderly. Silver-haired. Prim and proper. Professional campers, the pair of them. One of those couples with all the right kit and a gadget for everything. They’d watched from a distance (and hadn’t lifted a finger to help) as Jody had struggled to get her tent erected and cook a half-decent meal on a less than adequate stove.
Except the woman looked completely different this morning.
She slowly disentangled herself from the wreckage of the tent like she didn’t understand. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused and yet, when she turned her head, there was absolutely no question she was looking straight at Jody. A string of thick, blood-stained drool dribbled from the corner of her mouth, and when she managed to fee herself from what was left of the tent, Jody saw that she was barely half-dressed. Her towelling dressing-gown flapped open, revealing unsupported, sagging breasts. She had a dirty scratch running between them, roughly in line with her breastbone; a rough-raw, bloody groove like she’d been mauled by a one-clawed bear.
‘Oh my God, are you okay?’ Jody asked, but there was no response. ‘Do you need help?’
The woman walked over the tent and over the kids. They howled in protest from inside, but she paid them no attention. She was coming straight for Jody now, clear vicious intent in her unclear eyes. Jody backed away but the woman kept on coming, held back momentarily when one foot became entangled with a guy rope.
Her head clicked and ticked. Random, repeated movements. Alien-looking. She picked up her stilted, awkward pace, only to stumble again, tripping over the sleeping bag Jody had inadvertently dragged outside with her.
‘Back off, love,’ she warned, and when the woman picked herself up this time, Jody clouted her around the side of the head with a camping gas cylinder.
Got to get out of here.
Jody reached into the front of the collapsed tent and felt around inside for the kids, yanking them out into the daylight one by one, blinking against the brightness. She pushed them towards the car. ‘We’re leaving.’
Holly, clutching a limp rag doll, stopped just short of the old woman sprawled on the grass. She peered down at her, feet together like she’d pulled up on the very edge of a hundred metre drop.
The woman began to move again. Fistful of fingers crawling like a crab.
Jody grabbed Holly’s arm and thrust her towards her older brother. ‘Get your sisters into the car, Ben,’ she told him.
‘Did you do that?’ he asked, unable to take his eyes off the battered creature on the ground.
‘Get your sisters into the car!’ she screamed at him again, and this time he didn’t argue.
Jody checked her pockets.
Fuck. Pyjama trousers. No pockets.
Fuck. No keys.
She reached back into the tent and felt around in the darkness for her handbag. Bedding, books, toys, discarded clothes . . . no bag. She’d kept it at the other end of the tent for safety, away from the zip. Crawling in deeper, up to her shoulders. Deeper still, all but her ankles inside.
Got it.
By the time Jody had reversed out, bag in hand, the dead woman was almost back on her feet. Her jaw had been horrifically dislocated – locked to one side like a freeze-frame picture of a cow chewing the cud – but she seemed not to notice. It wasn’t her ghastly deformed face that Jody focused on, instead it was the hideous gash below her throat. It looked different now. Wider. Glistening with blood and pus.
Jenny screamed, ‘Mummy!’
The kids were cowering around the back of the car, and as Jody ran towards them, she saw two loping figures coming the other way. They too had been children once. She remembered seeing them around here last night, loitering by the swings. A loud and obnoxiously fat kid and his mate, a lanky strip of piss. They’d looked like a bad comedy double-act, but this morning they were anything but funny. Fat kid stumbled towards the car, thin kid zeroed in on the girls. Jody fished for her keys in her bag then clicked the fob and the car unlocked with a reassuring mechanical clunk.
‘Get in,’ she yelled, and Jenny and Holly did exactly as they were told, fighting with each other to get in first. Ben, though, had frozen. Jody ran over to him, dragged him from the back of the car to the front, then shoved him into the passenger seat. She felt the fat kid’s fingers on her back, dragging down her anorak. She’d been freezing cold last night and was still wearing the waterproof coat she’d slept in.
She slammed the car door shut and spun around just as the kid came at her again with a speed which belied his bulk, claw-like fingers lashing out. She pushed him away and sent him tripping backwards. He fell over his own feet, too slow to react, and lay on his back on the ground like a turtle on its shell, unable to right himself, arms and legs thrashing wildly. Jody allowed herself to get a little closer to fatboy. His grubby T-shirt had ridden up in the fall, exposing his wide, white belly. The area below his navel was covered in a crosshatch of scratch marks, raw and infected.
Ben was hammering on the window.
Jody looked up and saw her son gesticulating wildly. It was the old woman with the crooked jaw again. She was getting dangerously close. Jody ran around to the driver’s side and let herself in, then double-locked the doors and started the engine. ‘Everybody okay?’ she asked. ‘No one hurt?’ No reply. Just muffled cries from the back.
The lanky kid walked clumsily into the side of the car, slamming into her window and smearing it with oily discharge.
‘What’s wrong with them, Mum?’ Ben asked, eyes wide and terrified.
‘Don’t know. Put your seatbelt on.’
‘But why are they—?’
‘Put your bloody seatbelt on!’ she shrieked at him as she slammed the car into reverse. She put her foot down and sent them careering backwards in a wild arc which just missed what was left of their tent.
‘My dollies,’ Holly whined.
‘We’ll come back and get them later,’ Jody told her, although she already knew they never would.
Into first gear, ready to disappear.
She stopped.
The dead old woman with the fucked-up face was blocking their way. ‘How can she still be standing?’ Jody asked no one in particular. The woman had looked paper-thin and frail when she saw her last night, so where the hell had all this strength and hostility come from?
‘You think they’re sick?’ Ben asked.
‘Very sick,’ she mumbled, still watching the woman who seemed as strong now as the two kid attackers some fifty or sixty years her junior.
The woman wasn’t giving ground. It was a bizarre stand-off which lasted only a few seconds until she made a single lurching step forward. Jody responded with a sudden burst of wheel-spin and speed. She hit the woman hard then immediately braked again, the impact sufficient to send her flying several metres through the air and inflict enough damage to make it impossible for her to get up again. Though she tried. Both legs now broken, bones protruding through ripped skin, spine snapped in two, yet still she tried.
Jody put her foot down again and this time she didn’t stop.
◆◆◆
 
‘Where are we going, Mum?’ Ben asked for what felt like the hundredth time in the half hour they’d been on the road. Jody had long since given up trying to answer. The speed with which everything had happened this morning was incredible. She was still trying to catch up and process it all.
‘Are we nearly there?’ Holly whined from the back.
Ben turned around and snarled at his sister. ‘She don’t even know where we’re going, dummy.’
‘Mum, Ben called me dummy.’
‘Don’t be rude to your sister.’
‘Tell her to stop being stupid then.’
‘She’s only four.’
‘She’s still stupid.’
‘I don’t like that word.’
‘Okay, then, she’s a retard.’
‘I like that word even less. Now shut up, all of you. I need to listen to this.’
The roads around the campsite had been mercifully quiet, though here in the Welsh mountains they weaved and snaked continuously through the landscape, never letting her get up quite enough speed. Still, the lack of traffic meant Jody could focus a little more attention on the radio. The stuff she was hearing was bizarre, like something out of those third-rate zombie horror novels Gary used to read.
A deadly infection, the likes of which hadn’t been seen before.
Source unknown.
The disease kills the hosts, then reanimates them.
Spreads through physical contact. Usually with open wounds.
The infected break the skin of their victims by scratching or clawing (or, in unconfirmed reports, biting).
Short incubation time – usually between one and three hours.
Widespread, and spreading wider.
No known cure.
Stay indoors. Stay calm. Stay safe.
‘That man said stay indoors,’ Ben said.
‘I know.’
‘We going home then?’
‘That’s the plan.’ She glanced at the fuel gauge. She’d planned to fill up on the way to the campsite last night but she’d had enough of being stuck in the car with three squabbling kids. ‘Don’t know yet,’ she added.
‘Where else we gonna go?’
‘You shut up and play with your phone. Leave the planning to me.’
‘My phone’s still in the tent.’
‘Shit. Sorry, love.’
‘I need it.’
‘You don’t need it. You want it. There’s a difference. You only use it for games.’
‘Not just games,’ he said without thinking, sounding unexpectedly aggressive. Jody looked across at her son.
‘Shit, Ben, have you been texting him again? What have I told you about texting him?’
‘You don’t understand.’
‘No, you don’t understand. He shouldn’t put you in this position. It’s not fair.’
‘I need a wee,’ came a small voice from the back.
‘Can you hold on, Hol?’
‘For a little bit. Can you hurry up?’
‘I’ll do what I can.’
More radio noise: frantic eyewitness reports, floundering politicians using hundreds of words to say nothing, phone-ins and social media round-ups. Everything tinged with an air of resignation and desperation. An edge of raw panic, barely suppressed. Inevitability. The end is nigh? The end is now.
Or maybe not.
Out here on the road, surrounded by absolutely nothing and no one, Jody found it increasingly hard to accept the unacceptable. She knew what she’d seen at the campsite, what she’d done, but with every mile she drove away from the place, it was harder and harder to believe what had happened. The last year and a half had been horrible – the hardest eighteen months of her life – so was this a side-effect of that? Had she lost her mind? That seemed marginally more plausible than the things she was hearing on the radio right now.
‘Really need a wee.’
‘I know. You already said.’
‘Yeah, but I need one now.’
‘Do it out the window,’ said Ben.
‘Shut up, Ben,’ said Jody. ‘Hold on, Hol, there’ll be somewhere we can stop soon.’
Another ten minutes and she found it. An outwardly well-kept toilet block in a National Park car park. Jody slammed on the brakes and brought her tired car to a juddering stop, then crossed the carriageway and pulled into the car park. Ben reached for the door handle. She told him to wait.
There was one other car in the car park. A dirty blue Ford Focus. Doors shut and all locked up. Empty.
She told the kids to stay put and checked out the toilets and surrounding area. There was no one about.
‘All of you, with me,’ she ordered as she marched them out of the car. She herded them into the toilet block like sheep. Ben pushed back when he realised which door they were heading for.
‘I’m not going in the girls’ loo,’ he protested.
‘Yes, you are,’ she said as she pushed him inside.
Two cubicles, four people.
‘I don’t need to go,’ Jenny said.
‘You’re going. I don’t know when we’ll get chance to stop again.’
Less than impressed, she trudged towards the remaining cubicle, the firehouse-like noise from the other indicating that Holly’s need had been genuine. Ben leant against the solitary sink and glared as his mum. ‘What’s going on?’ he demanded.
‘Absolutely no idea.’
‘Those people at the campsite... what was wrong with them?’
‘You heard the radio. They’re sick. Infected.’
‘Something to do with the scratches.’
‘I guess.’
‘You really messed up that old woman.’
‘I know. I didn’t have any choice.’
‘Were they going to eat us?’
She laughed out loud at that, then stopped and checked herself. He wasn’t far off the truth. ‘Something like that.’
‘How did you do it?’
‘Do what? I didn’t do anything.’
‘You beat them up. You drove the car into the woman.’
‘Did I? I don’t remember. It all happened so fast.’
‘It was pretty cool.’
Coming from Ben, that was one heck of a compliment, if misplaced. ‘It definitely wasn’t cool. It was horrific. I’m not proud of myself.’
‘I would be.’
The two toilets flushed within seconds of each other and the girls reappeared. Jody told them to wait where she could see them and left the door open while she did what she had to do. Ben went in the cubicle next door. A minute or so later and the four of them were finished.
‘Ready?’ she asked. Three heads nodded back.
Jody guided the kids out, protective arms around all three of them. Something caught her eye way over to her left. Shit. Standing in the trees a short distance away was a solitary figure. Male. Late forties, maybe early fifties. Overweight. Shabby clothing. Scruffy beard. Clearly infected.
He was watching them.
His head remained still, but his eyes followed their every movement.
She didn’t tell the kids, and she pretended she hadn’t noticed.
‘Are we going back to the holiday now?’ Jenny asked.
‘Shh...’
A twitch of movement from the man in the trees. Ears pricked up.
‘I want my things from the tent.’
Sing-song voice. Everything’s okay.
‘We’ll talk about it in a minute, love. Just get into the car first.’
‘But Mummy, what about my bye-bye blanket?’
Almost there. Key fob pressed. Central locking clunk.
‘I told you, in the car first.’
Jody reached for the handle just as the man in the trees pounced. He came at them with vicious speed and impossible athleticism, launching himself into the air and virtually clearing the length of their car in a single inhuman leap.
She managed to get the girls safely inside and shut the door, but he caught hold of her shoulders and pulled her away. Flat on her back with a sick bastard leering over her. She could hear the girls screaming and she pressed the key fob in her hand involuntarily, locking the kids in.
The man on top of her was a dead weight. Literally. Bizarrely cold and lifeless, yet somehow still volatile. He (it?) tried to raise his hands to get at her face, but his oversized belly and low centre of gravity made it almost impossible for him to move freely. Driven by instinct and repulsion, Jody turned her face away from his then forced her hands under his shoulders and hefted him up and over. She rolled one way and he rolled the other, slapping hard against the tarmac like meat on a butcher’s slab. Their legs were still entangled, but she managed to kick and thrash and free herself.
Jody got up, and so did the dead man.
She was disorientated and had her back to the toilet block. The kids in the car screamed in absolute terror, and when Jenny banged her fists repeatedly against the window, the dead man turned to face her. To Jody’s horror, he began lumbering towards her children.
‘Oi, you,’ she yelled at him. ‘Leave them alone, you greasy fucker.’
But it was too late, and he was up against the car now, scraping at the metal and glass with numb, germ-carrying fingers. Jody ran at him and grabbed his shoulder, spinning him around.
‘I’m here,’ she screamed in his face. ‘Leave them alone.’
And to her surprise, he did. When she was absolutely sure she had his full attention, she slowly backed away and he followed. To her immense relief the kids had shut up, but that relief was short-lived as he launched another attack. She kept backing away and he kept coming towards her, matching her pace almost step-for-step. And then, when she reversed into the wall of the toilet block and could go no further, he came at her with another uncharacteristically athletic leap.
Jody side-stepped, and the infected man hit the wall hard.
And then she was behind him, and he was lost, and she grabbed a fistful of hair and smashed his face repeatedly against the woodwork. Again and again and again. She felt bones crack. Blood began to puddle.
She let him go and he crumbled to the ground. She stood over him for a couple of seconds longer until she was sure she’d done enough.
No keys.
She panicked momentarily, then looked up when she heard Jenny banging on the car window again. ‘Over there,’ she mouthed, and she pointed across the car park to where the skirmish with the dead man had begun. There were the keys. Jody ran and snatched them up, then got into the car and drove like hell, swerving first to miss the infected man (who was, impossibly, getting back up again), then swerving again to avoid a car coming from the opposite direction at even greater speed.
It was quiet inside the car for a while until Ben spoke. ‘That was awesome, the way you smashed that bloke’s face in.’
‘It wasn’t. It was vile.’
‘How did you do it?’
‘I just imagined it was someone else.’
◆◆◆
 
The origin of the deadly infection, its purpose, its reason for being here and doing what it was doing... all these unanswered questions were unimportant. Jody heard uninformed experts on the radio trying to explain the inexplicable, but their empty, pointless words just made things worse and added to the nauseous fear she felt this morning. Everything that mattered was in this car.
It was the speed of everything that caught her off-guard. In horror books and films you usually had a little warning, but not here, not today. From the moment that first infected had crashed down onto their tent, the morning had been a desperate, non-stop flight to safety.
Problem was, nowhere felt safe anymore.
The light on the fuel gauge had just started blinking. The handbook said there was about thirty miles left in the tank when that happened, but she couldn’t afford to take any chances. She reckoned half that distance was a safe bet, and that left nowhere near enough fuel to get them home.
There was another option.
Trouble was, it was her least preferred option. Her absolute last resort.
‘Okay, kids,’ she said, her throat dry and her legs feeling weak with nerves, ‘we’re going to have to make a detour. We don’t have enough petrol to get home.’
Groans and protests from the girls. ‘Can’t we just get some more?’ Jenny sensibly asked.
‘We’ve only passed one petrol station this morning,’ Ben reminded her, ‘and there was a massive fire there, remember?’
‘That was a petrol station?’
‘Before it exploded, yeah,’ Jody told her daughter, remembering the chaos they’d recently passed. Strange, she thought, how billowing flame, charred wrecks and panicking people had already become par for the course today.
‘There might be another one soon.’
‘And there might not. You’re such a dummy,’ Ben sneered. ‘Mum, what happens if we run out in the middle of nowhere with them zombies running about?’
Jody saw panic on her daughter’s face in the mirror. ‘Thanks, Ben,’ she hissed at him.
‘Are we gonna run out of petrol and get stuck?’ Jenny asked, panicking.
‘No,’ Jody told her.
‘And are they zombies?’
‘No,’ she said again. ‘There’s no such thing.’
‘So what are they?’
Jody couldn’t answer, so she said something else instead. ‘Okay, look, we’re going to call in and see your dad.’
For a few seconds there was a numb, subdued silence. No discernible reaction. Then all hell broke loose. The kids erupted like it was Christmas.
‘Yes!’ shouted Holly, and Jody looked back at her. She had a broad, toothy grin on her face.
‘But Dad hates you,’ Ben said to his mum with his customary lack of tact.
‘I think that’s a bit strong.’
‘No it isn’t. He told me. He said it in a text.’
‘Yeah, well, whatever your dad might think about me, it’s you three I’m concerned about.’
‘I don’t think he’s going to let you into his house,’ Jenny said from the back.
‘As long as he lets you in, that’s all that matters.’
And Jody turned up the radio again in a vain attempt to drown out the kids’ excitement and her own disappointment.
◆◆◆
 
Nice place, much to her chagrin. Very nice place, actually. In need of some work, but it definitely had potential. The house was bigger than she expected, and far grander. It had an ornate metal veranda right across the front and a double garage with his bloody huge red 4x4 parked outside.
Jody looked up and down the street to check it was clear before releasing the locks. She tried to tell them to wait until she was sure it was okay before getting out of the car but their effervescent excitement was impossible to contain and the three of them bounded up the steps to the front door with an ease and familiarity which saddened her greatly. Until now, this was a place she’d only ever heard them talk about when they got back from spending time with him. To them, though, it was home from home. It was hard to accept that everything she was feeling inside – the nerves and anger, the hate (was that too strong a word?) – was the direct opposite of how her children felt.
One of them rang the bell. She couldn’t see which one, such was the forest of overly enthusiastic hands which reached up to compete to press the buzzer.
Maybe he’s out. Maybe he’s not home. Maybe he’s done a runner. Maybe he’s infected?
A delay. Twitching curtains. Then the door opened inwards and a woman answered. Jody got out, convinced the kids had got the wrong house.
‘Hi, Charlie,’ said Ben, and the woman Jody had never seen before reached out and gave her son a hug. The girls weren’t far behind.
Jody held back at the bottom of the steps and eyed up the woman with caution. Who the hell wears that much makeup at this time in the morning? The rest of the world is falling apart, and this bitch looks incredible... It annoyed her far more than it should have.
The kids were already in the house. Charlie made eye-contact with Jody and smiled awkwardly. ‘Hi,’ she said, ‘you must be...’
‘Jody,’ she answered, and she reached out to shake Charlie’s already extended hand. ‘I’m their mum.’
‘Yeah, I know. Come in.’
‘Are you sure...?’
‘I’m sure of one thing, love, and that’s that you don’t want to be standing around on ceremony outside this morning, not with everything that’s been going on.’
‘That’s why we’re here, actually.’
‘I guessed as much,’ she said, and stood to one side to let Jody through. Jody crossed the threshold and even though she felt impossibly uncomfortable and this truly was the last place on earth she wanted to be (she thought she’d rather be back in her collapsed tent on that grubby campsite at the arse-end of Wales than here), when the door closed behind her it was a relief.
Ben and Holly had disappeared, but Jenny hovered awkwardly in the hallway. ‘Charlie is Dad’s girlfriend,’ she explained.
‘I’d made that connection,’ Jody replied, a little embarrassed.
‘The kids have told me loads about you,’ Charlie said.
‘That’s funny, until just now I didn’t even know your name.’
Charlie shrugged. ‘That’s kids for you, I guess. Must be difficult for them. Anyway, come in. Let me get you a drink or something. How comes you’re here?’
‘Long story. We were camping and all this kicked off. I’m guessing you’ve seen the news? I just shoved the kids in the car and made a run for it. Didn’t have enough fuel to get home.’
‘That’s probably for the best. It’s quieter out here. I’d stay away from city centres for a while if I was you.’
‘I need to get back.’
‘You can stay here as long as you need to.’
‘All due respect, I don’t think that’s going to go down well with certain parties.’
‘You leave him to me.’
‘With pleasure,’ she said.
Jody could hear his voice already, and it made her feel sick to the stomach. She thought about how uncharacteristically, instinctively physical she’d been this morning since the nightmare at the campsite had begun, and she wished she’d had some of that strength and confidence before today. She felt helpless again now, the way being around him always made her feel. She didn’t even know if she’d be able to speak to him.
He was sitting in the corner of a huge lounge in a comfortable-looking leather armchair, all the kids piled on top of him, competing for his attention.
He glanced up. ‘You’re the last person I expected to see this morning,’ he said when he saw her.
‘Hello, Gary. It’s great to see you, too.’
‘We were camping, Dad,’ Ben said excitedly. ‘This manky old woman was trying to get at us.’
‘Your mother was camping?’ he said, incredulous, as if that was harder to believe than the fact they’d been attacked by a rabid infected woman. ‘I didn’t think that was your scene, Jody.’
‘Well the kids needed a break and I didn’t have time to arrange anything else,’ she answered quickly, deciding that was all the explanation he needed.
‘Daddy’s taking us to Disneyland soon,’ Holly said, eyes wide with enthusiasm.
‘Is that right?’
‘Yeah, in America,’ Jenny added, equally excited. ‘We’re going on a plane.’
‘You should see the hotel we’re staying in,’ Ben said. ‘It’s amazing. It’s got at least four pools and there’s this massive slide...’
‘You can show your mum later,’ Gary said.
‘And were you planning on telling me you wanted to take the kids out of the country?’ Jody asked.
‘I’d have got round to it, but only because I have to,’ he quickly replied.
‘Don’t get their hopes up,’ she warned, then she looked directly at Ben who was looking distinctly unimpressed. ‘Your dad has a habit of making promises and not delivering.’
‘I bet you could do with some coffee,’ Charlie said, interrupting at just the right moment. She led Jody out to the kitchen. ‘Probably not a bad thing to let them daydream at the moment. Take their minds off reality.’
Jody sighed. ‘I know. I’m sorry. It’s just they’ve already had enough broken promises to last a lifetime.’
Charlie handed her a mug and Jody held it tight with both hands. The heat was welcome: just on the right side of painful. She hadn’t realised how cold she was. She hadn’t realised she was shaking, either. She hadn’t realised she’d lost a sandal and that she was still in her pyjamas and they were soaked with other people’s blood. She hadn’t realised she was sobbing.
‘Let it all out,’ Charlie said and she sat her down in the nearest chair. ‘I’ll go get you something warm to put on.’
◆◆◆
 
Washed and showered and fed and watered.
Jody sat in the kitchen-diner and watched the huge TV on the wall in disbelief. It wasn’t even the biggest TV in the house, according to Ben. Apparently Dad had four TVs, which seemed pointless to Jody as there were only two people living here most of the time. And Ben said they were all bigger than the TV they had at home, which made her feel like a failure because they only had thirty-two inches when all of Dad’s TVs were at least forty. Fortunately the kids were currently distracted by another TV on another wall and Netflix, a Playstation, and Dad.
The news had begun to resemble the trailer for a horror movie. The panic she’d sensed earlier in the day showed no sign of abating, but at least she could now see some kind of authoritarian response to the crisis beginning to emerge. The infection was spreading east, but appeared to be gradually being contained. The military were taking control of the affected areas and isolating (and presumably destroying) the infected. Some cities, as Charlie had said, were like warzones. Hazmat suited soldiers were going door to door in scenes which would have looked hackneyed and clichéd if they hadn’t been so absolutely fucking terrifying. A camera crew followed one group as they entered a remarkably ordinary-looking house and virtually strip-searched its terrified occupants, looking for scratches and other tell-tale signs of infection. Unrelenting shaky-cam images.
Jenny was beside her. She didn’t know how long she’d been there.
‘Is it because of the scratches? Is that how it gets them?’
‘I think so, love,’ Jody replied.
‘Are they dead?’
‘That’s what the man on the TV’s saying.’
‘Gross,’ she said, and she screwed up her face then disappeared back to find Dad.
‘Pretty grim, eh?’ Charlie said, sitting down next to Jody.
‘You can say that again.’
An overlong pause.
‘Look, I just wanted to say that—’
Jody silenced her with a wave of her hand. ‘You don’t have to say anything.’
‘I know that, but I want to say something. It’s important to me. I know more about you and what happened between you and Gary than I probably should, and I want you to know it’s because he’s told me and not because I’ve asked.’
‘Then I hate to think what you’ve been told.’
‘That doesn’t matter. But I also know it must be really hard for you being here, and I don’t want to do anything that makes you feel more uncomfortable than you already do.’
‘Thanks.’
‘I mean it.’
‘I know you do. I’ve got nothing against you. Christ, I didn’t even know your name until this morning.’
‘Yeah. It must be difficult for the kids, though. I remember when my mum and dad split up and I—’
‘Spare me, love, please. Not today.’
‘You’re right. Not today.’
On the TV now was a clip that had been running every fifteen minutes or so: a guide to spotting (and avoiding) infection. Jody thought it was amusing (and slightly terrifying) how even something as serious as this had been reduced to a viewer-friendly package – a quick burst of flashy edits, funky graphics and attention-grabbing soundbites.
Stay indoors. If you must leave your home, cover up.
Don’t take any chances. The infected may look like your friends and family and other loved ones, but they’re not them.
The incubation period is generally thought to be between one and three hours, but there have been unconfirmed reports of people ‘turning’ up to ten hours after an attack.
If anyone you are with has any unexplained scratches, cuts or other skin lesions, isolate them.
If a person you believe may have been infected is still docile and able to talk, tape up their hands.
Both Jody and Charlie laughed out loud at that one. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Charlie said. ‘You think that’s going to help? Who writes this shit?’
‘You know what it’s like... half the stuff we hear on the news is bullshit. They’re empty words designed to stop people panicking, that’s all.’
‘Mind you, I think panic is perfectly justified today.’
‘I think you’re absolutely right.’
Gary entered the kitchen, and the conversation abruptly ended. He fetched himself a coffee from the pot. ‘Not talking about me, I hope.’
‘She wouldn’t want to hear what I’ve got to say about you,’ Jody answered quickly, then regretted it.
Gary grinned broadly, then disappeared again.
‘Sorry,’ Jody said.
‘Not a problem.’
‘Yes it is. It’s my problem. I’m the only one here who despises Gary.’
‘He can be a real pain in the arse at times, I’ll admit.’
Jody bit her tongue and resisted the temptation to say anything more.
An instantly familiar, instantly recognisable high-pitched scream came from somewhere deep in the depths of the house. Jody was on her feet instantly. ‘It’s Holly,’ she said, and ran to find her youngest daughter.
She wasn’t with the others. Jody found the unfamiliar house maze-like, and her panic increased with each empty room she checked. Charlie found her in the upstairs study, standing on a chair and bawling her eyes out. ‘Spider,’ she wailed, pointing down at the ground. Jody stamped on it then lifted her daughter down, relieved.
Gary, Ben and Jenny weren’t far behind. Holly pushed away from Jody and ran over to her dad who scooped her up and swung her around. ‘Don’t worry, you’re safe here, little one. Daddy won’t let anything hurt you.’
◆◆◆
 
This was turning out to be a peculiarly well-contained apocalypse. Because of the geography of the outbreak, its progress had been slowed almost to a (dead) stop. The effort of the authorities and military had been concentrated on preventing things getting any worse, and the focus of their attention had therefore been those outlying areas on the very edge of the infection. This left Jody, Gary, Charlie and millions of other people effectively stranded. They were in the eye of the hurricane and though it might have been safer elsewhere, getting anywhere else today was going to be nigh on impossible.
The area around the house was crawling with dead people. The first attack came several hours later.
Three infected, attracted by a flickering TV screen burning bright on an otherwise dull and overcast day, forced their way through a gap in the vegetation at the bottom of Gary and Charlie’s long garden. They made their way towards the house in silent unison, alone but together, driven by an unspoken collective intent. They scuttled, walked and crawled, making no effort to disguise their ominous approach, yet were completely unnoticed.
Gary was lying on the living room floor with the kids, playing a board game. Charlie sat next to him and watched, occasionally offering advice and keeping Gary in check. He was a bad loser, even when the stakes were this low.
Jody was on the other side of the room, staring into space and trying to work out how and when she was going to get home. If she’d even have a home to get back to.
Ben was the first to notice them. He initially thought it was his eyes playing tricks. He should have been wearing his glasses, but he never did because of that time Stuart at school took the piss out of him and threatened to stamp on them and break them and Mum would have gone crazy if that had happened because they cost her half a month’s money from Dad and... and wait... was that the wind blowing the trees? Was there something in the garden he hadn’t noticed before? Had someone hung some washing on the line?
They started to come into focus.
Ben was too scared to say anything in case the monsters outside heard him (even though he knew that was stupid). The words were stuck in his throat and the longer they were there, the harder they were to dislodge.
‘Mum...’ he eventually said.
He glanced over at her but she wasn’t listening. She’d zoned-out. She was tracing patterns in the wallpaper with her eyes, doing everything she could to forget she was trapped in her ex-husband’s huge new house with his fucking drop-dead gorgeous new girlfriend.
‘Mum...’ Ben said again.
He could see them much more clearly now. They didn’t make sense. There was skin where there should have been clothes and bends in their bodies where there should have been none. One had a broken neck and its head was all over to one side but it kept walking like it didn’t matter.
Another one looked too tall to be real. Its arms and legs seemed to go on forever.
The last one – the smallest one – was the one that scared him most of all. It was its face... he already knew that when he tried to get to sleep tonight, the grotesque face he currently couldn’t take his eyes off would be staring back at him from the darkness. Huge, hollowed eyes, black as night. A naked torso covered in deep, dark scratches. A twisted mouth which had become a slanted, humourless grin.
‘Mum...’ Ben said once more. Louder this time.
Jody didn’t hear her son, but Gary did. He turned around and saw that the nearest of the infected was almost up against the glass. ‘Fuck!’ he shouted, scrambling to his feet and kicking bits of board game everywhere. Jenny tried to catch the tokens, dice and cards but her little hands hadn’t got anywhere near any of them before the first of the three creatures walked straight into the patio window, making her jump with fright and scaring her half to death. She screamed, and when she screamed, Holly screamed too.
The girls cowered behind their dad as he retreated deeper into the room.
On her feet now, filled with a now-familiar sense of overwhelming dread, Jody too backed away. The six of them stood up against the wall together, hiding in plain sight and pinned into position with fear. ‘What the hell do we do?’ Charlie asked, her voice a panicked whisper.
‘Just wait,’ Gary suggested. ‘They’ll disappear soon enough.’
‘You think?’ Jody said. ‘Are these the first ones you’ve seen? Because I’ve got news for you, they’re not going anywhere.’
‘Fucking great.’
‘Mind your language, Gary. The kids don’t need to hear it.’
‘Don’t tell me what to do. We’re not married anymore, remember.’
‘Thank Christ.’
‘This isn’t really the best time for a domestic,’ Charlie warned them both.
‘You’re right. Sorry,’ Jody mumbled.
Two of the three things outside were watching the people inside. It was clear from the way they moved their heads – inhuman and animal-like, but definitely interested – that infecting the uninfected was all that mattered. The third of their number was trapped a short distance away from the house, its clothing snagged on a low-hanging fruit tree branch. The smallest creature – the hideous, nightmarish one which Ben still couldn’t take his eyes off – was trying pointlessly to claw its way through the glass. Its fingers squeaked against the window ceaselessly. When it realised it couldn’t get through, it began to hammer with heavy fists. And when it became clear its fists weren’t going to make any difference, it tried another tactic. The damn thing craned its head back on its shoulders, impossibly far, then butted the window. The noise was nauseating. Jody wasn’t sure whether it was the glass or the infected thing’s skull which would give way first. The door rattled and shook with every vicious impact, and every time it drew its head back, the creature appeared even more deformed than before. Its forehead was becoming flattened: brain and bone being mushed together.
‘Are they going to be able to get in?’ Gary asked.
‘They won’t, will they?’ said Ben, panicking.
‘Depends how long that one’s head lasts,’ Jody answered from a position of zero authority.
‘We have to do something,’ Charlie said.
‘Like what?’ Gary asked.
‘Like get rid of them.’
‘She’s right,’ Jody said. ‘It’s our only choice. We can’t risk the kids’ safety.’
‘Jesus, what about our safety?’ Gary said.
Jody lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘That goes without saying. They’re screwed if we are.’
She wasn’t waiting around. She left the room. Charlie and Gary exchanged glances then followed her out. They found her turfing through the coats hanging up in the hall. She found a long leather ladies coat and put it on and zipped it up. It looked expensive. It was really nice. She hoped Charlie had bought it herself because Gary had never bought her anything like this in the eleven years they were together.
‘What the hell are you doing?’ Gary demanded, though the answer was obvious.
‘You going to help me or just stand there looking useless?’
Gary glared at her. ‘Do you really think this is a good idea?’
‘No, but I think it’s the only idea I’ve got.’
‘We need to think very carefully about this. If we go out there we could end up—’
His words were truncated by more noise from the room they’d just left. The kids screamed. Was the door becoming loose? Was the glass weakening? Was it about to shatter? He checked on the children and saw that the infected thing’s head had popped like a balloon, but it was still attacking like it hadn’t even noticed. It continued to smack its bloody neck-stump against the glass again and again and again.
Out in the hall, Charlie grabbed another coat from the rack, keen to help. ‘What are you planning?’
‘Don’t know,’ Jody admitted. ‘If I think about it too hard I don’t reckon I’ll be able to go out there.’ She rummaged through a drawer and found a pair of gloves and a hat, then found a scarf and wrapped it around the lower part of her face. ‘Make sure they can’t get to your skin,’ she explained, voice muffled.
Gary returned. Shamed into action, he put on his own coat and gloves. ‘You stay here and look after the kids, Charlie. I’ll go.’
He marched to the back door, muttering under his breath. Jody wormed her way in front of him, preventing him from getting out until she’d given him his orders. ‘It’s like they said on TV, okay? They don’t want to kill you, they want to infect you. Make sure you stay covered.’
She went out and he followed.
Outside it was cold and windy. The sounds of distant fighting were carried on the breeze. The smell of burning. Far off sirens and screams.
Gary tried and failed miserably to play down his nervousness. There was nowhere to hide out here. Real and present danger. ‘Can’t believe this is happening,’ he said.
‘Well it is. Deal with it.’
‘So how do we get rid of them.’
‘We ask them to leave.’
‘Really?’
‘No, you fucking idiot, not really.’
‘What then?’
‘Incapacitate them.’
‘How?’
‘Break their legs. Cut them up.’
‘What is this, the fucking Evil Dead?’
‘As close as we’re ever going to get to it, yes.’
‘What about fire? We could burn them.’
‘Good shout. Got anything flammable?’
‘Stuff for the barbecue.’
‘Where is it?’
‘What, the barbecue?’
‘No, you arsehole, the lighter fuel.’
‘Everything’s in the shed.’
‘Great. Where’s the shed?’
‘Bottom of the garden.’
Jody peered down and could just about make out the edge of the shed in the bottom right corner of the garden. It was less than fifty metres away but it felt like miles. ‘Is it locked?’
‘Nope.’
‘Good.’
Jody pulled the scarf back up over her mouth. She started to jog along the grass but stopped when she was distracted by movement. The two infected still banging against the patio door hadn’t spotted them, but the rogue one had. He (had it been a he? She thought so, but it was difficult to say with any authority) was heading straight for her.
At speed.
Gary grabbed a garden fork he’d left in a flowerbed overnight. The infected was focusing on Jody and she looked past it towards her ex-husband for help, hoping he’d come to her rescue (that’d be a first). Her lack of faith in Gary was well-placed. He was frozen to the spot, feet rooted to the ground like the trees and shrubs he was now doing his best to hide among. He threw the fork over to her like a javelin, shouting ‘here!’ so she knew it was coming.
Not a bad effort. It landed a metre or so in front of her feet.
The infected’s mode of movement changed. It appeared almost insect-like now, on all fours and face up, scuttling. And then it launched itself into the air. Jody grabbed the handle of the garden fork and lifted its sharp tines skyward, just in the nick of time. The creature landed on top of it and was skewered through the groin.
Jody dropped the fork and stepped away.
The infected monster still fought, still tried to scratch at her, but it was struggling to work out why it could no longer get about with the same degree of freedom as before. It was like having an inflexible extra leg, an unwanted extension. Such was its angle that whenever it tried to take a step forward, the handle of the fork dug into the ground and pivoted the whole body around, at the same time driving the spikes deeper into its diseased flesh.
Gary was already in the shed. Jody followed him into the cluttered little wooden building. She pulled her scarf down to berate him. ‘This place is a fucking pigsty.’
‘You can stop nagging me now,’ he said as he began to ferret through a mountain of crap. ‘We’re divorced, remember? I’ve got Charlie to moan at me now.’
‘So I guess there’s still plenty to moan about then?’
‘Shut up, Jody,’ he said, and he passed two bottles of barbecue lighter fluid to her, carrying two more himself.
‘Why so many?’
‘Because we have – we had – a lot of barbecues. We’re not all bitter and twisted and antisocial like you.’
‘I’m not antisocial. Some of us have responsibilities.’
‘We both have responsibilities, now let’s get this over with and get back inside.’
‘Fine. You got a match?’
He scavenged about on another cobwebby shelf and found a barbecue lighter: a long, bizarre-looking gas-fuelled thing like a cigarette lighter with a barrel. ‘This’ll do it.’
‘Hardly standard zombie-killing kit, is it?’
He laughed at that. Was he laughing with her or at her? She wasn’t sure. ‘Zombies,’ he repeated, shaking his head.
‘Well what else are we supposed to call them?’ she asked as she squeezed past him to get back outside. ‘They’re dead and they’re infected and they want to kill us. Therefore, they’re zombies.’
‘You really could turn anything into an argument.’
‘That’s because your default setting is to pick holes in everything I say.’
He was about to correct her, but she’d already gone. She was halfway up the garden, heading for the impaled creature which was on its back now, unable to get up. She doused it with lighter fluid then stepped back and watched with satisfaction as Gary lit it up. Typical bloke, she thought, always got to be in control of the fire.
Between them they then drenched the figures at the window from behind with the flammable liquid, Jody tried gesturing to the kids and Charlie to avert their gaze, but the frantic, random movements of the infected corpses got in the way. The dumb things didn’t notice the liquid splashing against their backs, didn’t react at all. They didn’t react when Gary lit them up like scarecrows either. The one that still had a head did eventually turn around, though, swivelling on leaden legs. It came towards Jody but lost its footing as flames overwhelmed it. It picked itself back up again, but Jody stood her ground, ready to repel its attack with a melon-sized rock taken from a nearby overgrown rockery. She shifted position awkwardly as she waited for it to reach her and she lifted the rock high, ready to bring it crashing down on the back of the abhorrent thing’s head.
It didn’t get that far.
Consumed by billowing flames, the monster dropped to its knees then fell flat. Jody watched the fire for a while longer, hypnotised by the bright light and unexpectedly comforting heat.
When she looked up, she realised it was getting dark. It was spitting with rain, too.
When she looked up, she realised she was alone. Gary was back inside with Charlie and the kids. Her kids.
◆◆◆
 
The children were alternately scared and excited. Being here was an adventure. Most importantly, they were with Dad. The time they spent with him had been at a premium since he and Mum had had that big falling out after the Christmas before last. Being with him now helped them block out everything else that was happening.
In some ways the three adults were more scared than the kids. Emotions, grudges and regrets had been put to one side and temporarily forgotten; conveniently shelved until normality returned. If normality returned. But cabin fever was setting in, and the atmosphere frequently became fractious. ‘You don’t really need to stay here, you know,’ Gary said, watching his ex-wife across the kitchen table.
‘What, you think I’m going to leave my kids with you? No bloody way.’
‘I’ll be here too,’ Charlie said (and immediately wished she hadn’t).
‘No, thanks,’ Jody snapped. ‘No offence, love, but I hardly know you. Like I said, I’m not going anywhere.’
‘Great,’ Gary said, and he shoved his chair back and fetched himself another beer.
‘Is that a good idea with everything that’s going on?’ Charlie asked.
‘Fucking great,’ he said as he stormed out of the room. ‘Now I’ve got both of you moaning at me.’
They watched him leave. ‘Sorry,’ Jody said to Charlie. ‘That was my fault.’
‘Not a problem,’ she said, and it was clear it wasn’t. ‘As it happens, I’m with you. If it was my kids I wouldn’t want to go anywhere either.’
‘We can’t stay here indefinitely, though.’
‘You can. At least until things have calmed down again, anyway.’
‘I think he’d have something to say about that,’ she said, gesturing at the door through which Gary had just disappeared.
‘Leave him to me.’
‘With pleasure,’ Jody said instinctively. She stopped herself. ‘Sorry. My bad. It’s just that he’s caused me so much shit over the last eighteen months, so much hurt... it’s hard to change my tune just like that, you know?’
‘I know. If it’s any consolation, it’s been as hard on him from what I’ve seen. He acts the big man, but I’ve seen him in tears over those kids on more than one occasion.’
‘Yeah, I’m sure you have...’
‘Anyway, no more arguments, you’re staying here until this whole sorry mess gets sorted, agreed?’
‘Agreed.’
The conversation faltered, and for a while the silence weighed heavy on the room. ‘So what do we do?’ Jody eventually asked. ‘Do we all just sit here and wait?’
‘Don’t see we have much of an option,’ Charlie replied. ‘Way I see it we should—’
More screams. Upstairs this time. Jody thundered up to the bedrooms, but Gary was there before her. Holly was standing on the landing, soaked through. ‘Nightmare,’ he explained. ‘She wet the bed.’
‘Oh, sweetheart. It’s okay.’
Jody instinctively reached out for her daughter but Gary blocked her. ‘I’ve got this,’ he said as he picked up his little girl. She buried her face in his chest, still crying.
And Jody could only look on helpless as he carried Holly into the bedroom he and Charlie shared and shut the door behind him.
◆◆◆
 
When Jody next opened her eyes, the unfamiliar house looked more unfamiliar still. The morning light was cold and grey and it felt as if it was being filtered... blocked somehow. After Holly’s nightmare and Gary’s response last night she’d been left feeling unequivocally redundant and had fallen asleep at the kitchen table, head down on a wicker placemat which had covered half her face with indentations and lines. It had hurt being shut out. She struggled with seeing Gary with her children and had to remind herself constantly that they were his kids too. The connection between him and her had been irreparably broken, yet the bond between him and the children was as strong as it had ever been. It made her feel like an intruder. This place where she’d only spent hours, they’d spent days. She was a visitor here, but this house was a part of her children’s lives. It hurt far more than she thought it would have. It bothered her more than anything else that was happening.
The light down here this morning was weird, though.
The back of the house was clear. She got up and checked. The garden looked completely normal, save for the surreal remnants of yesterday’s battle: three charred corpses, one all but headless, another still impaled on the garden fork. In her fitful sleep last night, when she’d been flickering between the conscious and unconscious, she’d dreamt they were still coming for her, all crispy skin, burned away muscle and shrivelled up hair. But the infected hadn’t moved, thankfully, and no more had arrived.
She drank a glass of ice-cold water as she walked through the downstairs of the sprawling house. At the front of the building was a dining room in the middle of renovations. The paper was half-stripped from the walls and a large chimney breast had been knocked out and was in the process of being re-plastered. At first she was distracted trying to imagine what the room would look like when it was finished, but such thoughts were immediately forgotten when she saw a crowd of dead faces gathered at the window. She slowly retraced her footsteps out, praying they hadn’t seen her. She counted six of them up against the glass, blocking most of the light. Clawing. Salivating. Drooling.
No need to panic, she thought. It was no surprise really. After what had happened in the back garden yesterday, this was only to be expected. It was good in a perverse way, she thought, because by drawing those horrific sick things out into the light, it made them easier for the authorities to round up and get rid of when they finally made it to here.
Jody climbed the stairs. She needed to pee and to shower so she could start to feel human again. Maybe then she’d check the news and see if progress was continuing to be made or whether the human race was still teetering on the edge of the apocalypse. With a bit of luck, she thought, she might be out of here with the kids and on the way home by the end of today. Funny how the thought of prising the children away from their dad – prolonged goodbyes, tears and tantrums, them not wanting to leave him and him not wanting to let them go – made her feel more anxious than the chaos outside. At least she had Charlie here to help. She seemed a sensible girl (save for the fact she’d shacked up with Gary).
Jody paused at the top of the stairs and fiddled with the venetian blinds. She had trouble getting them to open – the unfamiliarity of being in someone else’s house. She immediately wished she hadn’t bothered.
The crowd outside this house wasn’t any worse than it had appeared from downstairs, but there were other small pockets of infection around other houses. One house in particular she noticed, across the road and down a little way, appeared to have been completely surrounded. If there were ‘normal’ people trapped in there, she thought, they had little chance of getting out. Every exit was blocked. Infection and disease at every door and window.
But it was another house which caught her eye. Directly opposite. The infected there were clamouring around the front door, scratching at it, appearing almost to be squabbling with each other to get inside. And as she watched, she saw it was because the people in the house were reacting. Panicking. An elderly man was visible through a downstairs window. He was brandishing a golf club, ready to use it as a weapon. ‘That’s Derek,’ Gary said, startling her. She spun around and saw him standing behind her, dressed only in a pair of boxers, carrying Holly. He handed her over to her mum and Jody turned back to the window.
‘He’d better not be about to do what I think he is,’ she said.
‘He’s an arsehole. Proper angry bastard.’
Jody scowled at his language, but she had to agree. Derek certainly seemed to be an arsehole or at the very least incredibly stupid. He was outside now, having climbed out through his dining room window so he could get behind the infected bodies converging on his front door. Jody covered Holly’s eyes and looked away herself as he started swinging his golf club at the nearest of them, hacking it down.
Neighbour Derek appeared to be venting all his considerable frustrations on just one of the undead. Think about the blood, you idiot, she silently warned him, but it was too late. The figure was on the ground at his feet now, and what was left of its head was like a deflated football, concave. Contaminated blood was splashing everywhere, soaking Derek’s slippers and his pyjama bottoms.
The other infected were responding now. It was as if they shared a hive mind, but there was no complex connection between them and no real communication, just the shared instinctive desire to spread their foul disease as far as possible. While Derek was distracted with one of them, four more surrounded him. He realised at the last possible moment. Using the head of his bloodied golf club to push another one of them out of the way, Derek tried to fight his way back to the dining room window. The way through was blocked. His wife – ‘Sandra,’ Gary whispered, ‘a real busybody’ – watched helplessly from inside, desperately wanting to help him get in, but at the same time knowing she couldn’t risk opening the window. She gestured furiously towards the front door and, in the midst of the bodies and the sudden madness, Derek ran for it, shoulder-charging more of the creatures out of the way as he did.
He almost made it, too.
He reached for the door handle and opened it, just as one of the infected struck. With one outstretched hand, a hideous, loping thing which used to be a woman of similar age and build to Jody grabbed the collar of Derek’s dressing gown and pyjama top and pulled them down. With the other hand she dragged her claws down his back, carving four deep red furrows in his pale and flabby flesh.
In the end, the fact Derek was now infected didn’t really matter. It was all academic as far as the rest of his family was concerned. He managed to get the door open and half-ran, half-fell inside. He tripped up the step and lay sprawled in his hallway, unable to get up because a veritable flood of crazed dead creatures were trampling over him to get to the others inside.
Jody turned away, sick to her stomach.
◆◆◆
 
It was only seven am, but it felt much, much later.
This uncomfortable, unnaturally extended family had already exhausted all options for the day. Jody found it increasingly difficult to keep up the pretence. Everything’s going to be all right... Mummy and Daddy are getting along just fine...
Like fuck.
At least there were promising signs on the news. The fight against the infection had continued overnight, and the spread of the disease had been virtually halted. It was a question now of clearing the infected zone (as they were calling it on TV). Gary and Charlie’s house was smack bang in the middle of the zone, Jody’s house was just on the clean side of the border. Those trapped alongside the infection had two options – stay put and wait for help, or drive to one of the decontamination checkpoints and get the hell out of Dodge. As frustrating as it was, Jody thought the sensible option was to wait.
She was just about managing to keep her emotions in check when Ben kicked off. He was a smart kid, but prone to losing his temper when things didn’t go his way. And this morning, they hadn’t. It was a load of noise over nothing – an argument over a game controller and who was watching which TV – but all six of them were involved. Jody tried to pacify Ben, then Gary criticised the way she was speaking to him, then Charlie told Gary he was out of order, then Gary told Charlie to butt out, then Jenny told Gary not to be mean, then Ben screamed at Holly because while they’d all been arguing she’d started watching a DVD on the TV he wanted... and so it continued.
It didn’t matter who started the argument or what it was about, the focus inevitably shifted to Gary and Jody. ‘I need to get out of here,’ Jody said in frustration.
‘Probably for the best if you go,’ Gary agreed.
‘Is that a good idea?’ Charlie asked.
‘I can’t stay here.’
‘You can. We’ve already had this conversation.’
‘No, I can’t. I can’t stay here with him.’
‘Best news I’ve heard all morning,’ Gary muttered.
‘I’m on fumes, though,’ Jody said, turning her back on her ex and speaking directly to Charlie.
‘Not a problem,’ Gary answered, quick as a flash. ‘Charlie’s car’s in the garage. Fill your car from hers.’
‘Or just take my car,’ Charlie suggested.
‘Even better,’ Gary said.
‘I’m not planning on going anywhere for a long time. The keys are hanging up in the kitchen.’
‘You’re sure?’
‘Positive.’
‘Cool. Okay. Thanks. I’ll get all our stuff together and we’ll be out of your way.’
Gary’s expression changed and he manoeuvred himself back into the centre of the conversation. ‘Wait, wait, wait... what do you mean, we?’
Surely that was obvious?
‘What do you think I mean? Me and the kids.’
‘You think I’m going to let you take my kids out into that madness outside?’
Another trick question?
‘Yes, that’s exactly what I think. It’s not really up to you, is it?’
‘Not happening.’
‘What?’
‘You heard me. Christ, I’m not happy about you looking after them as it is. Especially not now with all this shit going on.’
‘Well the judge was happier with me looking after them than you, remember?’
Charlie sensed the tension rising rapidly. She’d felt less uncomfortable when the infected had attacked the back of the house yesterday afternoon. She ushered the kids out of the room. ‘Come on, you three, let’s go get you some breakfast sorted.’
‘Things have changed...’ Gary started to say before Jody cut across him.
‘The judge ruled that the kids stay with me. He said you couldn’t give them the stability or care that I could, remember?’
‘That was before all this shit kicked off.’
‘What, you think we can forget about the law because the outside world has turned into a horror movie? You think you’re somehow better equipped to cope now?’
‘I didn’t say that. The judge made his decision based on the information he had at the time. I’ll admit, I wasn’t in a good place back then.’
‘And you think we should reassess now because we’re all in a bad place?’
‘I’ve turned things around, Jody, and we both know it. I’m with Charlie, we’ve got this place...’
‘She’s got this place. It’s her house, not yours.’
‘Yeah, well I’d be able to buy into it if all my money wasn’t still tied up in our old house. If you got off your arse and bought me out then—’
‘If I got off my arse?!’ she screamed at him, incensed. ‘You total shit. I can’t go to work and you know it. I’ve got the kids to look after.’
‘There you go, then. You piss off and start earning a living, I’ll look after the kids.’
‘You absolute fucker. Do you really think it’s that straightforward? It’s not all about material possessions, you know. There’s more to being a parent than that.’
‘Oh, spare me.’
‘No, you need to hear this. Those kids need a damn sight more than just a roof and a frigging Sony Playstation. They need—’
Sudden desperate noises from elsewhere silenced their pointless argument. Screams and shouting. Glass shattering. Jody and Gary looked at each other for a split second then ran towards the source of the commotion. It was coming from the dining room. One of the windows in the wide front bay had broken under the weight of the infected pushing in from outside, agitated by the raised voices. A diseased hand was now sticking through the shattered pane, clawing through the air, desperate to get at the untainted people inside. The kids were all in here. Charlie too. She was trying to block the broken window with a plasterer’s board but was struggling to force the diseased arm back out.
‘What the hell were the kids doing in here?’ Gary demanded.
‘Trying to get away from your arguing,’ Charlie said, pushing hard against the feverish body again. ‘Someone help me for Christ’s sake!’
Jody moved fast. She pushed the kids in Gary’s direction, then added her weight to the wooden board Charlie was trying to use to block up the window. Between them they managed to cover the hole and hold it tight.
‘I’ll sort it,’ Gary said, and he disappeared, all three kids in tow.
Jody looked over at Charlie, both of them still just about managing to hold the board in place and keep the infected at bay. ‘You okay?’
‘Think so.’
‘Your boyfriend’s about as useless in a crisis as my ex-husband.’
‘Funny that,’ Charlie said.
The infected shoved against them, and they shoved back.
‘So do we just stand here like this all day until they get bored and piss off?’
Before Charlie could reply, Gary returned with a hammer and nails. He pushed his way between them. ‘Hold it steady,’ he said.
‘Where are the kids?’ Jody asked.
‘Upstairs safe. They’re in Ben’s room. I told them to keep quiet and stay away from the windows.’
‘Good.’
He hammered the board into place, securing it with nails of varying lengths wherever he could – into the wall, the window sill and the window frame itself – and only stopped when he was certain it would hold. Charlie and Jody stepped away, leaving him admiring his own handiwork. ‘That should do it,’ he said, sounding undeservedly smug and self-assured.
‘First time I’ve seen you do any DIY in a long time,’ Jody said. ‘Christ, when I think of the grief I used to get whenever I asked you to do anything around the house.’
‘Maybe that had more to do with the grief you were always giving me,’ he quickly snapped back, annoyed. ‘You were always on at me... do this, fix that... fucking nagging all the time.’
‘Yeah, well that was the problem, wasn’t it? I shouldn’t have had to nag. You should have just done it when it needed doing.’
‘Fuck’s sake, here we go again. You really can’t help yourself, can you? The world’s falling apart and you’re still trying to score points.’
‘I’m not interested in points, I just want to keep my kids safe.’
‘And I’ve already told you, they are safe. And they’re staying here with me.’
‘Over my dead body.’
‘That can be arranged. No one’s going to notice one more corpse at the moment.’
‘You wouldn’t have the bloody nerve.’
‘You reckon. Just you try me and I’ll—’
‘Will you two just shut up!’ Charlie screamed at them.
Jody noticed that Charlie was standing on the other side of the window, illuminated by the early morning light. She looked like a little kid lost. She was clutching her arm.
‘What’s the matter, love?’ Gary said. ‘You okay?’
It was clear Charlie was anything but okay. She was shaking. Nerves, fear, anger, shock... Jody couldn’t tell what was wrong.
She noticed that blood was dripping between Charlie’s fingers.
Gary reached out for her but she pulled away.
And then, slowly, she lifted her hand.
There was a deep gash running the length of her forearm, almost from elbow to wrist.
‘How did that happen...?’ Gary asked, although they all knew the answer already. Charlie sniffed back more tears. She didn’t want to tell him because if she didn’t tell him, if she pretended it hadn’t happened, she’d be okay, wouldn’t she?
She sobbed. The deep scratch was burning with infection, though the physical pain paled into insignificance alongside her fear. ‘One of them got me,’ she said, struggling to keep control. She looked down at the cut and picked at its raw edges.
‘How do you know?’ Gary demanded. ‘You might have just cut yourself on the glass or something?’
‘It would have been cleaner if it was a glass cut,’ Jody said, sounding clinical and cold, detached. ‘One of them did that to her. One of the infected.’
Charlie stifled another deep sob as the inevitable enormity of what had happened began to fully sink in. She looked at Jody. ‘What do I do?’
‘There’s got to be someone we can contact? Somewhere we can take her?’ Gary said, and he too looked to Jody for answers.
‘There’s nothing and you know it. We all saw the TV reports yesterday. Sorry, Charlie, I truly am.’
‘But I don’t want to be like one of them,’ she cried, shooting a sideways glance at the swarm of squabbling infected on the other side of the boarded-up glass. ‘I don’t want to go. I want to stay here with you...’
‘I’m sorry,’ Jody said again, and she too wiped away a tear. She’d had plenty of reasons not to like Charlie, but had quickly warmed to her. What she was going through now and what lay ahead was too awful to even contemplate. Jody couldn’t begin to imagine what she must have been feeling.
‘You’re not going anywhere,’ Gary announced, and he took a couple of steps closer to his girlfriend, then checked himself and held back. ‘We don’t know for sure it was one of them, do we? The window frame’s damaged... maybe you just caught your arm on some wood.’
‘Come on, Gary,’ Jody sighed. ‘Don’t be so frigging naïve.’
‘It was one of them,’ Charlie said. ‘I know it was. I saw it happen. I’m infected. I should go.’
‘You’re not going anywhere.’
‘I have to, Gary.’
‘No you don’t. Not until we’re completely sure.’
‘Are you out of your fucking mind?’ Jody barked. ‘Seriously? For fuck’s sake, Gary, our kids are in this house. We can’t take the risk. Look, Charlie, I’m truly sorry, but...’
‘It’s okay,’ Charlie said. ‘I get it. I’ll go. And if I’m okay in a few hours, I’ll come back. At least then we’ll know for sure if—’
‘Did you not hear me?’ Gary interrupted, furious. ‘You’re not going anywhere.’
‘She heard you all right, she’s just choosing to ignore you,’ Jody said, glaring at him.
‘You, on the other hand,’ he shouted at his ex, ‘can fuck off right away.’
‘I’m not going anywhere without the kids.’
‘Take my car,’ Charlie said, struggling to think straight but managing to recall the conversation they’d had earlier. She seemed short of breath now, face ice-white, clammy. ‘The keys are on the... hook in the kitchen. Just go. Get safe.’
‘Thanks, love,’ Jody said, and she went to leave the room but Gary blocked her way.
‘I’ve got the keys to Charlie’s car,’ he said, dangling them in front of her. ‘If you’re leaving on your own, you’re welcome to them. If you’re still thinking about snatching the kids – which I really wouldn’t recommend – then we’ve got a problem.’
Their latest argument was interrupted before it started proper by Charlie. She dropped to her knees and doubled-over in pain, clutching her stomach. She looked up at Gary and Jody, her face screwed up in agony. ‘It hurts,’ she gasped. ‘Really hurts.’
‘So there’s your answer,’ Jody said. ‘That can only be infection. I saw it on the news – this is how it starts. She’ll lose consciousness for an hour or two now, maybe longer, and when she wakes up she’ll be one of those fucking things outside and she won’t stop until she’s infected every last one of us. You, me and the kids. Is that what you want?’
Almost on cue, Charlie passed out. She slumped forward in an undignified heap, the rancorous gash on her arm exposed.
‘Help me get her outside.’
‘Don’t you fucking touch her,’ Gary warned, and before she could react he grabbed her arm and manhandled her out of the room. Jody didn’t fight back, but she continued to protest. She dug her heels in and clung onto the sides of the door frame as he tried to push her through.
‘Think about what you’re doing, Gary. I know you’re hurting, but Charlie’s gone. There’s nothing you can do for her.’
‘We don’t know that for sure. Not yet.’
‘Oh, come on. What are you going to do? Keep her locked up in there until she’s scratching at the door, baying for blood?’
‘I’ll deal with her when the time comes.’
‘Deal with her now.’
‘No.’
He shoved Jody in the small of her back and sent her flying across the hallway. She hit the wall hard and rebounded. By the time she’d picked herself back up he’d slammed the dining room door shut and was leaning against it to stop her getting anywhere near.
‘You stay here with your dead girlfriend. I’m leaving and I’m taking the kids,’ she told him.
‘You’re not going anywhere with my children.’
‘Our children.’
‘Whatever. Right now they need to be with their dad more than ever.’
‘No, you prick, they need to be safe.’
‘Yeah, and they’re better off with me.’
‘How d’you work that out?’
‘I’m not the one who took them camping when all this shit kicked off, for Christ’s sake.’
‘How was I supposed to know?’
‘They’d have been better off with me from the start.’
‘That’s not what the judge said.’
‘Yeah, well the judge is probably in as shitty a situation as we are right now. He’s probably one of those diseased things walking the streets.’
‘Like your girlfriend?’
‘Priceless. You absolute bitch. I know your problem. You’re jealous.’
She’d heard it all now. ‘Jealous? Christ, Gary, you’re deluded. I’m not interested in you or anything you’ve got. I couldn’t care if you were the—’
‘Can’t you just stop?’ a quiet voice asked. Jody looked around and then up. It was Jenny. There were three small faces at the top of the stairs, peering down between the balustrades. Seeing them there immediately took Jody back eighteen months to when things had been at their absolute worst with Gary, when every single day had been miserable: a never-ending succession of fight after fight after bloody pointless, energy-draining fight.
‘Sorry,’ she said, and she genuinely was.
‘So you should be,’ hissed Gary.
Jenny cautiously crept downstairs. ‘I’m scared,’ she said.
‘We’re all scared,’ Jody told her, and she immediately regretted her candid admission.
‘It’s okay,’ Gary said, sitting down on the step next to his daughter. ‘Everything’s going to be all right.’
Ben and Holly were a few steps further up still, hanging back. ‘Where’s Charlie?’ Ben asked.
‘She’s not feeling too good,’ Gary answered quickly, getting in quick before Jody had chance to speak.
‘She sick like them?’ Ben demanded, unexpectedly abrupt. He pointed in the direction of the grey figures which milled around outside, visible through the frosted glass window in the front door.
‘No, no, no... nothing like that,’ Gary said and, out of sight of he kids, he glared at Jody. The intent behind his eyes was clear: don’t you say a fucking word.
‘We going home soon?’ Jenny asked.
‘This is your home, love.’
She looked from face to face, sensing trouble.
‘Are we staying here then?’
‘I don’t know what we’re doing yet,’ Jody said. ‘Your dad and I need to talk about it.’
‘I don’t want you kids going anywhere.’
‘What about Mummy?’ Holly asked.
‘That’s for the grown ups to decide, isn’t it, love?’ Gary said.
‘Suppose.’
‘You three hungry?’ he asked.
In spite of everything, they were. He took the children into the kitchen and found them something to eat.
When he returned to the hallway a few minutes later, the dining room door was open. Jody was standing over Charlie, holding the hammer he’d used to board up the window.
‘What the fuck are you doing?’
‘What do you think? I’m watching your bloody girlfriend to make sure she doesn’t come back and start trying to infect us.’ Jody stopped and took a breath. ‘Look, Gary, this isn’t doing any of us any good, especially the kids. I know you’re hurting, but you need to get over that and think carefully about what might happen here. Be ready for the worst.’
‘You quite finished?’
She ignored him. ‘Don’t forget, I was out there yesterday. I’ve seen what they can do. I’ve seen how they attack and what you become when you’ve been scratched, and it’s not pretty.’
‘I get that,’ he said, dropping the bullshit and bravado momentarily, ‘but I can’t write her off until I know for sure, okay?’
‘I think we’re already at that point. She’s been infected. You have to face facts.’
‘And when the time comes, I will.’
Charlie began to stir. Jody gripped the hammer, ready to use it if she had to. Both she and Gary edged back cautiously. Ice-cold and sweat-soaked, Charlie’s eyes fluttered open. Her throat was bone dry. She tried to clear it, but the effort was too much.
‘I’m okay,’ she said, her voice a bronchial croak, and with considerable effort she rolled over onto her front and picked herself up using a high-backed wooden dining chair for support. She plonked herself down heavily in the seat, exhausted. ‘Really thirsty.’
Gary went to get her some water, but by the time he’d filled the glass she was out cold again.
‘We should tie her up,’ Jody suggested. ‘Tape her hands like they said on the news. Just to be sure.’
‘Don’t you fucking touch her.’
◆◆◆
 
He stood guard outside the dining room whilst Jody sat in the kitchen. The kids moved freely between them, diving their time and their loyalties, hypersensitive and not wanting to do anything to upset either of their parents.
The situation felt on a knife-edge, both inside and outside the house. On the TV news, reports were coming in of trouble as people tried to escape the infected zone. The endless snaking queues of traffic were being patrolled by security forces which were already severely depleted. There were unavoidable bottlenecks and delays at the checkpoints, and the terrified public were not responding well to being left waiting in their cars indefinitely while the infected prowled nearby. Jody kept reminding herself that this was infinitely better than the outcome of most of the horror movies she’d watched over the years. Nine times out of ten in a horror flick the survivors would have been reduced to killing each other to stay alive by now. All things considered, and apart from poor old Charlie, they were actually doing pretty well.
It was quieter outside, too. Still no sign of any governmental or military interventions on this particular street, but the number of infected hadn’t increased. They hadn’t reduced either, but no net gain was still a good result in Jody’s book.
The kids had been gorging themselves on sweets and chocolate. Jody’s stomach churned with nerves and the thought of eating anything made her want to vomit. Holly, on the other hand, had eaten far too much and was feeling the effects, but having a free pass to the kitchen cupboards was something she was determined to make the most of. She dragged a chair over to a cupboard and stood on tiptoes to look inside. ‘Can I help you, young lady?’ Jody asked. ‘Don’t you think you’ve had enough?’
‘Want another Mars bar.’
‘Maybe later.’
‘Want one now,’ she said, elevating the last word of her demand to an uncomfortably loud volume. Jody cringed, remembering the effect she and Gary’s argument had on the creatures outside earlier.
‘Keep your voice down.’
‘What’s the problem?’ Gary asked, concerned.
‘No problem.’
‘I want another Mars bar,’ Holly told him.
‘So let her have one.’
‘I’ve already told her no.’
‘What’s the harm in the kid having more chocolate?’ Gary said, and he reached into the cupboard and brought down another multipack.
Jody seethed with anger. ‘How about trying to show a united front?’ she hissed at him once Holly had disappeared.
‘And how about not being such a fucking drag,’ he quickly countered.
And they were at it full-throttle again.
‘Why are you always pulling in the opposite direction to me? Do you do it on purpose?’
‘Yeah, well you’re not always right, you know. You seem to think you have a monopoly on common-sense, coming at me from your bloody moral high ground.’
‘It’s not about common-sense, it’s about putting the kids first and not scoring points. I don’t think you can do that.’
‘Of course I can.’
Jody lowered her voice and moved closer to him. ‘Then why is your dead girlfriend still in the dining room? We should have got rid of her.’
‘She’s not dead.’
‘As good as.’
‘Maybe I’m just not as quick to give up on people as you are.’
‘Why do you keep turning everything around like it’s my fault? You’ve always done that, and you did it again just now with the chocolate. You’re always undermining me.’
‘It was just a bloody chocolate bar.’
‘Yeah, but it’s the message you’re giving out. Mum’s wrong and Dad’s right. You’re always making me out to be the villain.’
‘That’s ’cause you’ve always been a fucking killjoy.’
‘Can’t you both just stop?’ Jenny asked. Her innocence and honesty was heart-breaking.
‘You need to tell your mother,’ Gary said quickly.
‘I’m talking to both of you,’ she replied with a clarity which belied her years. ‘You’re always fighting. I know you don’t like each other, but you don’t have to keep fighting all the time. It’s embarrassing.’
‘That’s us told,’ Jody said, feeling awful.
Holly peered out from behind her older sister. ‘Daddy, I think Charlie’s awake. I heard her.’
Both Jody and Gary bolted towards the dining room door. Gary paused with his hand almost on the handle. Almost, but not quite. ‘Stay back,’ he said to the children, and Ben and the girls moved away without protest.
Gary’s hammer was on the hall floor. Jody picked it up and handed it to him. ‘You know it’s the right thing to do,’ she said, and for once he didn’t argue. He cautiously pushed the door open.
At first he couldn’t see her.
With the light coming in from the partially-boarded up window, it was hard to make out much in the shadowy dining room. It was only when she twitched and shook that he realised where Charlie was: crouched in the corner, all arms and legs and hate, spiderlike. She didn’t look like Charlie anymore. Instead, she looked like every other damn infected. Her movements were awkward and unnatural, stop-start, and her limbs twisted in ways they shouldn’t. Her head ticked like a chicken pecking corn. The smell in the room was enough to make his eyes water. Death, decay, disease and defecation, all wrapped up in a single stifling stench.
Jody was on his shoulder. ‘Close the door,’ she whispered, quietly and carefully.
‘I need to see her,’ he said, edging in the other direction.
‘Don’t be stupid. She’ll kill you.’
‘She won’t.’
‘She will. And then she’ll kill the rest of us.’
Gary’s arrogance continued to astound her. Even now he was ready to tell her how wrong she was. He turned to push her away and—
—Charlie attacked.
It was sudden and swift. Deadly. The creature’s speed and ferocity compensated for the awkwardness of its barely coordinated movements.
The Charlie-thing leapt forward and was fully illuminated by the light. The gash along her forearm seemed deeper and wider and it glistened with overflowing disease. She was coming straight at Gary and the bloody idiot was just standing there, dumbstruck, waiting for it to happen. In half the time it took him to react, Jody grabbed his hand and dragged him out into the hall. She turned around to pull the door closed and barely managed to shut it in time. Dead Charlie was on all fours, scuttling like a crab towards her, head lolling back but eyes fixed forward.
Jody shut the door and clung onto the handle as it rattled in its frame. The noise was terrible and filled the house – dead Charlie hitting the woodwork again and again and again.
‘Want Mummy!’ Holly screamed, her high-pitched wail cutting through the panic and everything else.
‘Get them out of here,’ Jody screamed, but she needn’t have bothered because Gary was already halfway up the stairs, pushing and dragging the kids to safety. In the split-second she was distracted, Jody almost let go of the door. Charlie yanked it open from inside, spindly fingers wrapped around the handle, pulling Jody into the dining room. Jody pulled it back at the last possible second and clung on for dear life. ‘Help me, Gary!’
Gary feigned deafness, but then looked back out of guilt. Momentary eye contact. Jody pleading for help she knew she wasn’t going to get. Ben tried to turn back, but Gary kept him moving forward.
Dead Charlie yanked at the door again, and this time the hideous thing’s strength was such that the handle was snatched clean out of Jody’s hands.
The door was wide open.
Jody and the Charlie-thing, face-to-face.
Gary glanced back once more as the dead girl lunged and knocked Jody clean off her feet.
Keep moving. Keep moving. Keep moving.
Into the bedroom he and Charlie had shared. The kids were crying, all of them, even Ben. ‘It’s okay,’ he told them. ‘It’s gonna be okay. We’re gonna be all right.’
He herded them over to the far side of the king-size bed, then went back and shifted Charlie’s bedside table, knocking her jewellery, makeup and creams everywhere. Didn’t matter. She had no use for any of them now. He hefted the table out of the way then ran back around again and shoved the bed frame against the door to block it. Ben helped, quickly realising what his dad was trying to do.
‘What about Mum?’ asked Jenny.
‘Sorry, love.’
‘Will she be all right?’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Can we help her?’
‘It’s too late.’
‘But we have to help her.’
‘I don’t think we can. Mummy stayed downstairs to stop Charlie getting us. She’s really brave.’
‘I want Mummy,’ Holly whined.
‘I know you do, love. You have to remember, though, Mummy wanted you three to be safe more than anything else in the world. That’s why she stayed downstairs, and that’s why she brought you here so we could both look after you together. She got hurt taking care of all of us. She was really brave, your mum.’
‘We should go back,’ Ben said.
‘We’re not going back.’
‘She dead?’ Holly asked.
‘She one of those things?’ Jenny asked, sobbing.
‘I don’t know.’
‘I think she’s dead,’ Holly said.
Jenny started howling. Ben started shouting, kicking out in frustration. Gary wrapped his arms around all three of them and sat them down on the floor in the space where the bed had originally been. ‘Shh... all of you,’ he whispered. ‘We have to keep the noise down so the sick people don’t hear us, okay? We can’t let anything happen now, because if we do then all of Mummy’s effort will have been for nothing.’
Noises downstairs. Awful screaming noises. Bangs, crashes, breaking glass. Death throes. Gary pulled the kids closer still and covered their ears as the ground floor cacophony continued in the rooms beneath them. They could feel the fighting. The whole house seemed to shake.
‘It’s gonna be all right,’ he told them when the noises eventually began to subside. ‘Mummy was really brave, and now it’s your turn to be brave. All of us. Daddy too. I’m gonna look after you all the time now.’
Nothing but shock and sobbing. He relaxed his grip but the kids didn’t move. Too scared. Paralysed with fear.
Gary filled the silence with nervous chatter. ‘We’ll wait here until it’s safe, then I’ll go down and sort everything out. The police will come and help us, maybe even the army. I know it’s been horrible this last couple of days, but things are gonna be okay. It’s just the four of us now, like you always wanted. We’ll go to Disneyland like I promised. Everything will be okay.’
Still nothing.
‘We can go and see Gramps and Nanny. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I bet they’re keen to see you. It’s been ages since I’ve seen them.’
‘Mum takes us,’ Ben said.
‘What?’
‘Mummy takes us to see Gramps and Nanny, and Granny and Pa,’ Jenny explained.
‘What? Wait, your mum’s been taking you to see my parents? You never told me.’
‘We thought you’d get cross.’
‘Of course I wouldn’t.’
‘You said you didn’t care what Mummy did and you didn’t want to hear about it,’ Jenny said, repeating parrot-fashion.
‘They’re still all friends, even though you and Mum hate each other,’ Ben said. ‘Nanny said just because you’ve fallen out, doesn’t mean we can’t all still get on.’
Gary was shocked. ‘My mum said that?’
‘Yep,’ said Holly.
Jenny continued. ‘Gramps said he thought Mummy was doing really well considering.’
‘Considering what?’
‘Don’t know. They usually stop talking when they know we’re listening.’
Gary got up from the floor, incensed. ‘That bloody woman. Out to get the bloody sympathy vote from my parents. How low will she go?’
‘That’s not fair, Dad,’ Ben said, and immediately wished he hadn’t. Gary turned on him.
‘Adult business, son. Keep your bloody nose out.’
‘I’m only trying to—’
‘Well don’t. When I want your advice I’ll...’
Ben looked up to see why his dad had stopped talking, and then he saw her.
Mum.
At the window.
Clothes torn and blood-soaked.
Infected.
Gary staggered back in fright as she hauled herself up onto the veranda, using the roof of his car to get up. She beat against the glass with leaden hands, fists smearing grease and germs.
Gary grabbed the kids, but Jenny slipped his grip. As he dragged them away from the window, she ran towards it. ‘Mummy!’ she shouted, thrilled to see her again. Gary tried to stop her, but Ben and Holly were in the way and he could only watch helpless as Jenny slipped the latch and let Jody inside.
The Jody-thing watched him from the other end of the room. The gusting breeze from the window caught her shirt, and when it flapped open Gary saw the scratch. Long, deep, dirty, uneven. It ran from her left shoulder down her bicep, a vicious zigzag line, dripping with blood.
‘It’s not Mummy,’ he told the kids. ‘She’s got the disease. Don’t go near her.’
His dead ex-wife stood her ground. Unmoving. Glowering.
And then she attacked.
She launched herself at Gary and he panicked, remembering the things he’d seen on TV and the things they’d fought in the back garden of the house. Abhorrent, cursed, infected creatures. He remembered what Charlie had become.
Gary reached for Jenny and Holly’s outstretched hands, but infected Jody stood between them. And in the ensuing chaos, as Gary did everything he could to avoid her savage, poisonous claws, their positions were steadily reversed.
Jody with the kids cowering behind her now.
Gary next to the open window.
She came at him again, and his decision was made.
‘Sorry, kids.’
He dived for the open window as she lurched towards him. Heart-racing, desperate, terrified, he climbed over the veranda then dropped down onto the roof of his car. He half-rolled, half-fell to the ground then immediately picked himself up. He checked his pockets. Car keys, but for the wrong car. Charlie’s motor was locked in the garage, blocked in by his own useless vehicle, and there were infected approaching. Three of them. Wait, no, four. Six! Eight! He looked up at the house he’d just escaped from, then ran.
As fast as he could. As far as he could. Not stopping. Not looking back.
Gone.
Jody watched from the upstairs window until he’d disappeared, then turned back to face the children. Ben, shaking with fear, positioned himself in front of his two younger sisters, ready to defend them from the vile creature that had once been his mother.
‘It’s okay, love,’ she said. ‘It’s me. I’m all right.’
‘Don’t believe you,’ he said, voice trembling as badly as his legs.
‘I swear. She didn’t touch me. I’m okay. Not sick.’
‘What about the scratch?’
‘I did it.’
‘You did it?’ Jenny asked, peering around her brother’s stocky frame.
‘Yep.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I wanted to see what your dad would do. I wanted to know if he was really going to look after you.’
‘Daddy ran away,’ Holly said.
‘Yep. Pretty much exactly what I expected.’
‘And you’re not sick?’ Ben asked, still clearly unsure.
‘I’m not sick.’
‘Promise?’
‘Promise.’
‘What about Charlie?’
‘I couldn’t help her. She’s okay now, though. She’s not hurting anymore.’
‘She dead?’ Holly asked.
‘Yes, she’s dead. Sorry, love.’
‘I liked Charlie.’
‘Yeah, I liked Charlie. She deserved much better. Shall we go home now?’
‘Yes, please,’ Ben said.
‘Cool.’
With a grunt of effort Jody moved the bed away from the door then led her children downstairs, distracting them from the wreckage and the blood and what was left of Charlie. She found the keys to Gary’s 4x4 in a bowl on the kitchen table, and she drove the kids out of the infected zone.
And they felt safe.
And they were safe.



1975
 
Sean T. Page
Cole sat in the kind of blue fabric tub chair you find in any mundane office. A chair people sit in as they wait with sweaty palms and nervous stomachs for a job interviews, surrounded by buzzing telex machines and disinterested receptionists pounding the keys of their typewriters to an impossible deadline. But Cole wasn’t in any office and there was certainly no pending interview.
He peered through the bullet-proof glass onto the teeming wasteland of Parliament Square. A plume of inky black smoke drifted from the half-collapsed tower of Big Ben and up into a dreary overcast London sky. Gazing to his right, he noticed with little interest that the transept of the once great abbey had now completely caved in, leaving great piles of dusty limestone rubble and ecclesiastical carvings on the streets.
Cars with sun-stained paintwork were jammed bumper to bumper across Westminster Bridge, a military vehicle hanging like a vulture over the railings, peering into a murky and polluted Thames. Powerful weeds forced their way through the cracks in the broken pavement with the tenacity of unwelcome door-to-door salesmen preventing doors being slammed in their faces by wedging their feet in the gap.
Cole sipped a Coke and played the squinty game he knew so well. If you stood at one of the large safety windows overlooking the square and squinted, the shuffling figures littering the outside blurred through your constricted cornea and began to look human again. The shambling figure dragging the rusty push chair with the wheel missing; a tired polyester-mum on the daily school run. The armless walking corpse entangled in the chain link fence; an excited, gnome-like tourist in a virulent green anorak they would never wear at home. Cole squinted harder but the trick was working less and less with every passing month so he closed his eyes and just stood there, allowing his pallid skin to soak up whatever weak UV rays crept past the clouds and refracted through the thick glass window of the common room.
‘Seen Ahmed you tosser?’ came a bluff voice from a nearby armchair. Cole hadn’t realised the bulky Royal Marine was there and was dragged back abruptly from his daydream.
‘Not today,’ he answered, immediately regretting not being more specific.
‘Not just today you fucking idiot, no one’s seen him for days.’ The Marine hesitated, tilting his head and sniffing the air like a curious dog. ‘This place stinks.’
Cole turned towards the scruffy soldier, half-thinking of answering back but deciding against it. He’d already lost one tooth to this unpredictable thug. There was something decidedly canine about him, with his long shaggy beard and unwavering loyalty to his mistress.
‘I haven’t seen him all week Corporal Farrell,’ Cole replied.
‘Discipline you little reptile, that’s what you need. You’re just fucking lucky we all stick around here. If it wasn’t for us, turds like you and lover boy would be easy meat snacks out there in the real world.’
Farrell sank back into his chair and continued flicking through a worn porno mag, slowing fingering his way through the crisp and curling pages.
Cole acknowledged the giant Irishman with a nod, purposely avoiding contact with his permanently angry slate-grey eyes. Pointless enraging the uniformed guard dog whilst Captain Seaton wasn’t on duty, to pull at his chain and keep him under control.
‘I’ll check the labs and the supermarket again; he must be down there working on the air con system.’
‘That’s better, tosser. A little more respect for those who protect you and we’ll all get along just dandy.’
As Cole left the common room he heard Farrell shouting after him. ‘Ask your boyfriend what that bloody smell is while you’re down there. This place stinks like a Plymouth whorehouse on Sunday morning.’
◆◆◆
 
Cole headed down the first corridor, passing Green’s empty room en-route. He slowed for a few seconds as he passed by, unable to resist a quick glance into the former technician’s quarters. An army-issue mattress sat like new on a chipped grey steel bed frame. A lonely cardboard box on the desk, piled high with elaborate framed photos, Carpenters LPs and his other personal effects. It felt like he’d died but of course Cole knew he might still be out there, surviving in the city. Green had been assigned to the Ark in the same intake as Cole. They’d been through the same emergency protocol induction together. Then, three weeks ago, he just disappeared. The Ark was a sizable bunker. Seven floors. Seven thousand square yards. You could hide for a while but it would be difficult to just disappear. No one spoke about Green anymore and when Cole had asked about him in the canteen, the place just fell silent. A stern, threatening look from one of the Rottweiler-Marines was enough for Cole to keep his mouth shut. Now the dust was just starting to build up in his quarters. The technical team had started out with five – now he and Ahmed were the only two left standing.
Cole pushed Green to the back of his mind. Best not to think about him being dead. He was just gone. Out of sight, out of mind. He headed down two flights of steps into the bowels of the Ministry bunker. Only the top two floors of the Ark emerged above ground, masquerading as a conference centre. The bulk of the facility was buried beneath the surface like an ice-berg, hidden from view. Some might say, hidden in plain sight bearing in mind it was not two hundred yards from Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament.
‘Karim?’ he shouted as poked his head inside Research Laboratory Two.
‘Shhhh,’ came the response as an overweight figure sat hunched and sweating over a microscope. His lab coat was stained urine-yellow down the back. Cole didn’t want to know what it was and didn’t ask.
‘Sorry Dr Bruce. You seen Technician Ahmed anywhere?’
Bruce grunted his response without moving, clearly growing impatient at even such a minor interruption. Cole thought he heard the biomedical expert mumble something about logarithmic scales but like some obese gecko, the scientist just sat there tensing over his plastic microfiche sheets.
‘Not seen him today. Didn’t see him yesterday and don’t really care.’
Cole left Dr Bruce to his work and data screens, whatever it was he did. How much bio-chemistry does it take to sustain five thousand bodies in a chemically-induced state of deep hibernation? In the early days, the labs had been hives of activity with the scientific challenge of finding a cure or vaccine to the complex virus first noted in Northern India. That early enthusiasm had soon faded. It was partly due to the challenge of battling a virus which mutated with each new generation, and partly due to the inescapable fact that the country had already died. No one, not even the most naïve researcher believed they could “re-humanise” the countless millions already affected.
Outside the labs he followed a clinically white corridor from the science block to a concrete grey vestibule and the stairwell down to the corridor leading to the cryo-chambers. It was four floors down but he still preferred the claustrophobic stairwell to the central lifts. Cole paused and leant over the handrail to look down through the floors. He could hear two of the Marines coming up the stairs like elephants in a library so decided to change his plans rather than risk yet another uncomfortable encounter. Their stop and searches were farcical considering there were only around a dozen people left in the bunker. Some laughable pretence about stolen food. It was a power play, nothing more. A show of force designed to intimidate. And it worked.
Cole glanced at his quartz watch – it was almost 1600 hours so his safest option was to postpone any visit to the cryogenics labs and instead head towards the canteen and avoid any trouble altogether. He hadn’t eaten since the dry bowl of Shreddies washed down with some fizzy orange Tizer he’d had for breakfast. He dismissed any thoughts of Farrell, the angry dog could wait.
The canteen was silent when Cole pushed open the swinging doors, barren. The lights over the food serving station were off and the tables were clear but for a lonesome salt shaker and a preservative-red bottle with putrefying tomato gunk around the squirter left on each. Hyperactive blue bottles circled the bins like excited helicopters. Cole could have sworn they were getting bigger. They were now the kind of size that made you feel uneasy swatting them. Large enough to resist a magazine swipe. The bunker was meant to be a clean area so Cole had no idea how they were still getting in, but the filthy insects seemed to be all over the place now, filling every corner with their interminable drone.
Cole noticed the slumped figure of Corporal Taylor, the cook, at a table in the corner. The shy and spotty teenager was the bunker’s resident dogsbody. He was holding his head in his detergent-bleached hands, an empty bottle of vodka lying smashed on the floor beside him.
Cole didn’t have the heart to wake him. He’d been a bright spark of light in the early days, a companion of sorts to talk about science fiction with. These days he scarcely uttered a word. He was suffering from depression. A condition brought on by being stuck in a concrete box with no natural daylight and stale recycled air, and made worse by the imposition of an increasingly brutal and secretive quasi-military regime with the Captain as its uncrowned queen.
Cole left Taylor and disappeared into the kitchen himself. He’d make do with whatever was available.
The rows of industrial fridges were well-stocked and hummed with life. Opening the doors revealed a blast of bright interior light which cast a welcome glow over the kitchen area. It was almost as good as the natural sunlight he so desperately craved.
Cole walked further into the kitchen area and more canteen lights flickered into luminosity, revealing several boxes of chocolate Wagon Wheels stacked on a table. He couldn’t resist grabbing one from the open box on top, tearing off the plastic wrapper and scoffing it down. He jammed the empty packet behind the stack where it joined a small army of other wrappers already wedged between the cardboard boxes and the wall.
He collected a packet of dry cream crackers, a block of processed cheese and a bottle of home-made chutney which lured him in with an intriguing hand-written label. He scanned the top shelves for tinned fruit and grabbed some peaches, half-remembering the warnings about vitamin C deficiency and scurvy. He completed his preparations by snatching the last carton of juice and not feeling guilty about it.
The meal was typical bunker food and in many ways, Cole enjoyed it. The frequent dining sessions of the early months had broken down with Taylor’s cooked group meals becoming less regular. Now, Cole could help himself to whatever he wanted and whenever he wanted it. It was every teenager’s food wet-dream. The frozen meats were restricted to a locked freezer and the alcohol in the canteen to an even more secure metal cabinet. Apart from that, he was free to forage. And if he didn’t find what he wanted, he could always raid the cavernous supply chamber three floors down. Eating when he wanted gave him a sense of independence. He could sit for hours with a comic, alone in the canteen, enjoying his own company, as long as he avoided the more regular hours the Marines seemed to still be keeping.
A year ago and before the outbreak, he’d been struggling on a fiendish apprentice contract for a local air-conditioning company. The work had been unpredictable: he was either over-run with jobs and just making ends meet, or sitting on his ass getting zip. Of course, he probably wasn’t getting paid anything now, unless he was getting numbers punched in some databank in a Midland Bank mainframe strong room somewhere – he was quite sure there was nothing he could do with the microcomputer money. But at least he was free to loaf and lounge at leisure. If it wasn’t for the immediate threat of being kicked out of the Ark into the waiting arms of the hungry dead, he thought, this would have been a good gig.
Even though there was no one about to watch him, Cole reached down discretely to his crotch and unclipped his trousers. The tension relieved, he reached over and grabbed a faded Penthouse magazine from a table opposite. He felt a twinge of guilt about loosening his trousers as he read an article about Britt Ekland’s new home and family in St Tropez, complete with images of the happy and bronzed couple looking fit and glowing like they’d slept in a nuclear reactor. But, whilst his diet avoided heavy meals, his habit of grazing through snacks and sweets twelve hours a day was clearly taking its toll as the growing roll of cookie-dough fat around his middle revealed. He un-tucked his grubby t-shirt to cover his imperial waist-line and immediately felt more comfortable.
He sneaked a glance at Taylor as he munched his way through the crackers and cheese like a famished mouse, then jammed in another Wagon Wheel. The morose cook didn’t move at all. Cole considered checking on him but couldn’t be bothered. Bunker life did that to you. Normally effervescent characters were reduced to barely functioning creatures, their energy levels sapped. In fairness, it wasn’t just bunker life, it was the violent thugs they were co-habiting the Ark with that caused this malaise. Why the hell did they need guards anyway? thought Cole. It was something he’d thought to himself every day since the Captain had implemented her own haphazard version of martial law.
He continued his meal, feeling more conscious now of the unconscious Taylor slumped in the corner. He finished half the packet of crackers then put the remains on a plastic tray. The cheese was rubbery and artificial-tasting but the mystery meat chutney livened things up as he sat idly leafing through the glossy magazine. He made a further trip to the kitchens, returning with a weak tea and another packet of chocolate biscuits.
Cole read the last lurid problem page letter about a man who sounded remarkably like Warren Beatty and his challenge of keeping two nymphomaniac Swedish twins satisfied sexually. He checked the time again – it was already eighteen-hundred hours. He had an hour before “night-time” in the bunker. He wanted to check one more location before giving up for this cycle. He scooped everything including his plastic tray into the rubbish chute and forgot about the would-be Mr Beatty’s fantastical bedroom problems.
◆◆◆
 
The sleeping quarters on the third floor were quiet as Cole peeked around the open door. A dull orange glimmer lit the corner casting shadows on the walls and the various slumbering figures. The four members of the night-shift team lay still as statues and the room stank of stale air, sweat and the forgotten crumbs hidden under damp carpet tiles. Cole navigated through the stacks of unwashed clothing and poked his head into the bathroom area – curiously it was bone-dry, but empty nonetheless. Towels lay scattered around the cracked tiles like grubby snowflakes. He wasn’t even sure if they’d ever been white at all. Bars of desiccated coal-tar soap decorated with rogue pubes were soldered to the floor like albino prunes.
As he crept back, he couldn’t help but notice posh-boy Lawrence, his pale body lying on the bed like some fallen Pre-Raphaelite beauty, artfully half-covered by a crumpled linen sheet. His skin glowed in the dim light, still and perfect, on the cusp of death. Cole resisted the urge to touch him.
He glanced at the ugly clock at the end of the corridor. Nineteen hundred hours was fast approaching: the end of another day cycle in this concrete hell. Cole stood for a few minutes listening to the cooling pipes echoing along the corridors. Despite being surrounded by ten yards of reinforced concrete the Ark was never truly silent. If it wasn’t one of the Marines stomping around on their pointless perimeter patrols then it was an over-energetic fluorescent bulb or the creaky ventilation system as the bunker heated and cooled according to the programmed day-night cycle.
Cole leaned over and checked each one of the snoring figures. He gave into temptation and lifted the cotton sheet covering the consumptive Lawrence. He really was perfect. Cole stroked his deathly-white marble arm. It was cold, very cold like chilled porcelain, and all the more erotic for it to Cole. He gently replaced the sheet, feeling voyeuristic and guilty. Confident that Ahmed was not in the bedrooms, he decided to finish for the night.
The corridor lights flicked off, plunging the bunker into darkness for a few panicky seconds before being replaced by a dingy citron hue. It was simulated night time in the Ark. Gone were the bright stars or overcast moonshine of the outside world, replaced by a urine-glow covered nightscape. Cole walked off down the corridor towards his sleep quarters. If he was about to be murdered in the bunker then he certainly didn’t want to be caught in one of the poorly lit communal corridors. He thought briefly about trying for the common room. It was where he spent most of his time. Situated at the top of the bunker, it was the only room with natural light and a view across the city. More than that, its relaxed office décor made it feel more domestic than the sterile functional set up of the rest of the bunker. He gravitated towards it whenever possible.
A suspicious clank at the end of the corridor reminded him that Ahmed was still missing so he quickly entered one of the service stairwells and used it to access the engineering floor, scurrying along to his sleep quarters.
Cole’s make-shift refuge was a converted storage room, shelves littered with components and reels of electrical cable almost completely hiding the government grey-washed walls. What little available space remained was covered with ironic posters warning of the dangers of radiation and the threat of Soviet bombers. After all that planning, the ten minute warning hadn’t made one jot of difference to the fall of man. A colourful poster of the Bay City Rollers dominated the back wall, the smiling faces of the tartan rockers looking out beyond the storage room and towards some joke long forgotten. Cole had always like Woody best. Everyone loved Woody. That joke always made Cole smirk.
He closed the door behind him and, in a well-rehearsed lock-down routine, wedged a metal bar between the handle and a heavy-looking metal cabinet. At first he’d felt ridiculous and paranoid sealing himself in every night, even before the violence and the disappearances, but it soon became second-nature. A natural response which allowed him to doze with some measure of security. At least he’d have a warning if anyone tried to break in.
He flicked on a tiny plastic kettle which was sitting on a shelf and grabbed a pack of Garibaldi biscuits from the food stock he’d stashed underneath the desk. He wasn’t really hungry; grazing was a habit. As structured meal times in the canteen became erratic and then stopped completely, most of the non-military survivors wandered like cows, munching on whatever snacks they’d managed to forage from the stores.
Cole had everything he needed in his fortified quarters. Apart from a proper toilet, that was. For that, he used the plastic bottle in the corner. Pissing accurately into a plastic water bottle was an acquired skill and a couple of times he simply lost patience and ventured across the lonely corridor to the toilet block opposite. But not tonight. He was too nervous, and every sound from outside made him more so, expecting the Marines to come crashing through the door at any minute and carry him to the exterior doors. Instead, he expertly pissed in the plastic bottle, half-filling it before tightening the lid and stowing it out of sight before lying back on his air mattress and pulling up a frayed tartan blanket.
Cole’s Dream:
Wandering through empty corridors. Back in the bedroom where he grew up. Arranging dolls. It was heavy work. He was so small and weak. The dolls were like giants. He struggled to get them around the table. He didn’t recognise the faces of any of the toys. There was a strangeness to them and the bedroom itself now. He was tired and thirsty. He looked for a drink but the table was empty. What kind of tea party has no tea? The alien bedroom became dark as a cloud covered the sun outside the window. The electric glamour of T-Rex permeated the room as he noticed Marc Bolan’s haunted face hovering at the window pane. He was trying to say something through the glass . . .
Something the psychologists never covered in their hurried briefings before the Ark lock-down was that long-term bunker dwellers rarely sleep well as they clock up the months underground. Perhaps it was something to do with the lack of natural light, something about the artificial glare or the recycled, stale air which drained people of their zest for life. Sleep for a bunker-dweller seemed to provide just about enough rest to get them through the next cycle. Like human rechargeable batteries, gradually losing their ability to charge, no amount of sleep ever fully refreshed the body or mind. But somehow it was always enough to conjure the deep and disturbing dreams which haunted every survivor. On most occasions when he woke, Cole felt like he’d hardly slept at all.
Cole came around with the usual dull and pervasive headache which seemed to emanate from just behind his eyes, jabbing into his unprotected frontal lobe. He reached over and took a swig of the iodine-tasting bottled water he kept by his inflatable mattress. The bottle was as far away from the piss-bottle as it could be. He didn’t want to make that mistake. Again.
He sat up, an off-white sheet sticking to his sweaty body like pasted wallpaper. As he peeled it off, he realised he’d slept in his boots again. He could’ve sworn he removed them. Cole was a slave to routine and this, along with other suspicious anomalies, such as the slightly skewed angle of the bar across the door, disturbed him. In the absence of any other logical explanation he just put it down to bunker fever. It was a convenient excuse residents of the Ark used for every occasion – from mislaying an assault rifle to answering questions about another missing member of the group.
Bunker fever – a non-medical term for the claustrophobic reaction that takes place during extended solitary or group confinement in restricted quarters. Common symptoms include chronic fatigue, irritability, restlessness and even paranoia.
Cole thought about a shower for a few seconds. The relief of being soaked in the deep cleansing hot water appealed to him but being naked and vulnerable did not. He hadn’t reported back to Farrell on the missing technician. He glanced at the crib sheet on the chair. A to-do list of jobs around the bunker. Scanning down he noticed the disappearance of some initials and the prevalence of others. There were fewer and fewer technicians and his initials dominated the recently completed jobs. Most in the bunker now feigned the appearance of completing scheduled work. Routine patrols were lacklustre, the guards loafing from one station to the next, scarcely noticing anything. The repair jobs Cole spent his time doing were exaggerated and over-cooked beyond belief. He’d sit there for hours unnecessarily fiddling with circuits and changing some random fuse to pad out what should have been a ten minute job. In reality, the well-designed bunker systems pretty much ran themselves, with redundancy built into every system. In the past few months, Cole got the feeling the Captain had finally realised she didn’t really need a team of engineers to keep this concrete coffin operational.
As he pinned the messy job sheet to the wall, it reminded Cole that he needed to act. He wasn’t a fool. If he didn’t act now, he’d be next. Until then, he at least had to pretend to be of some use to the rest of the bunker.
He decided to visit the workshop to do some last minute checks then maybe he’d get out of the Ark. A battered khaki rucksack sat in the corner of his room, filled with emergency supplies. It was a curious escape bag and at a glance revealed just how little Cole really knew about the outside world. There were several tin cans but no can opener. He’d carefully stowed dried packet soup and a tiny camping saucepan but no matches.
Looking at the neatly packed rucksack made Cole think about his options. Maybe this time he really would venture outside and take his chances in the city. The infected couldn’t be any more dangerous than the team in the bunker. He fantasised about finding other survivors, about finding a stranded rugby team desperate for a skilled technician. He’d take a gun with him and take charge of the situation, show them who was boss. Then reality kicked in. First, London was now a city of around five million walking corpses. He pictured it again. That was an entire city of the dead – each street populated by hundreds of stumbling and infected psychotic imbeciles. Second, where the hell did he think he was going to run to? Nowhere outside the bunker was safe. None of the patrols the Captain had sent out had found any survivors. For all he knew, they were the last humans in the country.
Cole splashed some water on his face from the cut-open plastic bottle by his sleeping bag and changed into a new set of blue maintenance overall. He tucked a hammer into his belt: a tool one would normally expect a technician to carry but one he could use for other purposes if things got really desperate. He checked his watch and fiddled aimlessly with an aluminium ball joint for a few minutes. He heard the clank of the main switch as the day lights came on signalling the start of the day-shift. He didn’t really know whether it was any safer but in his experience, better lit corridors meant fewer shadows for potential attackers to hide in.
He walked down a short corridor and burst through plastic double-doors into the main workshop, then froze to the spot when Captain Seaton looked up and caught him in her cheetah-like gaze. He was surprised to see her and her jaded lover Dr Howard both sitting on upturned jerry cans in the maintenance area.
‘Trouble Cole?’ she asked, her tone almost accusatory.
As the bunker’s commanding officer, she’d always been fair to the technical team. She was hard on the Marines but provided the black and white lines they craved. In the first few months, she’d given the scientists the wide berth they needed to enable them to pursue their impossible quest for a dynamic cure to the most complex virus the world had ever seen. She’d given them a free reign until it became obvious, even to a military woman, that they had nothing. After that, she began to clamp down on everyone.
For the technicians like Cole, there always seemed to be something hidden between her words, like a lemon-ink secret message sneaked between the pages of a book by some old-world spy. Or a concealed hook – trying to trick him into saying something that would compromise his very presence in the Ark.
The look on the Captain’s face and the impatient silence of the chief medical officer told Cole that he had clearly interrupted something.
‘Do you need something from the workshop?’ asked Dr Howard.
‘I’m looking for Ahmed. No one’s seen him in days.’
‘Well, you really need to be more careful Cole. First Green, now Ahmed. If you keep going on this rate, we’ll be out of technicians before we wake the sleepers up,’ the Captain said, smirking. She’s changed, thought Cole. She could only have been around thirty, but the sunken grey complexion every Ark resident developed made her look twenty years older. The same was true of Dr Howard. Too much time cocooned in that sweaty bedroom together.
Cole noticed the sheets of the Ark schematics littering the table over which the two lovers now hunched. What the hell were they planning? Dr Howard noted Cole clocking the technical documents and shot him an angry glance.
‘You can get out now,’ fired Dr Howard as he fiddled with a video cassette. Six months ago when they’d first entered the Ark, he would never had spoken like that. When he’d arrived he’d been a polite Territorial Army general practitioner with about as much emergency experience as Cole. Now, he was a cold and manipulative survivor, perfectly aware that being the Captain’s lover kept him safer than any other from being flushed out into a downfallen London.
‘If you can’t find Ahmed, go get yourself an inflatable doll. I’m sure Farrell would lend you one of his cast offs,’ he added, laughing at his own crude humour.
Cole closed the workshop door and stood silently for a moment in the corridor. Soon the low murmuring started up again from beyond the door. A conspiratorial muttering, thought Cole. His mind played hateful tricks as he waited, listening. Why were they even in his workshop? It didn’t make sense. Not unless they were learning how things ticked. Learning how to run the bunker without him. They’d already done for Hill and Green. Cole convinced himself he was next. He broke into a cold sweat as he realised the implication, his heart skipping like a feverish wasp. He postponed his normal charade of feigning work. Things were heating up in the bunker and he needed an ally. He had to find Ahmed.
Cole dropped down several floors, avoiding using either of the central lifts. The journey was exhausting despite being gravity-assisted and reminded Cole just how unfit he was and just how vulnerable.
Several of the floors were completely vacant. The sixth floor below ground was a blank concrete shell, devoid of any furniture and with cold white-washed walls. The fourth and fifth were more enticing for those seeking solitude. Both were fully equipped office and residential blocks, complete with desks, filing cabinets and plastic plants. These places away from the brutality of the Marines were a silent sanctuary for Cole.
Most of the Ark residents found it eerie, sitting for hours on one of these undisturbed floors, particularly with the crowd of mannequins the Ministry had left behind after some long forgotten exhibition. Green had spent a few weeks cataloguing the vast collection of technical manuals in the office section but even he’d eventually given up. Cole however had continued to spend many contented hours and weekends on these empty levels, particularly on the fifth where he had transformed one whole corner into a tranquil domestic scene – with dinner being served at a table by a grey-wigged plastic crone and two excited children sitting expectantly next to the never boiling fondue pot in front their recyclable gaze, but never moving in for the kill.
Cole decided to check on his other family. He knew they were only plastic. Ahmed was living flesh and nothing, especially not these days, could replace the warmth of human contact. Cole had always known Ahmed was straight but people change. And, here in the bunker, people were more real than ever. The lonely were desperate and even the blank void faces of the pliant dummies were preferable to an otherwise empty shelter.
The main doors to the fifth floor opened reluctantly, Cole using his weight to force them apart. He ran his hand down the metal bank of light switches and the floor hummed into life. He swept past the offices into the corner. He was tempted to say something out loud but felt uncomfortable disturbing the dusty silence. It had been at least a month and Cole felt confident that no one had found their way to his little refuge from authority.
The crone was still leaning over the fully laid out and decorated table. Her grey hair as neat and tidy as ever in a tight, librarian-like bun. The plastic flowers had not wilted.
But the two smaller figures had gone.
Where were the children in their polyester outfits and corn-cob haircuts?
It was possible someone else had been in here but nothing else had been disturbed. A generous layer of dust on the floor indicated that the air conditioning had been set to half-power, perfectly appropriate for an uninhabited floor of the underground complex. The dust revealed, like snow, Cole’s own footsteps approaching the scene of his plastic fantasy. He looked behind him. His footprints, and his alone.
Turning back to his carefully constructed diorama, however, he noticed two sets of tiny footprints leading away from the table in the opposite direction to his, and he thought he heard childish laughter from behind a long line of empty lockers.
Cole enjoyed the idea of his carefully placed figures coming to life and relished the fantasy for a few minutes before remembering Ahmed. He needed to find his lover. He had plenty of time to play chase with the infant mannequins. Once again he felt like calling something out but despite knowing he was alone on a floor of over six hundred square yards and hundreds of yards below ground, he felt vaguely ridiculous and self-conscious. He left the dummies, determined to return later and solve this most enticing mystery. He imagined the disappointed child mannequins cowering behind the lockers. They’d have to wait.
Cole dropped several more flights of stairs. There was only one floor below the sixth but it was one sunk even deeper into the red London clay. He passed blank wall after blank wall, empty spaces where he’d normally have expected doors to be. The walls were unpainted grey concrete, abrasive and damp to the touch.
He finally reached the large steel doors which protected the cryo-chamber complex known to the bunker population as “the Fridge” – due in part to its slighter lower temperature than the rest of the Ark and in part, due to the presence of thousands of dormant bodies in deep storage.
He entered a grey plastic computer punch card, a Christmas tree of buttons turned green and the doors clicked open. They were surprisingly light as he pushed them back and went through. In the six months he’d been in the Ark, he’d only done this twice before. The first was to repair the air conditioning fault control unit in one of the vestibules. The second was to check the fuses and replace a rusting restraining bracket on the mainframe cabinet in the control chamber itself.
A motionless figure in a shapeless woolly hat sat on guard duty on the main walk way; her round, bulbous face buried in a worn copy of Playboy she’d fallen asleep reading. Cole recognised her immediately. It was the repulsive Rita – the Captain’s right-hand and as violent a thug as Farrell. Seeing her asleep, Cole’s clouded mind considered a pre-emptive strike. Murder, in old-world speak. If he could take her out, it would at least give him a fighting chance. The Captain would be less of a threat with one more of her vicious guard dogs put down.
He crept backwards and down the corridor until he reached a fire cabinet. He opened it and took out a fire-axe before returning to his original vantage point. Rita hadn’t moved a muscle. The pig just sat there deep in some sick nightmare which seemed to amuse her judging by the leer cemented across her bulging face.
Cole clocked the vintage Enfield rifle on the floor by her side. It had a magazine but was covered in a thin layer of dust. The lazy cow hadn’t even bothered maintaining her weapon.
He lifted the axe in the air and crept up behind her. He had to get a good strike. This bitch was vicious and he wouldn’t stand a chance in a fair fight. He paused for a second with the axe hovering above her head like the sword of Damocles before steadying his nerve and driving it down into her head. The first strike was more effective than he could ever have imagined, the axe head driving deep into her skull. Cole panicked as he tried to pull the clumsy weapon out as it became wedged between a slice of her skull and the bony nobble at the top of her backbone. He wiggled the axe and the brittle bone fragments soon split. Cole hopped back to inspect his murderous handy work.
‘That’s right, bitch,’ he screamed at her. The echo of his insult echoed around the corridor, the reverberations startling him. He waited for the sound to fade before adding ‘You got it bitch.’ He was shocked by his own savagery but reminded himself that it was the Captain herself who’d said it’s a new world now. The morals of the old world didn’t apply anymore and, when he remembered that, the guilt evaporated like a puddle in the desert. Why feel guilty? It was him or her. Cole or Rita. And this time, he’d won.
The dried out, shattered remains of the Marine lay on the floor, crumbling as Cole scampered past. He grabbed her plastic punch card from the table and entered it in the front of the security panel. The mechanism flashed and he was able to push the door open to enter, a gust of cool air breezing past him as he broke the inner rubber seal.
◆◆◆
 
The cathedral-like cavern was vast and Cole couldn’t see the other side through the shrouded gloom. The construction took advantage of a huge naturally occurring cave system deep under the London cityscape and, due to its massive scale, had developed its own mini-weather system. A dank mist hung in the air, offering a hint of an early morning in autumn. Occasionally, the precipitation levels were enough to create a light rain. Grey, long-eared bats had taken up residence in the upper sections of the cavern. In the early days, the team had tried to shift them after several of the metallic caskets had been all but buried in their waste. Somehow they’d never succeeded. The nests were too high and, after a while, the team just left the creatures alone. Besides, all of the cryogenic components were sealed against humidity. And acidic white bat droppings.
The cryo-chamber was quiet apart from the never-ending hum of the various mechanisms keeping the chemically-frozen residents alive. Liquid nutrients were fed in, minute quantities of bodily waste taken out. Tiny quantities of low voltage power in, barely readable life-sign metrics out. Heartbeat negligible. Pulse negligible.
There were no scientists on duty so, after surveying the bewildering mass of dancing lights, dials and indicators on the central array, Cole enjoyed a few minutes foraging in the Ark’s software. Even if his access levels meant he couldn’t make any amendments to the code, he could still admire its stunning conditional loops and the startling black and white of its Boolean logic. The software language was lost in time, some military code from the 1960s, but it was still a masterpiece of programming and its great age and relative simplicity had protected it as most of the world’s other systems had failed during the end times. He got bored as he waded through an eternity of machine code which formed the earliest part of the system.
He grabbed one of the powered scooters and headed off down the suspended metal walkway known as Pall Mall. That’s where Ahmed had been logged in for his last job. As an electrical specialist, he picked up all of the milk run jobs. Safe from the bullying Marines. Free to just get on with whatever repair the system needed. Cole was convinced he made half the jobs up but he felt for the boy. He didn’t really want to be there. None of them did. He’d rather have been with his family safe in the Texas Free Zone. Deep down, Cole knew this.
It was like riding in some vast chilled clinical tomb, with long shaky metal walkways snaking off in every direction from a central control station and towering stacks of individual cryo-chambers on every side. Cole weaved expertly around the odd crate left by the technicians as he sped into the coolness of the cavern. The sealed plastic chambers which surrounded him gave the impression of rows of neatly stacked coffins, rising high into the air. The endless walkways and tunnels ran deep into the rock like some futuristic necropolis; a dead place rather than the salvation of mankind.
Cole could see it from half-way down Pall Mall. A tiny figure collapsed next to one of the encased data banks. He slowed his scooter and pulled up to park a few yards from the body. He revved the machine loudly, watching for any movement. Finally, he built up the courage to lean over to check the face. The elf-like figure in the white coat was Ho, one of the Ministry’s computer science interns. Her body lay like a broken doll with her perfect skin offering the illusion that she had either passed out or was sleeping, a perception only ruined by the sizeable restraining bracket wedged into the back of her skull. So, Rita wasn’t the first casualty. The open civil war had already begun. He hadn’t struck the first blow. But why had the Captain murdered a harmless software engineer?
Cole decided to backtrack and leave the scene of the crime.  He didn’t call it in and instead raced his way back to the cryo-chamber main doors, getting as far from the broken body as he could.
His last port of call was back up on the fourth floor and the vast storeroom known as the Supermarket. He usually left it to last because a couple of the guards could normally be found playing cards or smoking in a corner they’d turned into an informal mess room. A grubby plastic white table and several chairs had been dragged into a crude circle and empty cans and broken Blue Nun bottles littered the floor. Most importantly, the den was close to the liquor store which was now exposed for all to browse at leisure following the “disappearance” of the steel mesh gates which had previously protected it. This time it was as devoid of unfrozen humans as the lower floors.
With two long corridors running parallel to each other, each packed with shelves of supplies, there were enough provisions to last a small army for years. The sleepers were drip fed nutrient-rich plasma every six hours from a central tank in the cryogenic zone. The apparent over-supply in the Supermarket was actually a reserve for when the sleepers were re-animated. With only a dozen alive and unfrozen in the Ark, supplies were never going to be a problem, not that anyone would think it the way the Captain was bleating on about being careful with food.
Cole walked the hundred yards or so to the end of the first long corridor, passing shrink-wrapped skyscrapers of stacked pallets rising almost to the ceiling. Some had been pecked open by members of the Ark. Boxes of this and that requisitioned from the hundreds of tonnes of supplies kept there, leaving guilty hanging plastic shreds and noticeable gaps in the strict order of the neatly stacked pallet mountain range.
Cole planned to round the corner at the end inter-linking the two corridors and make his way back to the main complex if everything was clear. He felt exposed in the Supermarket. There were few places to hide, the gaps between the pallet towers scarcely large enough to fit his hand, never mind his whole body.
It soon became apparent that the walkway was anything but clear. He stopped when he noticed blood dripping from behind one of the stacked pallets. ‘Ahmed?’ he called out in a hushed tone. He spoke again but his throat was dry with nerves and he hardly made a sound.
There was a shiny black boot sticking out at an excruciating right-angle from a khaki covered leg. It was one of the Marines. Cole couldn’t even remember the man’s name. He wanted to say Jones but it didn’t sound right. Cole didn’t want to get too close to the body so he grabbed a nearby broom and prodded it firmly. He’d never actually seen one of the infected up-close. He’d gone into the Ark two weeks into the outbreak. The speed of the infection had exceeded any of the government mathematical models and so Cole had been assigned from some low-level maintenance contracting company to the Ministry during the final emergency days of martial law. He’d not been outside since the city had been overrun by the dead.
Necrophobia – an irrational fear of dead things such as corpses and the paraphernalia of death including coffins, caskets and cemeteries. Associated conditions include an uneasy fascination or obsession with death.
Cole had a phobia of corpses. Something more than the natural human instinct to stay free of disease or infection. He couldn’t even go to a family funeral. He’d missed his Nan’s service, sitting outside in the car in the crematorium car park. Necrophobia was a bad condition to have when you were trapped in a sealed bunker with five thousand barely-alive bodies underneath a city of the dead. But strictly speaking, he knew necrophobia was an irrational fear of the dead and whilst the sleeping meat in the chambers was harmless, the violent flesh eaters outside were anything but.
The body wasn’t Ahmed. The Pakistani engineer had been his companion for the last few months. The only one he trusted in this whole corrupt concrete cesspit.
Cole leant over and tentatively poked the body with the broom again. It didn’t move. He poked it a third time and this the corpse released a small explosion of gastric gas which made him heave. At least it wasn’t a zombie. Up to now, possibly-Jones had stayed dead. But Ahmed was still gone. Probably dead, possibly undead. Cole stared at the broken ankle of the corpse and felt more alone than ever. The remnants of a split box of confectionary bars with deep blue foil wrappers were spread all over the floor next to the corpse. The fool had fallen and died trying to reach those delicious minty bars of dark chocolate.
◆◆◆
 
‘The man’s a fucking liability,’ shouted Farrell as he loafed around the common room. The others sat surrounding Cole, oscillating between hurling crude insults about homosexuals and half-jokes about flushing him out of the bunker.
Cole phased out most of it. He hated the common room when it was busy. It reminded him of school and the smell was nauseating. He’d checked the air con countless times but somehow the sickly abhorrent smell of death still managed to permeate the base. It was as if one of the creatures outside had crawled into an air duct and became trapped, reeking their corrupt vapours throughout the bunker as they struggled and rotted. Cole knew this hadn’t happened. All of the external vents were shielded and he’d checked virtually every yard of the air duct network. No, this smell was something from within. Something rotting inside the bunker.
‘Why exactly is he here anyway?’ asked the Royal Marine from Belfast, who was curiously only ever known as “Mac”.
‘Fuck knows, Mac,’ answered Farrell.
‘Get whiny bitch out and his boyfriend when he turns up,’ Mac added to a murmur of general agreement.
Cole looked to the Captain, hoping for sanctuary from the growing claustrophobic insanity in the Ark. He got very little. She sat watching him with one hand squeezing a deflated Space Hopper and a lazily burning spliff in the other. She took a deep drag through barely open lips before breathing out a jet of fragrant mist.
His mouth engaged before his brain. ‘You shouldn’t smoke in here, Captain Seaton. It’s bad for the filtration system.’
There was silence for a few seconds before her face broke into a broad smile. She opened her mouth and mocked biting motions with yellow, tar-stained teeth.
‘Okay, Mac. Let me have a think about this poof. Maybe he is breathing too much air down here.’
Cole watched her face carefully, searching for any trace of humour. For sure, it was a black joke. Her thin face remained still, like some smirking waxwork. Cole stood up and scooted past the Captain, carefully keeping out of the grab range of any Marines and moved out into the grey corridor.
◆◆◆
 
Cole needed a friendly face fast so headed to the science block. Research Laboratory One was still empty but in Lab Two, Dr Bruce was hunched over a microscope in the same position as before.
He reached out. ‘Dr Bruce, you have to help me. The Captain’s gone mad. I think she’s going to flush me out.’
The virologist was like a statue. His patchy bald head hewn from some blotchy marble unfit for any sculptor.
‘Dr Bruce? I think we should team up. You’ll be next. I’ve already found that pretty computer girl downstairs with a metal bracket in the back of her skull!’
He felt a childish need to confess to the murder of Rita but didn’t want to add in the detail just yet. He wanted to seal the alliance first and then reveal the sordid back-story to his tiny revolution.
Cole reached out to touch his shoulder and as he did, the distended corpse rolled over onto the dusty tile floor. He could see the jagged pink gash across the doctor’s neck where his throat had been cut. Dr Bruce’s jugular had been slashed, and some time ago too judging by the looks of the gangrenous fungus blooming around the wound.
Cole heard the echo of angry footsteps in his head. The Marines must be searching the bunker. And with every exit blocked, it wouldn’t take them long to find him. He dashed down the corridor like a stalked deer, desperately seeking escape but too panicky to formulate any kind of plan.
Finally, he tapped on the office door of the chief medical officer Dr Howard. He hoped that he could reach out to whatever humanity was still there in the Ark medic, despite him being the Captain’s lover.
‘Dr Howard, you there?’ he whispered, not wishing to alert his pursuers to his whereabouts. The doctor was, perhaps, his last hope of reprieve within the bunker.
Cole didn’t bother waiting. The door wedged half-open as he pushed, something blocking it. He rammed it and managed to squeeze through the gap.
The smell inside reminded him of the stench of the millions of the corpses surrounding the bunker. He reached for the light only to draw his hand back quickly as he disturbed a giant blue bottle. He put his hand out once again and flicked the switch. This time the yellow strip light hummed into life, its noise competing with the vile buzzing of the engorged insects.
Inside the office, the remains of Dr Howard were slumped over his desk. Cole stared at the gaping hole in the back of his head. The lamp Cole had used to kill him lay on the bed, the blood now dried, the skin and bone fragments scattered across the room and walls like a charnel house.
Cole scanned through Dr Howard’s neatly labelled video cassettes. A complete record of the breakdown of life in the Ark. He found one labelled Psych Profile 388 and dated 1 December 1975. He leveraged it out, slotted it into the open top loader and pressed it down into the video player.
A grainy video of Dr Howard crackled into view. Cole thought about adjusting the picture to eliminate the dancing white lines but the world was far beyond an adjustment in Betamax tracking now.
Patient unresponsive to medication. Border-line psychosis. Indefinite detention not viable in current situation. Recommend exclusion from key systems and on-going review. Escalate to Captain Seaton. Expulsion to be considered.
Dr Howard looked drained on the video screen, with hefty dark bags under his eyes and shoulders drooped into an awkward and uncomfortable-looking hunch.
Cole kicked the TV backwards, sending it crashing to the floor but the picture was uninterrupted and Dr Howard continued to taunt him with expert psychological observations. Cole started to shake his pounding head, sweat pouring down his face. For the first time, he felt like a real psychopath. He felt validated. He had been assessed and measured, and he was off the scale.
‘No, no, no, no. You can’t do that to me.  You can’t do that to me,’ he sang feverishly.
With that, he picked up the murder weapon lamp and ran into the corridor and towards the common room.
He screamed as he passed Green’s room. Underneath the pristine bed lay the half-dismembered remains of the technician, mutated beyond recognition. His face removed. His limbs clumsily hacked then left half-severed. Ears missing. Tasty pork scratchings.
Nothing in the common room bar moved apart from the angry swarms of flies. None of the corpses had moved for weeks. Farrell’s severed arm hung like a wonky pendulum on a taut rope of stringy white tendon.
‘Anything to say, Captain Seaton?’ he asked, searching her blank face for an answer. ‘That’s another one dead,’ he added bravely.
The captain just sat there, unmoved by his questions as if he was invisible. An invisible person who didn’t count in this place or warrant any response.
‘Well if you’re not going to do something about it, I will,’ he threatened.
The Captain remained hunched in the chair, suddenly looking small in her over-sized khaki jacket. Like a young girl playing dress up.
Cole entered the tiny egg-carton covered communications studio next to the common room, determined to bring things to a head. He switched on the Ark’s intercom system before grabbing the microphone and holding down the speech button. He swallowed, his throat seizing up with dryness in anticipation at disturbing the crackly silence across the bunker.
‘Attention all Ark Personal. There will be a general meeting in the canteen at 0700 hours tomorrow. Attendance is mandatory. I repeat you have to be there.’
He didn’t bother clicking the microphone off and the sound of electronic static joined the humming of the lights as the background noise to the bunker. Cole sorted through a herd of cassettes gathering on the communication desk, selected one and rammed it into the recorder. He pressed play and soon the agreeable Greek sounds of Demis Roussos flooded the upper floors.
“Ever and ever, forever and ever you'll be the one,
that shines on me like the morning sun.
Ever and ever, forever and ever you'll be my spring,
my rainbow's end and the song I sing.”
Cole strutted into the common room and sank in one of the flea-infested easy chairs. A corpse sat next him. From the filthy white lab coat, he deduced that it must have been one of the science staff. Cole looked into its shrivelled white eyes for a few seconds before announcing. ‘You know what; I don’t even know your name. Who the hell are you? You look possessed!’
Cole amused himself by humming the theme tune to the movie The Exorcist.
The corpse didn’t answer; its face twisted and contorted, as if paused at the point of its agonizing death on some immortal videotape. Its two hands clutched deep into its hollow stomach, puncturing the thin, veil-like flesh.
Cole stared into its vacant face, jealous of the gleaming white orbs in comparison to his own red-lined and bloodshot eyes. The corpse didn’t mock him but just silently soaked up the admiration. Cole slipped into a feverish sleep, with dreams full of sweaty Spanish discos, half-dressed dancers and flashing neon lights. Anything could happen under that pulsating blaze.
◆◆◆
 
Cole awoke to the angry sound of the morning klaxon indicating not only the start of a new twenty-four hour cycle, but also a new seven day rotation. He turned his head and cursed when he realised he’d fallen asleep in the open common room. He felt heady and half-drunk as he stood, his legs were stiff with a dull aching pain and his knees creaked. He put a grubby finger in his mouth and felt around his teeth to dislodge a chunk of food trapped between two stained molars. He’d broken one at the back a few weeks munching his way through a tough hunk of meat. The jagged enamel edge had left his mouth bleeding and leading to an ever-present ulcer which throbbed through his jawbone and into his cranium.
He remembered the meeting in the canteen but was bursting for the toilet. He relieved himself in the corridor, guiding a long stream of bright urine high up the walls and onto an unsuspecting fire extinguisher. Cole fastidiously rinsed his hands in a drinking fountain before heading downstairs to the canteen. He winced as he walked. He must have slept awkwardly. He felt the sharp stabbing pain of a pulled muscle or trapped nerve underneath his shoulder blades.
By the time he arrived, the room was full. He was a few seconds late but not enough for anyone to notice. He slipped in quietly and took his place on one of the long benches at the back. Captain Seaton was standing at the front, leaning heavily on a food trolley in what looked to Cole to be a most unnatural position.
‘I think she’s had too much Campari,’ he whispered to one of the figures sitting in front of him. ‘She can hardly speak.’
There was no answer.
‘This meeting is to discuss survival,’ announced Captain Seaton ominously. ‘We’ve been down here eighteen months now and our patrols outside haven’t found a single survivor. It’s time for us all to be honest. I’ve had to make a tough call, but one which will ensure we all have a fighting chance.’
Cole sat listening. He knew what this meant. Someone was getting flushed. Getting sent outside. Given a backpack of supplies, a gun and a few clips and sent on their merry way to death. She just said it herself: there’s no one out there, nowhere to run to.
The four remaining Royal Marines sat in the front row like over-keen school boys, confident that they were members of the Captain’s inner circle and thus quite safe. Cole noticed that each of them still carried their weapon, perhaps expecting some payback or other reaction to the captain’s upcoming bad news. The bitch Rita was slumped at the end, her head still split open down the middle, messy cow.
The captain continued.
‘Now, we still have the supplies we need but we have to think long term. I’m enacting Ministry Emergency Directive 233/B which means we’ll be sending exploratory patrols and maintenance missions outside. This will enable us to extend the length of our mission from sixty months to ten years. We’ll be staying on lockdown for the full term of the cryogenic project. It’s the only way we can be sure.’
The canteen remained as still and quiet as the grave. A dank musk hung in the air. A sickly sweet scent of decomposing meat permeated from the maggot-infested corpses.
‘Our current headcount is eight plus the Marine contingent. I’m afraid that to guarantee the stability of the Ark and to ensure our long-term survival, we need to send five out on long-term search missions.’
She began reading out the list. The first two, including the cook Taylor, remained unmoved. Cole noticed one of the scientists sitting close to the Marines. She couldn’t run even if she wanted to, he thought.
Then it was his turn. ‘Technician Cole,’ she called. He knew it was coming but it was still a shock. He felt droplets of cold sweat breaking out across his forehead.
The Captain carried on lecturing but Cole had stopped listening, phasing it out like the humming of the lights. Some crap about finding survivors further afield, about being the first to link up with other survivor groups. It was all bat-shit and Cole knew it. He was being flushed out the doors. Excluded from the safety of his bunker home and left abandoned in central London, surrounded by five million walking and hungry corpses. It was a death sentence, no two ways about it.
The supply story was fiction. There was enough dried food to last hundreds of people for decades. The Ark had three bore holes for water buried deep into the London clay and supported by a modern filtration system which virtually ran itself. The captain just wanted the outsiders out. She wasn’t thinking about skills or maintaining the bunker. This was tribal and those she had selected were the outsiders. Cole decided there and then not to accept his fate without a fight.
The heat in the canteen was oppressive and he took gulps of stale air as he struggled to control his furious pulse. He got up and flipped the table over, sending dusty plastic plates and cups clattering to the floor, then dashed from the packed room. He looked around as he sprinted down the corridor to see if any of the Marines were in pursuit. The doors to the canteen were still and the corridor behind him empty. Elated, he raced down the central stairs and towards the entrance. With this kind of head start, they’d never catch him.
‘The history book on the shelf is always repeating itself!’ Cole sang as panted. He didn’t remember where the lyrics came from and didn’t know why he was singing them now.
He soon reached level two – ground-level – and searched his pockets, pulling out a crumpled sheet of paper on which he’d written several door entry codes in scratchy green biro. He took a couple of plastic punch-hole cards from his shirt pocket. He had everything he needed in his hands. Everything he needed to cleanse the Ark.
Despite the beads of sweating running down his face and soaking his overalls, Cole methodically worked his way through the numerous doors and security mechanisms. He’d wedged the central stairwell fire doors open, thousands of pounds of reinforced security door prevented from closing by a single fire extinguisher.
His main challenge was the twenty-five inch thick double steel doors known as the “castle gates” – the Ark’s primary security perimeter.
Cole opened a large electronics panel to the right of the doors and accessed a mainframe terminal, all flashing lights and switches. He entered the core subsystems and easily hacked into the security door logic programme. He re-started the systems.
One Boolean logic entry switched and a silent algorithm opened, and kept the castle gates open. Cole couldn’t help laughing to himself. The Marines couldn’t close them even if they reached the doors. His line of rogue code couldn’t have been any smaller. It switched a “0” to a “1” and the damage was done. Any door command would now equal “1” in the micro world of the command system. And in that tiny world “1” = “open”. And in the real world, “1” = “zombies”.
This left one last barrier. He could already hear the angry creatures outside, rattling the steel shutters which were closed down to protect the sizeable garage and workshop area.
He forced a giant lever up next to the doors and a warning light changed from green to flashing red. ‘Punchy, punchy, punchy,’ he screamed as he entered in the door garage door codes he’d got from the Captain after hours of torture. Actually, he thought, torture made it sound more formal that it really was. It hadn’t involved any electricity or water-boarding. You can get anyone to speak using only a sharp knife and knowing where to cut first. The eyes. Always the eyes. Fleshy and moist. Salty and succulent.
A Marine sat motionless in a deckchair opposite just where Cole had left him. A half-burnt cigarette still wedged between his stained fingers, his face frozen in an agonized death mask. The industrial cleaning fluid Cole has put in his tea had given the soldier’s skin a curious citron hue. Cole smiled. He almost looked like an alien. What a curious thing chemistry is, he thought. You just never know how things are going to react. Decaying sludge underneath the patterned cloth of his chair indicated that his intestines had at some point collapsed under the attack of the super-strength acid.
As the great outer steel shutter slowly began to rise, he could already hear the low moan of the horde, pushing against it as it moved.
Some of the creatures were dragging themselves underneath. Foul-looking children surged through first like rotting cherubs. Cole watched them. He’d never seen them this close up. There was something beguiling about them, like a fatal car crash on the motorway. He couldn’t look away but if he stayed, he knew he’d be their first victim. One desperate corpse-child, long greasy hair pasted to its translucent flesh, looked like a badly decayed Jimmy Osmond. Cole hummed.
I'll be your long haired lover from Liverpool,
And I'll do anything you say.
I'll be your clown or your puppet or your April Fool,
If you'll be my sunshine daisy from L.A.
Cole smiled to himself as little dead Jimmy became entangled in a hanging chain and started to tear himself in two in his desperation to reach him. Ah, the Osmonds. He’d always liked Donny far better than Jimmy.
Cole thought about making a break for it, of tearing through the corpses, but there was simply no way through. He remembered those he hated within the bunker. He wanted to teach them a lesson so headed back through the open inner doors into the Ark.
‘You’re in trouble now!’ he screamed down the open corridor as he reached the metal closet door marked maintenance and opened it. He stepped into a cupboard no larger than a few square metres and closed the door behind him, wedging it shut with a mop. He collapsed to the floor, and held his head in his hands whilst the dead filed past, polluting the Ark like filthy smoke.
Opposite him in the cupboard was a human figure with crude black stitches over both eyes and mouth. The badge on his overalls read First Technician Ahmed. Cole vaguely remembered something about putting him there. Was it him he thought? Maybe that dream-boat Marc Bolan did it? He couldn’t really be sure. Curiously, Ahmed was handless. Two dried out stumps were crossed and resting in his lap. Cole tried to remember what happened to them. He’d always had such delicate hands and fingers, had Ahmed. Very careless. Then he remembered the meat chutney.
The dead continued to flood into the Ark. Soon they were backed-up at one of the many security doors, but by then the main entrance and air lock had already been backed-up with the walking corpses. Sensing movement from within the small maintenance cupboard, they soon began pounding on the door. Cole couldn’t hear them anymore. The door was metal and opened outwards so as the walking bodies stacked up, they simply sealed it shut with their infected flesh. The dead couldn’t get in and Cole couldn’t get out.
The moaning from outside the cupboard became muffled as the horde piled up to form a blocking wall of festering flesh. Cole lazily recovered his senses. He was suddenly aware of his surroundings. He was hungry. He searched in his pockets, then felt around his cupboard bolt-hole. Apart from cleaning supplies, there was nothing to eat. He really should have thought things through in more detail. The orange bottle on the shelf was full of thick, burning liquid. It tasted like chemical whiskey. He looked over at the mummified figure of his handless lover and felt a bulge developing in his stained trousers.
◆◆◆
 
Deep below, behind the sealed doors of the cryo-chamber, the five thousand slept in chemically-induced comas. The last scientist had set the timer for ten years before Cole had finally caught up with her.
The inner perimeter of the Ark was still sealed. The breach of the outer doors had engaged the emergency protocols and the cryogenic area was secure. The dead would never reach the sleeping bodies. Pallets of food and supplies sat waiting in the bunker for the wakers. The frozen humans would resurrect in a decade, as long as their cryo-chambers were not ruined by bat shit before then.



NOCK
 
Scott McGlasson
The feral locked eyes with Stace Tomlinson and moved toward her across the forest clearing. Dark clouds threatened rain again, grey above leeching the autumn colours from the forest all around her. The thing’s ruined clothing and filthy pallor blended in perfectly, making her shot difficult. Watching its decrepit state and slow pace, Stace guessed that it had been around for a long time, maybe even going all the way back to just After. It was a big buck. Probably a well-muscled man once, by the looks of it. Stace and her father had tracked it up the hill after spotting its prints in the sodden earth of a deer trail. They had been heading back to town, but the patrol had been uneventful and the tracks fresh and easy to see.
‘Remember,’ her father whispered from just behind, ‘the arrow flies when you’re surprised. Deep breath now...’
Stace inhaled, filling her lungs with chill October air. Her left arm locked straight, holding an ashwood recurve bow, and her right held the fifty pound pull to her cheek as she focused on her target. The damned thing wasn’t making it easy.
Oblivious to everything but living prey, the feral advanced on stiffened legs. It moved like an animated length of chain. Each foot fall caused the body to follow in a stilted wave, the upper torso undulated back and forth and the head, the last link, tilted from shoulder to shoulder. The decay on this one was bad. At thirty paces, Stace could see bones pushing through the remains of its grey skin. Where not covered by tattered clothing, the feral’s hide hung off its frame, puddling around joints and jowls, swaying like wheat fronds as it staggered toward her. What hair it had left dangled in knotted tangles down to its exposed collarbone.
‘Hold the string with your back and shoulder, not your arm,’ Rob Tomlinson said. ‘Now... breathe out.’
She exhaled through pursed lips and slowly let her fingers relax, trying not to anticipate the moment when her muscles were no longer tense enough to hold the bowstring taut. The feral’s milky eyes stayed on her, its mouth twisted into a snarl. Stace used that as her focus, drawing a line up from the jaw to a spot just above the nose where the bone would be thinnest. She caught the rhythm of the thing’s swaying back and forth, as her father had taught her, allowing the bow to become an extension of herself, and the world shrinking down to that one spot on the feral’s horrible face. She released the bowstring to thwack on the plastic guard protecting her left forearm. The bodkin-tipped arrow blurred through the empty space the feral’s head had just tilted past.
Teeth opening and closing, it snarled at her, a rasp that sounded like dry twigs being dropped down a pipe as it continued toward them through the knee-high grass.
Her father huffed at the miss.
‘Again,’ he said.
Stace held two more arrows in her right hand. With a quick, circular snap of the wrist, she swung a second shaft up, nocking it with index and middle finger while holding the third arrow ready with ring and pinky. She pulled the bowstring to her cheek, grunting with the effort, and sighted on a spot just above the feral’s forehead and released.
Thwack
Much closer this time – she actually saw the thing’s dirty hair flutter as the arrow passed by – but still a miss. Failure.
Stace frowned and lowered her bow, grinding her teeth and trembling with all the lambent fury her sixteen-year-old body could muster. A single thought, a mantra, vibrated through her.
I don’t wanna be a farmer.
Ranger field trials were coming up the following week. To fail during Selection was to condemn her to a life of crops and crafts instead of running through the forests outside the security wall. Running was freedom. Running was as far from working the fields as one could get.
Not taking her eyes off the approaching feral, Stace heard the soft noises of her father nocking an arrow to his own massive bow. She realized he was preparing to drop the creature himself. Frustration flashed through her and tears began to build up at the corners of her eyes.
I do NOT wanna be a farmer.
‘Stace,’ her father said, just audible, ‘you’re anticipating the shot and it’s messing up your aim. You have to concentrate on where the arrow’s going and you can’t think aim if you’re thinking shoot. Again.’
In one smooth motion born of endless practice and repetition, she raised her bow and nocked her last arrow, pulling it back to her cheek.
The feral was less than twenty paces away. Stace grimaced, realizing that even her seven-year-old sister could hit a bullseye with every shot from this distance. Her older brother, off with the militia hunting ‘Rauders south of the Ohio River, would have nailed the thing with his first arrow.
The creature raised its arms, dropped its mouth open wider than any living human could manage, and moaned. The rising and falling noise crossed the clearing and hit Stace with near-physical force. Stace jumped, her fingers slipping from the arrow and the the bow string, which gave a muted tuung as it snapped back taut. She stooped and managed to catch the arrow just before it hit the ground. She stood back up immediately, cheeks flushed with embarrassment.
The feral’s moan was a killing sound, a howl that promised carnage, and it had reached right down into her gut. Long-buried memories stirred. Images swam and blurred, a fast-forward collage of running, hiding, climbing in and out of vehicles. Adults constantly yelling. Endless fighting and blood everywhere, both free-flowing arterial red and the slower, thicker black. None of it understandable to a three-year-old girl except fear. A tremble that reached across the intervening thirteen years started in her legs and threatened to spread through her entire body.
‘Easy now,’ her father said. ‘Most of the ones we’ve got at home move quicker.’
Stace blinked at that. He was right. The Tomlinson ranch had almost three dozen dociles and there were hundreds more in town, but they were all properly bridled and never, ever moaned. With a bit and halter, a feral became a docile over time. Once broken, it could be made to do basic pushing and pulling tasks that it would continue at forever unless you stopped it or it fell apart. There hadn’t been any horses or mules since Before and precious few cows remained After, so dociles were put to use pulling the wagons, ploughing fields, and turning the wheels that drove Shawnee Lodge’s various industries. Stace had grown up around them and even given her favourites pet names.
She had become so confident around the undead and so sure with a bow – against hay bales anyway – that she’d begged her father to take her outside the security wall where she could work on the skills necessary to apply to become a Ranger trainee. Getting past the rigorous tests of Selection was the first step toward getting out from behind the high walls of felled timber and scavenged steel, out into the forest where you could run forever.
The feral moaned again. A loud, plaintive warble that started high and dropped through the octaves. The noise would bring more if any were nearby, but that was unlikely these days. ‘Rauders were more of a threat than the undead, but a Ranger never took chances. A new outbreak somewhere could send fresh ferals into the wilderness and those would be far more dangerous than the shambling wreck coming toward her. That was the prevailing wisdom anyway. In truth, the big buck was the first feral Stace had seen in a long while.
Ten paces away now. Close enough that Stace could see cracked bone stubs where fingers were missing on the thing’s right hand.
‘You told me you could do this,’ her father said, softly chiding, but she could hear his growing disappointment.
‘I can do it!’ If you weren’t hovering right over top of me, she added silently. Her father’s direct attention could be a force of nature. Stace had seen grown men wither under that glare. And when it was turned on her...
She took a deep breath and sighted the bow. Wrist snap, nock. Draw, sight, relax fingers...
Thwack
Stace heard the barest sound of air cleaved by the arrow followed by a cracking thud. The feral’s head flew back and it gargled, a fountain of black gore erupting from its maw. Emaciated arms rose to flail at the sky even as it fell. For an instant, Stace saw the white goose-feather fletching standing upright against the backdrop of the forest, then the arrow sank with the rest of the heap, disappearing into tall grass.
She lowered her bow. Where there should have been elation, Stace felt empty. Numb. The big buck was her first feral kill and she should have been thrilled, bounding forward to cut off an ear for proof and bragging rights back home. Instead, her stomach twisted and her cheeks reddened. Three shots to kill a feral – especially a cruddy, old, slow feral – equaled failure to her father, Shawnee Lodge’s most well-known Ranger and its best archer by a long stretch. He probably wouldn’t even let her apply for Selection after this.
Her eyes moistened again, but she managed to stop herself from raising a hand to wipe tears away, worried what he might think.
No, she thought, he’ll take me home and tell mom and they’ll put me to work in the fields. There she would live out her days as a handler to the Tomlinson herd of dociles. Probably have to marry some boring craftsman like that spotty Jerry Reynolds her mother kept mentioning and pop out a bunch of whiny kids. The boring, soul-crushing life of a farmer.
Not running. Not the freedom and excitement of a Ranger’s life.
Might as well slap a bit and bridle on me and have me push at the grinding wheel until I fall apart.
Stace and her father stood for a long moment without moving, listening to the forest for any tell-tale signs that another feral had heard the commotion and was on its way. Birdsong and light wind moved through the trees, the higher tenor of the tall grass waving to and fro in the clearing, but no other moaning. No swish-swish-swish of undead feet dragging through the carpet of dead leaves.
She sensed her father relax, satisfied that there was no threat, so she turned toward him. Maybe if she didn’t look him in the eyes, he wouldn’t tell her how disappointed he was. Instead she saw his boots and old black jeans. The knee-length brown oilskin coat, what Rangers referred to as a duster, hung open just enough for Stace to see the steel tomahawk and the eighteen-inch scabbard of the pigsticker on his belt. She couldn’t bring herself to look higher.
Though she was above average height for her sixteen years, Stace’s father towered over her. A remarkably tall and thin man in an age of thin men, so her mother said. Strong as granite and lightning fast, equally at ease moving through the treetops as he was on the ground. Quiet as a bobcat with eagle-sharp eyes set into a face framed by the pure white of his neatly-trimmed beard. A born Ranger, her mom said, though her father had always maintained all he wanted to do was farm. So good was he in the forest that Shawnee Lodge gave the Tomlinsons a monthly stipend of precious milk and eggs to keep him on as one of fifty Rangers that patrolled the entire Shawnee Forest for ferals and signs of ‘Rauder camps.
Stace brushed a few wayward strands of russet brown hair away. They were blocking her view of the ground. The rest of her long hair was tied back in a braid. Perfectly practical for patrol duty, but if the entire mane of curly, terminally-unmanageable locks came magically free and hid her face from her father right that second, she’d certainly have welcomed it.
Three shots to kill a feral, she thought. Unforgivable.
'Sorry, Dad,' she said, barely croaking the words out.
Her father put a gentle finger under her chin and raised her eyes to his. He was trying to be gentle, she realized, and that made her want cry all the more. He looked down at her from under the wide, floppy brim of his boonie cap, a black hat only Rangers were allowed to wear.
‘If this were Selection,’ he said, ‘it wouldn’t be me out here with you. It’d be another Ranger. Someone drawn at random.’
‘I know,’ Stace said, barely fighting down a sob. She looked away, waiting for the inevitable declaration that he wouldn’t allow her to apply.
Her father’s hand dropped away and he slotted his massive recurve bow into the quick-release on his backpack. Made from layered ashwood, oiled to a high sheen, its horns were re-tempered leaf spring steel scavenged from an old pickup truck. Every Ranger named their bow and her father called his Flatliner. Stace had always assumed he picked that name because of the lack of arc it had when shooting; the thing had a hundred pound pull on it she could barely budge, let alone draw to her cheek. Shawn, her older brother, insisted that Flatliner was named for a ‘lectric machine from Before that could tell you when something was dead. That had never made much sense to Stace, though. Why would you need a ‘lectric machine to tell you if something was dead? Dead was dead and undead was undead. Either way, it was easy to tell.
‘Now, young lady,’ her father said and Stace realized she’d been woolgathering. ‘I know you’re a better shot than that.’
She looked back at him and waited for the hammer to fall. I don’t WANNA be a damned farmer.
‘You’re near as good as I am at fieldcraft,’ – which was knew was an outright lie because nobody in Shawnee Lodge was – ‘and God knows you can run like the wind.’ He crossed his arms and stared down. ‘So... what is it? Did that moan rattle you?’
‘No,’ she lied, looking away. Didn’t matter anyway. By the time the cruddy thing had started making noise, she had already missed twice.
‘Then what is it?’
Stace looked down at her boots again. She realized that she lacked the words to tell her father that she couldn’t bear him watching her, that his focused attention made her nervous.
‘Think about it then,’ her father said. ‘We can talk about it at home. For now, though, be quick.’
‘Quick?’ she said.
Her father rested his hands on his hips. ‘Your mother and I don’t like talking about how things were Before, but—’
‘I know,’ she said, her eyes going wide in expectation. Whenever her father said that, he was sure to drop some new nugget of info about Before, about the Land of ‘Lectric Lights, about the Way It Was. Most of the adults avoided the subject completely – around their kids anyway. However, when they thought no younger ears were listening, the oldsters tended to laugh and cry and talk about things that made no sense at all.
‘—back then,’ he continued, ‘people didn’t haggle. We had something called money. If you wanted or needed something, you used money to buy it.’
Stace smiled. ‘I know about money.’
‘Oh, you do, do you?’ her father said, arching his eyebrows.
She’d heard plenty about such things from her Uncle Rick, her mother’s brother. He was rare among Shawnee Lodge’s adults in that he had no problem telling stories about Before, after he got a little corn mash in him anyway.
‘Well then,’ he said, ‘you know we can’t just hop in a car, drive to some sports store and buy new arrows. What’s the rule on patrol?’
Despite her curiosity about how one would hop up and down inside one of those docileless carriages the oldsters called cars, she knew where he was going with this and her eyes fell to the ground again. ‘Miss one, find one,’ she muttered.
‘And you missed twice,’ he said, smiling. Thunder rumbled overhead and he squinted up at the sky. Storm clouds that had hung low all morning decided to make good their threat and a steady rain began to fall. Her father glanced back at her and nodded in the direction of her shots.
She started toward the feral’s body, but stopped, turning back. ‘Dad?’
‘Yes, hon?’
‘Something that always bugged me about money.’
‘What’s that?’
‘Well,’ she said, ‘if you couldn’t haggle for the best trade, how could you keep the other guy from screwing you over?’
His face lit up and he grinned ear to ear at her causing a little sunburst in her chest, warming her despite the chill air. Stace loved to see her father smile because he so rarely did. She filed that bit of info away for future use: Dad would smile widely if she made a crude comment that her mother would have a fit over.
‘Get going,’ he said, giving her a gentle shooing gesture.
Stace slotted her bow into its quick-release on her backpack and jogged into the clearing, looking either for where the feral had fallen or the tell-tale orange rings that marked a Tomlinson arrow. Everyone from Shawnee Lodge branded their arrows, making them easier to find if you missed or to claim bragging rights when you hit. In her family’s case, old plastic safety cones, melted down, formed rings of bright orange, set into routed cavities just in front of the fletching. The trick, her father had once said, was to make sure the work was perfectly balanced, straight, and flush with the shaft. Against the various greens of the clearing, she spotted her kill shot right away.
The feral had sunk to its knees in the final seconds of its miserable existence, falling back on its shoulders, back arched off the ground like a bridge, and there it remained. The rain had slackened to just a steady pitter-patter all around, but there had been enough in the short downpour to make little side-by-side pools where the eyes had sunk in. She saw herself reflected there as she approached and wondered how long it would take crows or turkey vultures to find the body. They always ate the eyes first.
Remnants of clothing clung to the corpse’s torso and limbs, the smell of mould and mildew strong enough to overcome the faint dead fish smell all ferals and dociles had. The arrow stood at a slight angle over the chasm of its mouth. The bodkin had entered the thing’s right nostril and punched through into the infected tissue behind, snuffing its candle instantly. She grabbed the shaft, careful not to touch the fletching, and pulled it free with little effort. This far gone, the bones in undead skulls were little better than stiff sponge. Her mother said it had something to do with the disease that made them that way in the first place.
Stace used the weathered remains of the feral’s pant leg to wipe black goo off the arrowhead and held the shaft up to her eyes, making sure the length was still straight. Satisfied, she slid the arrow into the quiver on her backpack and let her eyes fall back down to the body. The three shots replayed in her mind with perfect clarity. Three shots to kill a barely-walking feral.
I don’t wanna be a farmer.
She decided not to take an ear home as a trophy.
‘Let’s get a move on, Stace,’ her father said, his voice quiet yet still carrying unmistakable authority. She shook her head to clear her thoughts and jogged toward the opposite end of the clearing, finding her other two arrows sticking out of the densely-packed tree trunks. She worked the arrows free and hurried back to him.
He panned ‘noculars down the hill and across the small valley where they had picked up the feral’s tracks. She guessed he was looking to see if there were any more of the things nearby. Standard Ranger fieldcraft. If you’re stopped and waiting for something, learn your surroundings even if you’re on familiar ground. Thinking of Ranger doctrine bit at her. Her father had been teaching her this stuff for most of her life. Her first time out on a real patrol and she’d really screwed up.
When he heard her approaching, he cased the glasses in a belt pouch and turned to face her, his expression unreadable.
‘Got all three,’ she said, hoping to buy any advantage whatsoever in her father’s mind.
‘So you did.’ He paused, looking down at her and then frowned. ‘Stace,’ he said, ‘you know that your mother and I love you very, very much...’
How many times in history, Before or After, had anything good come from a parent after that sentence? She took a sudden, uncontrolled breath that hitched halfway down her throat.
Her father stopped speaking, opened his mouth, seemed to consider something for a moment, and started again.
‘We’re very proud of you, no matter what you end up doing with your—’
Boom-Boom-Boom
Stace flinched and looked south where the signal flares had gone off. She looked back at her father, but he had already dropped to a knee and whipped off his backpack, rifling through the contents. Signal flares were super-serious business. Something huge had happened back home.
‘Dad, what—?’
boom-boom-boom
Further away and to the west.
‘Rally signal,’ her father said. ‘We have to relay it on so everyone out on patrol knows.’
‘Won’t noise like that draw more ferals?’
‘Worth the risk to get everyone on the same page.’
Stace had no idea what books had to do with it, but she held her tongue.
‘Plus,’ he said, ‘those signals—’ two more went off from north and east, almost at the same time, ‘—coming from all over should confuse any ferals that want to track toward something.’
Shawnee Lodge had once had a lot of little two-way radios, but over the years these had been lost in the wilderness, stolen by ‘Rauders, or simply stopped working. There were plans to make more from scratch, just like there were plans to do a lot of things, but higher priorities, a shortage of parts, or the simple lack of someone with the right knowledge always seemed to get in the way. For the time being, the only two working radios were kept where they were needed: one in the Lodge itself and down at The Neck, a massive wall and gatehouse that stretched right across old Highway 125 at the valley’s narrowest point.
Her father fished out his flare gun and a small white cylinder with a black number three written on it. He chambered the flare and stood, pointing the pistol-shaped launcher straight up.
‘Look away,’ he said, an edge to his voice that demanded instant obedience. Her stomach tightened as she turned. Anything that would make her father change his mood so suddenly had to be bad.
There was a loud whoosh from behind her. She waited a couple of heartbeats then looked up. The flare rose on a shower of blue and yellow sparks, bright against the overcast sky. Stace stood mesmerized, watching it go up and up. She smiled despite the confusing situation. It was beautiful, in its own way.
BOOM-BOOM-BOOM
Sound and concussion from directly overhead washed through Stace’s body, so powerful it made her teeth click together.
‘Come on!’ He turned to run. ‘We’ve got less than five minutes to get to the top of the hill.’
Running was something she could do. All of the sadness, the worry over his opinion of her performance today, the confusion about the flares, it all melted away as her legs started pumping, picking up speed as she ran after her father. He moved quickly through the clearing and past the body of the feral. Stace lengthened her strides to keep up.
‘What does that signal mean?’ Stace had pulled up to just behind him as he knifed through the high grass and plunged through the wall of underbrush at the clearing’s far edge at a small gap in the brambles she hadn’t even seen.
‘Recall,’ he yelled back. ‘All patrols to return. Three pops means rally at The Neck.’
Two more triple airbursts sounded from the east and north. Stace knew about the system, had heard them go off a couple of times over the years, but she didn’t know what each one signified. Now she understood why all the older Rangers complained about not having ‘lectric radios.
‘We have to be on the hilltop within five minutes to see what colour the Commandant sends up,’ her father said, dodging between trees as they climbed. ‘That’ll tell us what’s going on.’
They reached the top and stopped. Breathing deep, though nowhere near winded, Stace watched her father. His eyes darted around and settled on a spot twenty yards away where an outcropping of rock jutted out of the hilltop like the front of a rowboat. He climbed to the edge and looked southwest, toward home. Stace joined him, looking around to see if any more rally signals had gone up, but there was nothing in the sky and no sound but the soft cacophony of the damp forest.
Though their position was higher than the Citadel at the heart of Shawnee Lodge, hills in-between blocked direct sight. The only structure visible was the very top of the new water tower. Her gaze tracked south, counting the smoke plumes from hearth fires that rose in a ragged line, following the meandering valley that ran from Turkey Creek Lake, at the base of the Citadel, all the way down to the ruins of Friendship, a town that ran along the northern bank of the Ohio River.
In school, Stace learned that this area had been known Before as the Shawnee State Forest in what was then called Ohio. Southern Ohio, to be exact, only a few miles from the big river. A land of high, forested hills and narrow, fertile valleys. Shawnee Lodge had been a park Before, where families had flocked for weekend getaways, camping, and boating. The Citadel, a reinforced descendant of what had once been the Shawnee Lodge And Conference Centre, sat atop a flattened hill with steep slopes on three sides.
Shawnee Lodge had not only survived, it had prospered. Access to the nearby spring-fed waters of Turkey Creek Lake had allowed people like Stace’s family to hole-up and weather the chaos when the dead rose to attack the living. Her mom said it was a perfect storm of having the right people in the right place at the right time. Her father believed it was more Commandant Edward’s doing than anything else.
Jacob Edwards had once been a different type of Ranger in an army that no longer existed. After everything fell apart, he took leadership of the disorganized refugees and set to shoring up Shawnee Lodge’s defences against both the dead and the living. That, more than anything else, Stace’s father had told her many times, had enabled them to survive the rampaging swarms of ferals in the early years and all the ‘Rauders since.
‘Rauders didn’t seem too bad to Stace. More often than not, so all the oldsters said, they were just small groups of lazy people, unwilling to work for a living, gathered around someone that still had a working gun. Weak groups of barbarians that would flee at the first sign of strength and would never, ever, attack a place as well-defended and fortified as Shawnee Lodge. So what could possibly rattle her father? What would worry the Commandant enough to recall all the patrols?
‘What do you think’s happening, Dad?’
Her father had taken out the bag containing the flare gun charges and had palmed three of them: one yellow, one red, and one green.
‘No idea, hon. Could be your brother’s militia unit found a bigger ‘Rauder group than they could tangle with and came back for reinforcements. Hopefully it’s nothing more than Mister Tinny getting stuck down in Portsmouth again.’
That was something she hadn’t considered and a pang of worry made her blink. She rather liked the rotund little metal merchant.
‘Why does the council keep sending Mister Tinny’s wagons into Portsmouth if the ferals keep cornering him?’
‘We need the metal,’ her father said. ‘No good supply of it in the ground around here and we’ve turned everything inside our borders from Before to good use. Hush, now. You’ve got my six.’
Stace winced. Proper fieldcraft dictated that she should have been watching her father’s blind spot the second they jumped up on the rock. She turned and crouched, pulled out her bow and nocked an arrow. She held the weapon ready, determined not to miss if anything came out of the trees.
Maybe if he’s looking in the other direction, I’ll be able to hit something, she thought and smiled in spite of herself.
Scanning the forest in a wide arc, she imagined two dozen other pairs of people, other Rangers with a kid close to Selection age like her, spread in a miles-wide circle all around the Citadel. She imagined all of them doing exactly what she was at that very same moment. In an odd way, it was a comforting thought.
Behind her, Stace’s father whispered, but not to her. Where there had been an edge of concern before, now there was pure dread in her father’s voice and it made her skin crawl.
‘Not green. Please lord, not green. Not again.’
Stace knew the different colours meant something, but she didn’t know them by heart. Her father had undoubtedly listed them to her at one time or another, but she had probably not been listening, counting on his patronage to make her a shoe-in for Selection. But now, actually out here in the forest, she regretted not paying more attention.
She knew she shouldn’t talk right now, but curiosity got the better of her. ‘Dad, what’s green?’
Beyond the hills to the south, right where militia headquarters were located, a silent point of brilliant light rose into the overcast sky trailing a beautiful tail of sparks. It faded completely and Stace wondered if it was a dud or if all the dampness in the air had extinguished it. A split second later, a pinpoint of white appeared and exploded into a near-perfect circle of coloured lines flying out from the centre like spokes of a bicycle wheel before they all sagged as gravity took hold. Green lines.
‘Good God,’ her father muttered.
Stace ignored her rear-guard responsibility and stepped next to her father. He jammed the green cylinder into his flare gun and pointed it skyward.
‘Eyes,’ he said, his tone iron-hard. She turned her head and squeezed her eyelids shut as the charge whooshed from his gun. When she looked again, she could see other bursts of green exploding over distant hills in nearly every direction.
‘Dad...’ Stace said, ‘What does green mean?’
‘A swarm,’ he said, putting his signalling equipment away. Stace couldn’t take her eyes off the sparkling blossoms, their dread portents completely out of kilter with such gossamer beauty.
In ones and twos ferals usually weren’t supposed to be very dangerous, especially the older, slower ones. But once enough of them gathered in one place, a sort of critical mass occurred. The entire group would turn and head north, their collective noise drawing in other ferals along the way. Stace’s mother thought it might have something to do with the Earth’s magnetic field, that they moved north like migrating birds. The difference, of course, being that ferals never came back south. Nobody liked to think about how many of the things might be in Canada, but everyone hoped the Great Lakes and the cold killed them off once they got that far. Nobody really knew one way or the other. Regardless, the green signal meant that a large number of ferals had been spotted heading toward Shawnee Lodge.
It had been ten years since a large number of ferals had rampaged up the valley, devouring everything in their path and slamming into a hastily-stacked wall of old cars and logs. Stace remembered that fight with razor-sharp detail.
She had only been a toddler when the first outbreaks drove the Tomlinsons from their home in Dayton, fleeing by car until the petrol ran out and then on foot. All she had of that chaotic time were glimpses of images, barely remembered feelings of fear and anger absorbed from her parents who had radiated both constantly. Nothing concrete. Nothing to dread.
But during that last swarm she had been old enough see, to understand, to fear. The children and infirm had holed-up in the cabins overlooking Turkey Lake while every able-bodied adult in the growing community had gone down to the barricades to fight, using up their last bullets and dying by the score. In the end, it had come down to hand-to-hand combat, and finished with the survivors killing their own infected before they went feral.
In the aftermath, the newly-elected council unanimously voted to organize a militia under Commandant Edwards and start construction on a vast perimeter wall, all in the hopes that they would never again have to pay such a blood toll. Given the hectic needs of rebuilding, of simply surviving through another harsh winter, the only fortification that had been built that year was The Neck.
In time, the town healed and grew prosperous through trade with its neighbours, while fewer and fewer ferals were spotted every year. Lumber was still felled and sections of the wall continued to go up, including a series of stockades the militia took turns manning, but continued work on the perimeter had nothing like the urgency of just after the swarm. Now, they only built when labour could be spared in the fall, after the harvest. The original plan had been to run the wall in a rough circle five miles across with the Citadel and Turkey Creek Lake as its centre, but some of the older folk muttered they didn’t think the youngster generations would ever get around to it.
Stace watched the sky for more green airbursts, but it looked like everyone that was going to acknowledge the signal already had. Two dozen Rangers and their juniors would be packing up and moving out to reach The Neck as quickly as possible.
◆◆◆
 
Stace’s father put his hands on her shoulders. ‘It’s less than three miles as the crow flies, but that’s over uneven, wet ground. We’ll get there faster if we stick to the road.’
She nodded anxiously. For someone that daydreamed about running free in the forests outside the security wall, the sudden yearning for the safety of numbers and a strong, high wall made her head spin a bit.
‘I’m going to set a Subotai pace,’ he said. ‘You let me know if you can’t keep up, hear?’
‘Yes, sir,’ she said, moving her shoulders to ensure her backpack was seated correctly on her body, the straps tight. A Subotai pace was somewhere between jogging and sprinting, an efficient energy-saver that ate up the miles on long distance runs. She had once asked about the strange-sounding name and her father tried to explain it, but she didn’t know who Conan The Cimmerian was. Just another person from Before, she supposed.
The rain had stopped completely. Here and there, late afternoon sunlight peeked through the clouds, though the air still held a damp chill. The brief shower had been just enough to make everything slick and potentially treacherous.
‘Let’s go.’ Her father started down the hill, heading back through the same clearing, past the body of the feral.
This wasn’t the headlong sprint up the hill as before. He moved fast and quiet with Stace careful to follow his path exactly, knowing it would be the best balance between speed and careful footing. Below the clearing, the ground sloped at a steeper angle, but the game paths were easy to follow. In less than a minute, they were at the base of the hill and jogging along what the old maps called State Forest Service Road 11. What had once been a gravel road was now just two parallel dirt tracks bracketed by stomach-high weeds and the odd sapling here and there. Flat and hard-packed through constant Ranger use, Road 11 allowed them to pick up their pace without the worry of slipping on wet terrain.
Stace ran abreast of her father, legs stretching to keep up with his longer strides. The world around her shrank down to breathing and running. She remembered what her father had taught her about running established paths in the forest: less attention to your footing, but your mind had better be on the route you planned to take and always keep a wary eye out for ‘Rauder mischief. Too many Rangers had been killed by deadfall traps or covered pits full of sharpened stakes.
The parallel dirt paths of Road 11 ran more or less straight southeast and, before long, Stace could see where it ended, intersecting with Shawnee Road. Paved way back Before, the flat, winding road served as the main trading route between Shawnee Lodge and towns to the north like Otway and McDermott, even all the way to the fortified farmsteads up in Wakefield. A squat wooden tower sat at the intersection, surrounded by a palisade of thick logs with shorter towers at the corners, enclosing roughly an acre of ground. The little fort represented the northern-most end of Shawnee Lodge’s defences, acting as both a militia outpost and checkpoint for merchant wagons going into town.
As Stace and her father approached, she could see sentries in the high tower gesturing hurriedly in their direction, only to settle down when it became obvious that the Ranger and his daughter weren’t fleeing attack. The sentries wore typical militia uniforms and armour: black cotton pants and long-sleeved shirt under leather armour that covered the arms, shoulders, chest and neck, the most likely places a feral would bite. A wide-brimmed metal helmet, what her father called a kettle hat, was worn against ‘Rauder arrows. It wouldn’t stop a bullet, but bullets were very rare these days.
Her father slowed to a brisk walk, his path angling to the right and skirting the wall of the fort. Both of them took long controlled breaths, in through the nose and out through the mouth. Stace grinned to herself. She wasn’t tired in the least and felt like she could run around the world twice before dinner.
A helmeted head popped up halfway along the nearest wall, more than a full body length above them.
‘Ho there, Ranger Tomlinson,’ the man said, waving. He turned and gestured to someone on the ground inside.
‘Ho there, Sergeant Hosberg,’ her father replied, waving back and slowing to a walk.
Thunder rumbled in the west. True thunder, not more Shawnee Lodge pyrotechnics. Stace looked up, realizing that ash-grey thunderheads were rolling into the area. Darkness would fall early today.
‘Don’t bother with the gate,’ her father said to the man on the wall. ‘We’re not stopping. Any news?’
Brad Hosberg took off his helmet and leaned on the wall, resting a standard-issue militia spear between the pointed tops of the logs.
‘Nothing since the signals,’ he said. ‘I sent a runner to see what the Commandant wants us to do. Tell you the truth, I have half a mind to just get the whole bunch’a us back to The Neck. Figure we could do more good there than out here. Orders are orders though. Do y’all need water or anything?’
‘Thanks, but I want to get back,’ her father said. ‘I’ll make sure your runner sees Commandant Edwards and heads right back here.’ With that her father waved to the militiaman and gestured for Stace to pick up the pace.
‘Thanks for that. And good luck,’ Brad called after them.
The Tomlinsons rounded the corner of the stockade and jogged on to the old, cracked pavement of Shawnee Road. The years After hadn't been kind to the old highway. The people of Shawnee Lodge kept the potholes filled, but it could still be a bumpy ride if your wagon didn’t have shock absorbers. Easy to twist a careless ankle too, Stace thought.
A big flatbed trailer rattled by, bouncing along on big, rubber-shod wooden wheels. It was one of the big ones, designed for pulling heavy freight, even old car wrecks. Stace frowned when she saw that the deck on this one was completely empty. Merchants equated empty trailers with losing money.
A quick count showed the man was driving a team of twenty dociles, both bucks and does, yoked in pairs to the long rod that pulled the wagon. The merchant gave his team another couple of rough taps with the reinpole and the wagon increased in speed. Loose reins made out of rope or leather didn’t work on dociles. They needed a solid thump in the back to get them going and another on their chest to get them to stop. The reinpole, a long, thin piece of wood with crossbars spaced to match pairs of dociles, could do both.
‘Come on,’ her father said, tugging at her shoulder. She joined him, again trying to match him step for step, knowing that if she did, it was because he was slowing down for her. She didn’t care; she had to make up for the missed shots at the clearing, had to show her father she could cut it out here. They continued south on Shawnee Road, past the flat, cleared area around the fort and back into the forest crowding in on both sides. The trees grew right up to the pavement on this stretch of road, creating a dim tunnel of interlaced branches that still held most of their leaves. Thunder rumbled again and Stace figured if it started raining now, they would stay relatively dry. She dismissed the thought and concentrated on her stride and controlled breathing. One-two-in, one-two-out, over and over.
A hundred yards along, they passed a small rickshaw pulled by four huge dociles, heading in the opposite direction. An elderly man and woman sat on the bench, both dressed in the faded denim overalls common to the town of Jasper. Stace and her father raised their hands to wave as they went by, but the couple wouldn’t look at them. Her father grunted at that, but continued on. They encountered two more docile-drawn vehicles before the next bend in the road. Both were in a hurry to get out of the area.
Lightning flashed through the trees in the direction of town, peals of thunder following a second behind as father and daughter continued south. Soon, the forest fell away on the eastern side of the road and Stace spotted the neighbouring homesteads of the Midos family and old Tim Campbell. One of Shawnee Lodge’s few fully-trained doctors, Sedin Midos and his family lived inside a log palisade on a patch of ground that was rumoured to have its own swimming pool. As far as Stace knew, Mister Campbell lived alone inside his walls. He was an expert woodworker who owned a shop on the Roosevelt Lake boardwalk back in town. Unlike the Midos family, he had actually owned the orange-roofed house Before. Doctor Midos had been awarded his homestead by the council when the previous owners hadn’t returned After.
‘You holding up?’ her father asked. Her stride had been so easy, she hadn’t been aware her mind had wandered. She felt like she could do this forever.
‘You betcha!’ she yelled back, smiling wide.
‘Good,’ he said, ‘let’s take it up a notch,’ and increased their pace. Stace matched him, thrilled that she could keep up.
They were halfway home.
◆◆◆
 
Shawnee Road bent gently left and right as they ran, continuing generally southeast. They came to an area recently worked by a team of lumberjacks. Workers had cleared a broad swathe of trees on the left side of the road, stacking the logs end to end in rough pyramids to provide material for this autumn’s addition to the security wall.
Stace kept her feet moving, her arms pumping, and her breathing controlled, but she allowed her eyes to roam along the length of stacked timber; a contoured, rough-textured wall of grey bark that would probably make a pretty good barrier just like it was. After all, the top layer of logs was easily over her father’s head.
 Are we ever gonna get the real wall finished?
Something about the end of the last stack of logs looked odd to her, but she wasn’t sure what she was seeing...
A flash of nearby lightning threw bright light over the entire area, followed almost immediately by thunder so loud that it hit with physical force. Her father’s arm shot out across her chest, stopping her immediately.
‘What—?’ she started.
‘Shh!’
She looked closer and saw something at the end of the logs move a little bit. Her eyes grew wide. It was a boot. It was a boot. A militia boot, and the person wearing it was laying or sitting at the end of the last stack of logs.
Still feeling the buzz of the run, Stace tried to control her breathing as she had been taught. Her father, a light hand on her shoulder, led her around the end of the stack, giving wide berth to whoever was there. They rounded the corner and froze. Stace blinked, struggling to make sense of what she was seeing. Another brilliant flash of lightning lit the area.
The boot belonged to a woman in a militia uniform, sprawled on her back. Her mouth moved slowly, as if trying to form words, and her eyes fluttered open and closed without focusing. A middle-aged bald man crouched over her, applying pressure to a bloody wound on her belly. Then Stace saw the man reach inside the woman and the entire body twitched in response. Realization hit Stace like the all-over shock of jumping into ice-cold water. Details bloomed in her mind, rapid-fire like the green fireworks she had seen going off over the hills.
Fact: the woman was Piper Ewing, one of her older brother’s friends. Fact: the feral had a bald head and a thick, brown beard. Fact: Mister Campbell, the woodworker who lived nearby, had a bald head and a thick, brown beard, now caked with gore. Conclusion: Mister Campbell was eating Piper Ewing alive right in front of her. He – it – pulled out a mass of blood-soaked entrails with a sound like a boot coming free of mud, then shoved them into its mouth.
Chewing and tearing noises made Stace’s stomach turn, but she couldn’t force her eyes away. Shawnee Lodge bred rabbits to feed their dociles and Stace had fed the Tomlinson herd plenty of times. But this... she knew she should do something, should act, should kill the thing, but no matter how her mind roared, her arms and legs refused to obey.
There was a skittering noise off to Stace’s left, but she still couldn’t look away. The straps of her backpack tightened across her chest and shoulders and she was suddenly weightless, confused as the sky traded places with the ground a couple of times. Breath punched out of her as she landed hard on her left shoulder, her face rebounding off wet grass. Instincts backed up by long sessions of wrestling with her father and older brother allowed her to roll without thinking, bouncing back up on to the balls of her feet. Her father had thrown her with all the apparent ease of tossing a shirt into a laundry basket. She looked to him, wanting to know why, only to see him side-stepping away from her with his gaze locked toward the stacks of logs. Shadows moved there, dark against the overcast sky, lacking any real detail until the lightning strobed. People – no... ferals – were vaulting over the top log or running along the apex, going right at him. There had to be half a dozen of them and they were fast, quickly closing in on her father. His attackers too close for the bow, he pulled his tomahawk and pigsticker, a wooden pommel holding an eighteen-inch steel spike.
‘Stace,’ he yelled, ‘RUN!’
She stood transfixed as the first three ferals landed on the old pavement and ran right at him, shrieking. There were more shapes moving, climbing, jumping on the far side of the stacks, sending a bolt of fear through Stace she realized she had no idea how many of of the foul creatures there were. Two more dropped from top of a stack, joining the rush at her father.
Her breath coming in short gulps, Stace glanced at the bearded feral hunched over Piper’s body. It hadn’t moved, still focused on its horrible meal, completely detached from the mortal struggle just yards away, content just to gnaw and chew. That might have been what finally did it. She wasn’t sure why and never would be, but something clicked in her mind, breaking through any hesitation, any self-doubt. White-hot anger boiled up, unfamiliar and raw, and snapped her into action. Stace drew her bow with her left hand and grabbed a handful of arrows with her right. In one smooth motion borne of endless practice, she brought her bow up, nocked the first arrow and let the others hang loose in her fingers. She could already imagine the first shot, striking the first target as she pulled and released, exactly has her father had taught her.
Thwack
The arrow blurred through the air and smashed through the bearded feral’s head. Stace was already moving before it started to fall forward over its kill.
She spotted her father over the backs of the attacking ferals and hurried toward him. He screamed taunts as he backpedalled, drawing the pack away from her, a tactic she knew he called kiting.
Two ferals were down. Lightning flashed, glinting off the sharpened edge of her father’s tomahawk as he swung and buried it handle-deep in the closest head. The rest of the pack trampled over their fallen in the rush to get at him. He ran toward the logs, never taking his eyes off his pursuers. Stace saw that he was trying to loop around back to the stacks, to put something between himself and the charging pack. He glanced at her, surprise clouding the concentration on his face before his eyes snapped back to his attackers.
‘Stace!’ he yelled, shoving his pigsticker into the face of the nearest buck, ‘I said run, dammit!’
The bone-deep compulsion for a daughter to obey her father weighed like a physical pressure on her. She hesitated and almost stopped moving. The urge to follow his command warred with anger for Piper, anger at missing the cruddy feral back in the clearing, for the utterly dreadful life of a farmer laid out before her, the years spooling out with excruciating predictability.
Her lips curled in a snarl, her decision made.
Stace moved toward him, heel to toe like he had taught, the best way to keep her upper-body stable while still moving quickly. She picked her targets among the ferals, who moved away from her in nearly a straight line. Lined up just like the hay bales back home.
Flip the wrist, nock, pull.
Thwack
A feral doe in faded red coveralls crumpled forward and rolled to a stop.
Flip the wrist, nock, pull.
Thwack
A skinny, shirtless buck stopped suddenly, standing straight up. It fell forward, stiff as a plank, its face slamming into the pavement with a sickening crunch.
Flip, nock, pull... stop.
No clear shot available without a chance of hitting her father. He had pulled Flatliner out and was swinging the massive recurve bow like club. Three more ferals were on the ground, their skulls a reddish pulp of bone and hair. Only the largest buck in the pack remained, but it was right on top of him, inside the swing of the heavy bow’s frame and pulling him to the ground.
‘Daddy!’ Stace sprinted towards him.
A doughy weight hit her from high on the right side and she suddenly realized that she had no idea how many of the cruddy things were nearby. Once again, all the time spent rough-housing with her father paid off. Stace rolled with the weight as it took her down, tucking in her arms in to cradle her bow against her chest. The arrow she had been about to shoot was pushed back against her torso as the feral rolled with her. Pain exploded in her right ear as the bodkin tip pierced skin and cartilage. She screamed as the two of them rolled to a stop, side by side on the pavement.
The thing grabbed for purchase on her jacket, trying to pull her close. Lightning flashed as foetid teeth slammed closed inches from her face. Holding her bow against the feral’s chest, she shoved with everything she had, screaming with the effort. The feral screamed right back and black spittle sprayed across her cheek as it continued to pull and snap at her. She forced just enough space between them to get her knee up onto its chest, keeping its jaws away from her face. It screamed frustration at her, grabbing her shoulders and pulling, straining its neck forward until their noses were barely a hand’s width apart.
She couldn’t release it without losing the battle for leverage, allowing it to bite her. Her pigsticker was pressed between her side and the ground, useless. She grabbed the only weapon she had left, pulling the arrow free of her ear, screaming at the renewed agony as it ripped free.
Stace swung the arrow from the side of her head, seeing her own blood on the tip. She lowered the shaft away from her face and down into the small space between her and the feral. She got the bodkin point under its snapping teeth and shoved upward as hard as she could. The tip pierced the feral’s throat just behind the jawbone, slamming up into the roof of its gaping mouth, and into its skull. A torrent of slimy, red-black goo erupted from its maw and nose, showering over Stace’s face and shoulders. Gagging, she felt the tip skitter across the inside of the thing’s skull and pushed harder, not realizing the feral had already gone limp. The arrowhead broke through the top the creature’s skull as Stace pushed it off and rolled away, bounding up to help her father.
Four ferals lay still between them, one with her father’s pigsticker jutting from its head. The large buck had him pinned to the pavement, growling and sputtering as it pushed snapping teeth towards his face. Rob Tomlinson fought back, but the creature’s weight and leverage slowly overpowered his efforts to keep it at bay. Stace ran at them, but she knew she would be too late.
The feral’s head shot forward, burying its teeth in her father’s neck and she screamed. She wasn’t sure if her bow had been damaged so she let it fall. Running full blast, Stace pulled her pigsticker from the scabbard on her thigh and dove at the creature, needle-sharp steel leading the way. It heard or otherwise sensed her coming and snapped its head around just in time to take the spike through its right eye. The point slid easily through the milky eyeball, punching through the diseased tissue behind and out the back of its skull. It gave an almost surprised-sounding grunt as Stace ploughed into it, both of them rolling away from her father’s prone form. She threw her hands out, trying to control her tumble, and scraped both palms on the cracked pavement. The buck’s body rolled a couple more times and stopped.
Stace got a knee under her and rose, holding her burning hands against her chest as she watched to see if the feral had any fight left in it. It lay face down with six inches of her pigsticker propping it up from the surface of the road. The weight of the thing’s head forced it to slide down the steel shaft until nose and brow gently rested on the concrete. Stace grimaced with disgust and climbed to her feet.
Nothing moved save a slight breeze rustling nearby trees. Lightning still flashed every few seconds, throwing the feral bodies into stark, blue relief. The thunder had moved off to the east, having passed by without a storm.
Stace blinked and took deep breaths, trying to calm the trembling in her arms and legs. Her right ear throbbed and both palms felt like they were on fire. She looked down at them and saw streaks of blood, vibrant red blood, blood of the living, smeared across both hands. The cuts weren’t long or deep, but there were at least a dozen on each hand. She folded her arms and pressed her palms to her sides as the first sobs bubbled up. She clamped down hard and bit her lip, knowing if she let one out, she wouldn’t be able to stop from bawling.
Movement off to her left made her freeze. She looked over and saw her father’s leg twitch. A bite was death. Everyone knew that. Tears flooded and this time there was no stopping them as they ran down her cheeks. Sniffling, Stace called out and heard him moan. She rushed to where he lay against the logs, dropping to her knees at his side.
She looked for a horrible tear in his neck, to see him bleeding out on Shawnee Road right in front of her, already starting to go feral. When she got close, she saw his duster lying open and a ragged tear in the leather armour at his neck, a piece of gear that Rangers and militia called a gorget. The big buck had taken a bite, but the thick leather had done its job. One of her father’s most often-quoted mantras echoed through her mind: ‘take care of your gear and your gear will take care of you’, and Rob Tomlinson was always painstakingly careful about this.
Feral blood covered his hands and forearms, stained his duster and shirt, and there were smudges and sprays of droplets of the gunk across both cheeks. He looked a mess, but appeared unharmed. Warm relief flooded through Stace and she cried even harder.
Rob Tomlinson used the logs behind him for support and pulled himself up. He looked around as if seeing where he was for the first time, his eyes coming down to look at Stace.
‘Dad?’ she said, afraid that he was more injured than he looked. She raised her arms to him, partially longing for an embrace, partially to offer her bloody hands so he could help her up.
Her father shook his head as if clearing his thoughts and then looked up and down Shawnee Road. He ignored Stace’s upraised arms.
‘Are you hurt?’ he asked. ‘Did you get bit?’
Stace shook her head, feeling a bit dazed. Her father turned, climbed the pyramid of logs and scanned the ground on the other side. He turned, dropping back to the pavement, and pulled her to her feet. She was dimly aware that she was still holding out her arms, expecting him to hug her, to help calm her down.
‘Hurry,’ he said. ‘Recover your gear. We’ve got to move fast.’
Confused by his cold abruptness, Stace lowered her still-trembling arms and shuffled over to where the big buck lay with her pigsticker in its eye socket.
‘Quickly now,’ her father said behind her. She glanced back and saw him bounding from body to body with his ka-bar knife out, the dagger’s usual shining edge black with feral blood. He lopped an ear of each one and dropped them into a pouch on his belt. Somehow, Stace didn’t think he was doing it for bragging rights.
She turned back to big buck and rolled it over with a strong push from her boot. The pigsticker was buried in its skull right up to the bottom of the handle, completely covered in dark feral blood. A distant part of her mind noticed for the first time that it wasn’t the pitch black goo of the feral in the clearing. This had a definite reddish tinge to it. She thought that fact might be important, worth mentioning to her father, but most of her concentration was being spent just making her extremities work properly.
Forcing her trembling fingers and painful hands to cooperate, she fished a cloth out of the cargo pocket on her pants and pulled at the weapon. The buck’s head came off the pavement before the steel started to slide out, then it fell back with a wet thud against the old concrete. Stace’s stomach lurched and she took several deep breaths to calm it down.
‘Stace!’ her father yelled, sharp anger in his voice. ‘Hurry the hell up!’
She wiped the handle of her pigsticker off, then gripped it, unworried about the feral’s blood getting in her cuts – everyone knew it was the bite, not the blood, that turned a person. She wiped the rest of the weapon off on the buck’s shirt, noticing for the first time that it was in fairly good condition, nothing like the weathered, tattered rags the feral back in the clearing had worn. This was a faded red teeshirt with big block letters on the front that read, “Keep Calm And...” the rest was tattered but there was a picture of a hat of some type at the very bottom. A shirt from Before then, or from a stash that had survived to be found long After. Something to mention to her father, Stace decided, and slid the pigsticker into its scabbard on her thigh.
She walked on still unsure legs toward her father who hovered over the bodies, patting them down and going through pockets. Stace had never heard of such a thing. What could ferals possibly have in the pockets that was of any interest?
Stace surveyed the small battlefield. Ten ferals lay strewn along the road from where she and her father had first seen Piper’s body. Four had arrows sticking from their heads. Her arrows. Three shots, three kills, and two more had been dispatched in hand-to-hand. She realized numbly she had just matched the legendary Robert Tomlinson in number of kills during what the Rangers called an “engagement”. A distant part of Stace’s mind wondered why the same word was used for both mortal combat and a promise to be wed.
Five ferals dead by my own hands, she thought, looking at her palms as she slowly made and relaxed fists. Just like before with the feral in the clearing, she knew she should have been feeling elated, thrilled, happy as a pig in fresh slop. Instead, nausea threatened to overwhelm her senses. More deep breaths. More opening and closing her hands. The pain in her ear seemed to help, keeping the bile in her gut right where it should be.
‘Daddy... the blood—’
‘Get your bow,’ he said, interrupting her and pointing to spot on the ground she had just trudged past. She turned and looked down, marvelling at how in the world she could have missed her most important piece of gear. She bent stiffly to retrieve it, feeling dull aches throughout her body and the sharp throbbing of the wound in her ear. Pushing the pain away, she gave the bow a quick once-over and determined it was in good shape. With a practiced flip she swung it behind her and slid it into the quick-release on her backpack.
When Stace looked back to her father, she saw all of his weapons – tomahawk, pigsticker, and Flatliner – had already been recovered and put back in their place, which implied that he had already checked and cleaned them because her father would never stow an unclean weapon. She couldn’t remember seeing him do any of that and a slight tremor of worry vibrated through her.
What the hell is wrong with me? she wondered.
He went through the group of bodies and rolled them over. At first it looked to Stace like he was just turning them all face-down for some reason, but then he stopped after rolling over the skinny feral she had shot. It was wearing what looked like faded tan pants and there was a squarish bulge on the back right pocket, outlined by worn fabric. Her father reached in and pulled something out that looked like a little book made of worn leather. He tried to open the sandwiched layers with his fingers, but the stubborn artefact resisted until he slid his knife in and pried it open. He turned it, frowning at something inside.
'Dammit,’ he muttered.
‘What is that?’ Stace asked, walking over to get a better look.
‘A wallet. A real, actual, wallet. And an ID card.’ There was a strange, distant quality to her father’s voice, as if he was seeing the both the thing in his hands and something else completely. Oldsters got that way sometimes when they talked about Before.
‘What’s a wallet?’
‘For money. And other things too. I’ll explain later,’ he said, the edge in his tone returning. He replaced the dagger in its sheath, pommel down on the left strap of his backpack. ‘Notice anything odd about these ferals?’
‘Yeah. They’re... the blood on that one, back there. It looked sorta red. And their skin is... I don’t know, different. They’re... new?’
‘Right. Look at the clothes.’
The ferals wore the usual tattered and weathered clothing, but as with the big buck, they were nowhere near as filthy and worn as she expected. Almost all of the shirts and pants were from Before, but a couple definitely wore the more rough-stitched work of clothing made-from-scratch After. This group had not been feral – had not been walking corpses – for very long and somewhere there was a big supply of old clothing that had somehow survived intact.
‘What does it mean?’ she asked.
‘I’m not sure,’ her father said, closing up the bag of ears and wiping off his blade before re-sheathing it. ‘Nothing good. Not with the green signal flare.’
He pointed at the two ferals she had shot. ‘Pull your arrows. We’ve got to get going and we’ve got one more thing to do.’
She frowned as he turned and walked away, still expecting praise, thanks, or something to acknowledge what had just happened and her part in it.
Her legs felt better, or at least a bit more steady, but her stomach was still doing flip-flops. She pulled the arrows, wiping them on the skinny feral’s pants before slotting them back in her quiver. Stace caught up with her father just as he rounded the last stack of logs to find the feral that had once been Mister Campbell sprawled over Piper’s body, Stace’s last arrow sticking out of both sides of its skull. There was a clump of something impaled on the bodkin tip, pink and wrinkled. A new wave of nausea threatened to overcome her meagre self-control.
Her father put a boot on the feral’s shoulder and pushed, rolling it off Piper’s body. Free of the weight, the woman’s entire body spasmed and her eyes snapped open – milky, white eyes. She – no, it – opened its mouth wide and out came a dry, rasping moan. Stace gasped as it tried to push itself off the ground. Her father put his boot on its chest and slammed it back down. It moaned again and wriggled pitifully.
He lifted his boot and knelt down, putting his hand on its chest. Bloody hands reached up to paw at him weakly, its torso and legs still twitching. He pulled out his pigsticker and put the tip against its temple.
‘Dad, wait—’
‘For what, Stace?’ he said, the anger in his voice returning.
He closed his eyes and muttered something under his breath before thrusting sharpened steel into the thing’s skull, in and out in a smooth, practiced motion. The twitching stopped immediately and the body sagged. Stace groaned, dropping to a knee. The battle she had been fighting against her rising stomach ended with her on the loser’s side. Painful spasms racked her body and she heaved, vomiting over and over into grass at the side of the road.
Her father was up and bending over her in an instant.
‘Can’t take it?’ he yelled. ‘Too much for you, Stace?’
His face was inches from hers and his words rained down like punches.
‘This is the job, little girl! This is what we do out here! This is what you’ve been telling me for years that you want to do!’
She wanted to scream back at him, to point to the bodies and tell him exactly what she’d done when push came to shove, but she couldn’t move. The anger wasn’t strong enough to overcome her shame – when push came to shove, she couldn’t deal with the aftermath. The fear, the gore, and people she knew turning into monsters. All horrors that she obviously couldn’t hack. The stink from the puke on the ground in front of her proved it.
He straightened and walked toward the bodies in the road.
‘Ten years, Stace. Ten years since the last swarm almost ended Shawnee Lodge. But is the wall finished? No, “the Rangers can handle the forest”. Do we have any guns? No! “Arrows are easy to make and the Rangers are keeping the ferals at manageable levels”. Manageable levels! That’s what the council said to me. Do you think Tim Capbell or Sedin Midos thinks this is a “manageable level”? Well, let me tell you something. If this town somehow survives the next couple of days, these hills are going to be crawling with ferals. For years to come. And who are they going to blame every time someone dies? The fucking Rangers!’
Stace flinched. Her father never cussed like that. Not ever.
She sat up and leaned back on her heels. When she finally dared to look at her father, he was facing up the road away from her, staring back the way they had come. At some point, he had pulled his weapons out and now they were hanging at his sides. She couldn’t think of anything to say and she didn’t want his focus back on her, so she stood up as quietly as possible.
Her father put his forearms on each side of his head, crushing the floppy brim of his boonie cap. The tomahawk and pigsticker clinked together and he stood still that way for a long moment.
He took a deep breath, letting it out and letting his arms fall, letting his head sag. He sighed and returned his weapons to their places on his belt. She tensed as he walked slowly toward her and put one hand on her shoulder. Her ear throbbed but she ignored it, trying to hold his gaze.
‘Can you run?’
Before today, she never would have imagined him asking her the question. Running was simply a part of who Stace Tomlinson was.
She nodded, her eyes falling away from his, sure that he had lost all confidence in her. It crushed her to think so, but the anger that had driven her to action when the pack of ferals attacked was still there too, smouldering, demanding she defend herself.
‘About five hundred yards to the security wall. We need to get there fast, but I don’t want another fight. If anything comes out of those trees, we run and, by God, you will follow orders this time, do you understand me?’
‘Yes, Daddy,’ she said, barely a whisper.
‘Then let’s go.’
◆◆◆
 
It was nearly dark by the time the Tomlinsons reached the stockade that anchored the northernmost point of the security wall. Stace could see the ambient torchlight before she could actually see the wall and was grateful for it. On the last stretch of their run the forest had become like dark, imposing dams on both sides of the road, leaning over, ready to burst and disgorge an endless torrent of ferals at them.
The trees ended on their right, opening up into an area cleared of brush for fifty yards to the bluffs at the base of the hill where the wall terminated. Here the pavement of old Shawnee Road ended, broken apart years prior by the hammers and picks wielded by work-gangs of convicted criminals.
The modern gravel road intersected with the end of the cracked, uneven pavement and ran straight south along the base of the wall where evenly-spaced torches cast warm light. Opposite the wall, the ground sloped gently downward from the gravel road into a small stream, then climbed just as gently to the flat shelf where the old Shawnee Road had been; an elongated bowl that the militia kept clear of trees or bushes out to further than a heavy bow-shot. Stace had once heard the Commandant refer to it as a “clear field of fire”.
More light came from across the open ground on the other side of the stream where Stace could see people in militia uniforms lighting the giant torches at the end of long, hinged arms, pulling the opposite, non-burning end to the ground and lifting the big cages full of burning wood thirty feet in the air. The elevated fires pushed back a great deal of darkness, illuminating the area all the way back to the wall.
Her father hadn’t slowed down one bit when the wall pulled into sight and instead started sprinting, only looking back once to make sure she was keeping up. She was, barely, but it took everything she had and blood pounded in her injured hands and ear.
The militia had the gate at the end of the security wall open before they got there, closing it immediately after they got through.
‘Wall-captain!’ her father yelled, looking around. Stace gasped for breath, staying upright and her hands clasped behind her neck as she’d been taught. Her father’s shoulders moved with each breath, slightly, but the damned man looked like he could run another fifty miles. ‘Where’s the Wall-captain?’ he yelled again, angry that nobody was answering him.
A short, heavyset blond man Stace didn’t recognize came out of the little log cabin tucked away in the corner of the stockade.
‘Ranger,’ the man said, his brow furrowed, ‘why are you yelling at my people?’ When he got a good look at the Tomlinsons, he hesitated, actually taking a half step backward. ‘What the hell happened to you?’
Her father rounded on the man and strode toward him.
‘A runner to The Neck, captain,’ her father said. ‘Right now. I have news that needs to get to headquarters immediately.’
As the two men argued, Stace caught her breath and glanced around. She realized there were quite a few militia men and women moving about, the reddish torchlight glinted off their wide-brimmed steel helmets like setting sun off ripples in Turkey Creek Lake. All carried bows and quivers, but, unlike rangers, they also carried long spears, specifically designed to stab down from atop the wall into the heads of attacking ferals.
Someone yelled from overhead and Stace looked up to the stockade’s single tower, set right at end of the security wall, and saw a crew of three tending to their scorpion: a giant crossbow, strong enough to disable even armoured vehicles. The crew had a winch over the side and were pulling up a bundle of the four-foot-long bolts that the huge weapon fired. More militia men and women scaled the ladders to the wall-walk with bundles of normal-sized arrows on their backs.
‘Stace?’
The boy’s soft voice had come from behind her, instantly recognizable. Despite her fatigue she spun around with a smile already on her face.
‘Matt!’
Matt Staley, one of her parents’ ranch hands, dropped a bundle of arrows and hurried over. At thirteen, the lanky, raven-haired boy was too young for the militia proper, but with a general alert in effect, everyone in Shawnee Lodge was a support troop.
The grin on his face fled when he got a good look at her.
‘You look horrible,’ he said, looking her up and down.
‘Thanks,’ she answered dryly. ‘Where’s mom?’
‘She and Milly were getting all the dociles into the corral when I had to leave and report in. They were heading up to the Citadel after. Everything’s okey-dokey back there, far’s I know.’
At the mention of her mother and little sister, Stace felt a pang of guilt. She hadn’t thought about either one since leaving the hilltop clearing. Cuddling up with her mom and sister in her parents’ big feather bed had never sounded so good in all her life.
‘What happened to you ‘n your dad? Looks like y’all been in a tussle.’
‘A pack of ferals,’ she said, trying to sound nonchalant, ‘about halfway to the Midos’ homestead.’
‘I heard the sergeant say the Midos family and Tim Campbell hadn’t checked in yet,’ he said.
Stace grimaced at the mention of the old woodworker. She couldn’t decide if she felt guilty or—
A signal whistle sounded in the distance, somewhere on the other side of the wall. The shrill warbling was immediately joined by three or four more. They were exactly the same type that folks in town used for sports. The militia only used them for one reason. Ferals.
‘Contact front!’ someone above Stace yelled and the call echoed from person to person down the wall. ‘Contact front! Eyes to the treeline!’
Where before the interior of the stockade had been a confusing beehive of men and women scurrying about on various tasks, now it was a single-minded rush to get up the ladders. Stace didn’t have to think about it. She jumped in line with the rest of them and clambered up to the wall-walk.
A militiawoman with sergeant stripes stood at the top of the ladder Stace was on, directing troops to fill gaps on the wall as the signal whistles continued to blow. She paused when she saw Stace, but after a quick appraisal, jerked her head to the right and said, ‘There’, then went back to yelling at people actually under her command.
Stace spotted a gap and hurried to it. The thick logs that made up the wall were cut to points, making the top jagged. She pulled her bow and found that the gaps between the peaks were just low enough to let her shoot normally. The militiaman to her left struggled to get his bow unlimbered, bumping into her twice in the process. Then the boy tipped his quiver over and the arrows spilled out. Stace bent to help him pick them up. He looked up to say thanks and froze.
‘Stace?’ he said, his mouth falling open and eyes wide as saucers.
Jeffery Tanner was her age and they had been in school together for years. After graduation, she knew he had joined the militia full-time, bragging about all the ‘Rauders he was going to kill. He was big for sixteen and a bit of a bully with it under normal social circumstances. Now, he looked terrified.
‘Here,’ she said, scooping up half a dozen arrows in one motion and handing them to him. She turned back to look out over the top of the wall, realizing that she only heard one whistle still going.
Three militiamen were sprinting toward them, one with a whistle in his mouth, blowing it with every breath. Stace tracked back where they were coming from and stared at the mass of ferals running after them. There had to be hundreds.
‘Oh shit,’ muttered Jeffery. ‘Ohshitohshitohshit—’
Orders echoed up and down the wall, to hold steady, to get their bows ready. Someone stepped into the space on Stace’s right. She turned to find her father nocking an arrow to Flatliner. He gave her quick nod and stared forward at the oncoming pack. Stace estimated that the things were just out of bowshot, but wouldn’t in a few seconds. At the speed they were moving, the archers on the wall might get nine or ten shots. She wasn’t sure if it would be enough.
So many, she thought, a chill passing through her.
‘Screw this,’ the boy next to her said and took a step back.
All of the anger that Stace had been holding back since the attack on the road surged up, looking for an outlet. The rage found a target and its name was Jeffery Tanner. She grabbed his arm, spun him toward her, and squeezed.
‘You’re not going anywhere, Jeffery Tanner,’ she said, leaning in to put her face close to his. ‘You volunteered. This is the job. This is what we do.’
The boy shot her a look somewhere between fear and shame. She squeezed his arm again, as hard as she could, baring her teeth with the effort. Not taking his eyes off her, he stepped back to the wall and brought up his bow. He only looked away after she let go.
Stace looked forward again just before the militiamen reached the wall and screamed up to be rescued. Ropes went over the side and the three were hauled up.
‘Fire at will!’ came the command and bowstrings sang all along the wall. The first volley arced out more or less as one, dropping on the ferals in a thick cloud. Stace didn’t look to see if she had hit. She had already yanked out another arrow, pulled it to her cheek, and fired. It sounded like her father was shooting twice for each one of hers.
The ferals had reached the stream and thundered through it, arrows falling in a constant shower now. Every creature still running at them had two or more shafts sticking out of their bodies and still they came. Leaving a trail of bodies, they came.
‘That’s it!’ her father yelled. ‘Pour it on!’
Hundreds of arrows flew into the oncoming pack, more and more successful head shots hitting home the closer the cruddy things got to the wall. In the end, only a couple dozen made it close enough to touch the logs, far below the number needed to “ramp up”, as Stace’s father had once described it, and get over the top of the parapets. Spears and a couple of shots from the scorpion finished the last of them off.
A cry of celebration spread along the top of the wall. One of the loudest voices belonged to Jeffery, fist pumping up and down. She didn’t have the energy or the desire to join in. Instead she stared down into the mass of bodies at the base of the wall, wondering how many more of the things could be out there. A hand came down lightly on her shoulder and she turned to see her father smiling at her. Her eyes went wide as he pulled her close, his long arms wrapping around. She squinted, failing to hold back her tears and not really caring that she couldn’t. She hugged him back hard.
‘I saw how you handled that boy,’ he said. ‘I saw everything you did today. I’m sorry I yelled at you earlier. It wasn’t you I was mad at.’
‘I know, Daddy,’ she said, sniffling. Her tears mingled with a nose suddenly gone runny.
‘I’m very, very proud of you, babygirl.’
He hadn’t called her that in years. Her eyes burned and more tears flowed.
‘And I’ll make you a deal with you,’ he said, just loud enough for her to hear over the jubilant militia, still yelling and jumping up and down all around them.
‘What’s that?’ she said into his shoulder.
‘You don’t tell anyone that I let a feral knock me down,’ he said, ‘and I won’t tell anyone that you got snot on my best coat.’
She laughed and squeezed him tight, letting all the tension of the day flow with the tears. She had no idea how long they stood like that, the militia cheering around them, when she heard someone down below calling her father’s name. The two of them turned to see Commandant Edwards looking up with them.
He did not look pleased.
◆◆◆
 
Stace stood with her father, the commandant, and a handful of militia officers in the little log cabin that Wall-Captain Davis used for an office. They crowded around a rough wooden table, looking down at a map of the Shawnee Lodge area. A single lantern hung from the ceiling provided the only light.
‘Outriders, Rob?’ the Commandant asked.
Jacob Edwards was not a big man. In fact he was a full head shorter than her father, but that didn’t seem to diminish his authority one bit. There was an intensity about him that filled every open space wherever he went.
‘I believe so, sir,’ her father said. ‘Ran into ten of them, all less than a month since turning, I’d say. Fast and mean. They killed one of Brad Hosberg’s runners.’ He pulled out the bag of feral ears and emptied it on the table. Wall-Captain Davis grimaced, but said nothing.
‘Definitely fresh,’ the Commandant said, raising an eyebrow. He pawed through the grisly collection. ‘Outriders mean the full swarm can’t be that far behind. You say you got hit by ten and then there were, how many here, Captain?’
‘Just short of three hundred, sir,’ Davis said.
‘Cedric Anderson’s command up on the south wall got hit by a group about the same size. That’s why we sent up the green flare. The swarm has to be on this side of the Ohio River by now,’ the commandant said.
‘The outrider groups get bigger the closer to the main body,’ Davis said. ‘The only variable is how many smaller swarms they’ve pulled in and that depends on far they’ve travelled since they started moving north.’
‘This might give us a good idea,’ her father said. He reached into a pouch and pulled out the wallet.
The Commandant took the little square of leather and did the same thing her father had done when he found it: opened it and tried to pull out some of the little things inside that were pasted together by weather and time.
‘Look,’ her father said. He pulled out a little rectangle of white plastic and held close to the lantern. Stace moved so she could see what they were looking at without getting in their way. She saw a picture of a young man’s face, shaggy hair and a patchy beard, probably about twenty or so. The letters and numbers next to the picture were too straight, too perfect for even the most careful handwriting. That meant a machine, probably ‘lectric and definitely from Before. Stace’s head swam as she tried to imagine using a rare thing like a ‘lectric machine for simple writing.
The Commandant squinted at it. ‘An ID card?’
‘That’s what it looks like. And look at the code,’ her father said, pointing at the largest lettering.
TFZ106651
‘If those numbers are assigned to ID holders sequentially,’ the Commandant said, ‘that would make it the biggest enclave we’ve ever heard of. If someplace that big were anywhere within a month’s wagon-ride of here, we’d know about it.’
‘Right,’ her father said, ‘it would mean a city with over a hundred thousand people, but look at the back. Here,’ he said, pointing at the clear plastic edge. There was tiny writing there that followed the perimeter of the card. The Commandant pulled a pair of glasses out of his pants pocket and opened them with a practiced flip of his wrist.
‘“Tallahassee Free Zone”. Tallahassee, Florida? That’s got to be five hundred miles from here.’
‘Closer to six, sir,’ her father said. ‘But that’s not the worst part.’ He turned to one of his lieutenants and asked her for a map of the eastern United States. The woman fished through a satchel of rolled up maps, pulled one out, and spread it out over the table, using rounded creek stones to weigh down the corners, careful not to get any gore from the feral ears on it. Stace recognized the name Florida from school and knew it was somewhere far to the south. She blinked and understood where her father was going.
‘Look where Tallahassee is,’ he said.
The Commandant bent over the map and held a hand out. The lieutenant slapped a long, plastic ruler into it and he laid it down on the map of the US.
‘If this “TFZ” was overrun,’ her father said, ‘and there was enough of them to start moving north like the damned things do—’
‘They would have gone right through Atlanta and Knoxville,’ said the Commandant, ‘pulling every pack of ferals with them along the way.’
‘That was my thought when I first saw it.’
‘Well then, we’re going to need our best archers up on the wall when they get here,’ the Commandant said. ‘Young lady, from what your father tells me, that includes you.’
She looked at her father, beaming. He grinned back and took her hand, squeezing.
‘And after we deal with this... problem,’ the Commandant continued, ‘we will need the very best Rangers keeping these hills safe. I would be proud to sponsor you, Stace Tomlinson, for Selection.’



ONE OF THEM
 
Matt Shaw
 
IMPATIENT
Please wake up. I’m not sure how much time we have and there’s so much to discuss. Please wake up, my darling. And dinner’s getting cold.
But she didn’t wake up. The unplanned sleep he had put her in was deep and talking into her ear, even nudging her, failed to wake her from the slumber. Her hands were upturned on the table with bindings round the wrists, the other end of the binding tied to the chair she was sitting on. Her fingers were twitching as though squeezing off rounds of a fully loaded gun. Her face - still pretty - also twitching. Dreaming.
What are you dreaming of, my darling?
She was dreaming of better times. She was dreaming of when things had been normal. She was dreaming of when she’d had her little family. Given the state of the world today, all the rot and decay out there festering, and especially given her present situation, they should have been good dreams. But they weren’t. Happy dreams that couldn’t possibly have a happy ending given the fact that, as soon as her eyes opened, the reality of the situation was forced upon her once again. And then, once again, she had to say goodbye to them.
Her family.
Gone.
Not coming back.
And now this.
Him.
The man sitting opposite her. Staring at her intently, desperate for her to open her eyes so that he could show her the world he had created for her. Her? No.
Show her the world he had created for them. So long as she wanted it.
You will want it, won’t you? It might not be perfect but it’s better than what’s waiting for us out there. The man sighed, growing ever more impatient at her refusal to wake, not that she had much control over whether she opened her eyes or not. Hurry up and finish the dream, my darling. I’m waiting for you. Dinner is waiting.



A WORLD LOST
Andria knew it was a dream. Sitting on the grass outside her caravan-home watching the three kids playing happily together. The children were all of a similar age in the dream yet, in the real world, only Jack and Becky were close. Becky was twenty-three and Jack was twenty-one. Here though, in this blissful setting, they couldn’t have been any older than ten. Becky wasn’t living with her boyfriend in Amblecote. She wasn’t working with people with challenging behaviour and learning difficulties. She hadn’t yet decided to be a vegetarian. She hadn’t chosen her two cats and she hadn’t started playing her favourite games, Pokémon and The Sims. Also here, in this world, she was smiling as if she didn’t have a care. Her laughter carried across the field to where Andria was sitting. Not a worry in the world.
Jack was different here too. His voice as he shouted to his sister wasn’t as deep as it was now and his face was so young, missing the beard Andria had grown accustomed to seeing. His dark hair was still mid-length though. Still messy too. It was nice to see him here, in this dream, without his headphones on and a laptop resting on his lap. No games playing up on the screen. No coding for the games of his own he was designing. In the dream there was an innocence to their playing, one which seemed to have gotten lost over the years, lost as the children became exposed to more and more of the world’s cruelness and horrid secrets.
Please wake up, my darling.
Andria ignored the voice in the back of her head. She didn’t want to hear it. More to the point, she didn’t want to wake up. She wanted to live in this moment. It was nicer than the real world. More peaceful. More serene.
‘Nice to see them getting on.’ Rob’s voice came from behind Andria, making her jump. He appeared at her side and sat next to her on the lush green grass, then set his glass of wine down and lit up a cigarette. She smiled at him lovingly. The kids were younger in the dream but he seemed to be his actual age. Forty-five years old. At this point, they would have been together for ten years or so. People often wondered what Andria saw in Rob: bald-headed and heavily tattooed, he looked pretty tough. She knew the truth though. She knew he was soft as shit. At least he was towards the people he loved. ‘Where’s Oli?’ he asked.
Without a word, Andria pointed towards the trees to the left of where the others were playing. Oli came crashing out into the open with all three dogs chasing. Oli was younger too, the same as the others but, like Rob, the dogs appeared to be their correct age. Rob laughed as Oli tripped to the ground only to be jumped upon by the dogs. Pippin - a West Highland white terrier, Minnie - a Yorkshire terrier and Douglas, a black Scottie and Yorkie mix.
‘They’re crazy,’ Rob said, unable to tear his eyes away from the playful dogs.
Andria looked at him and wondered whether he knew this was a dream too or whether she was the only one. Surely he must have known something was amiss, given how Minnie was happily playing with the other dogs (and Oli). In the real world she’d been ripping stuffed animals apart. She never played properly like a normal dog. Even ignoring the dogs, Rob hadn’t seemed to notice the fact that Oli had dark hair where, in reality, his head was shaved. He hadn’t commented that he was fully grown rather than the young child they were watching play. Just as Rob hadn’t mentioned their ages or their looks, neither had he picked up on the strangeness of seeing Oli spending time with anyone else. A lad of thirty-one, he much preferred his own company - taking care of his fitness, playing video games, drawing… anything really that didn’t involve other people.
Rob couldn’t know it was a dream. It was Andria’s secret.
‘How long before the peace is ruined?’ Rob asked.
Please wake up now, my darling. You’ve been asleep for long enough. It’s time to get up. Dinner is getting cold. Come on. Open up those pretty blue eyes.
Andria tried not to show her disappointment as she realised it probably wouldn’t be very long before she woke. The realisation killed the peaceful dream, threatening to bring an end to its disjointed-but-satisfying playback.
‘Shh... Don’t jinx it,’ she said as she cuddled into Rob. If she really was about to wake up, she wanted to make the most of this moment. More so as she realised, given the way dreams worked, she probably wouldn’t be able to recall any of this. But then, maybe, that might be a good thing? Maybe remembering this dream, these brief happy moments, would make the reality of her situation that bit even more unbearable. Tease her with the world she had once lived in, before throwing her back into the harsh reality of knowing that they - her family - were all dead now. Only she had survived. She and...
WAKE THE FUCK UP.
...Him.



AWAKE
Andria slowly opened her eyes and let them focus on her lap. She lifted her head up. Groggy. Dizzy. Headache. Tired. Restrained.
‘Where am I?’ The words slurred as she spoke, making it sound as though she’d drunk a bottle of wine by herself. It wasn’t drink that had made this happen though. It was what he had used to knock her out in the first place.
‘It’s okay. We’re quite safe here.’
She looked up and saw that he was sitting opposite her. An obese man with a missing front tooth. Ugly inside and out. His hair was growing in greasy tufts here and there but he was mostly bald. Even the whites of his eyes weren’t right with a tinge of jaundiced yellow to them. His skin, almost as greasy as his hair, was blotchy around his cheeks.
‘I was starting to worry that you weren’t going to wake up,’ he told her. His voice was high-pitched and didn’t suit his heavyset body. ‘Eat up. You must be hungry.’ Only when he spoke again did Andria realise that he wasn’t putting the voice on or that her tired brain had imagined the tone. This was actually his voice. She watched him as he picked his own knife and fork up and start to eat the meal he’d set out in front of himself. She looked down at her own food; a plate of beans and half a slice of bread that hadn’t been buttered.
‘I’m sorry about the bread,’ he said, spraying food from his open mouth back onto his own plate as he spoke, ‘the other half was mouldy.’ He continued, ‘They add stuff into the ingredients to prolong the shelf-life but, well, I guess they weren’t counting on this happening, hey.’ He chuckled to himself as he shovelled another forkful of beans. ‘Seems I was one of the only ones who saw it coming.’ He looked up at Andria, ‘Saw it coming a mile off.’
‘Where am I?’ Andria asked again. Her voice was less-slurred this time.
‘Oh, I’m sorry. How rude of me.’ He set his fork down for a moment and smiled his ugly smile, beaming at his guest. ‘You’re home.’



HOME
Andria had started screaming at the stranger - desperate for him to let her go, even going as far as throwing the plate of beans at him. He had responded with barely-contained aggression, slapping her in the face. Only later, when he had put her in this tiny box room, had he apologised. He’d told her he’d had little choice given the fact that she was hysterical. She had asked to be allowed to leave again but was told that there was nowhere else to go. This was her home now.
But it wasn’t her home.
Andria’s home was out in the country. A deluxe caravan, nicer than most houses. Two bedrooms, two bathrooms, dishwasher, double-glazing, central heating. She had moved there with Rob once the kids had all grown up and moved to their own homes. An early retirement at fifty years of age, having worked in an elderly care home for most of her life. Peace and quiet, living with Rob and the dogs, pottering around and growing her own tomato plants. Her own slice of quiet heaven, surrounded by wildlife and solitude, despite the occupants of the other caravans being relatively close by.
The caravan site was Acre Farm Caravan Park, in Bewdley. Her plot was on the edge of the park by a stream, overlooking fields and trees.
That was her home. Not this. Not here.
Andria looked around the room in which she’d been abandoned. A small window with bars blocking a possible exit. A door which had been locked - by him - from the other side as he’d left her. A single bed with a small chest of drawers next to it. Nothing else.
She crossed the room to the door and tried the handle, despite knowing full well that he had locked it. It twisted in her hand but the door didn’t budge, not even when she pushed and pulled with all of her weight. Without worrying about the consequences, not caring if she angering him, she started to punch the door with her fists.
‘Let me out!’ She had screamed, not bothered that he would hear her but instead hoping someone else would. Someone else who’d take her away from this nightmare.
Nightmare? This isn’t a nightmare. This isn’t a dream. This is the world now. A world filled with monsters.
In the centre of the door was a metal flap. With no warning, it slid across revealing the man’s harsh facial features as he stared in. With nothing else to focus on, Andria couldn’t help but notice a look of frustration in his eyes.
‘You didn’t want to talk when I wanted to talk so now you have to wait. You need to go to sleep and we will talk tomorrow and, if you can’t sleep, you need to be quiet. It’s night-time out there now, and they’re more active at night...’
Andria went to say something but, before she even get the first words out, the metal flap slammed shut and she was alone again. She raised her hand, ready to slam her fist into the door again, but froze. Something he had said stuck in her mind, repeating over and over.
It’s night-time out there now, and they’re more active at night…
Reluctantly she lowered her fists. Even if they weren’t out there, she knew the chances of anyone else risking travelling during the night hours was minimal. The only people who travelled after dark were the ones who didn’t want to be seen, the ones with something to hide. The troublemakers looking for not who they could help, but what they could take. She turned towards the bed. She didn’t feel tired, despite the banging headache she still had from earlier, and she knew the chances of falling asleep were slim and yet, despite that, she knew she had to try. She needed strength for the morning. She needed strength for when he came back.
She crossed the room and climbed onto the hard mattress, her head leaning back on the lumpy pillow. For a moment she stared at the ceiling, her mind all over the place, then she closed her eyes. Sleep might not come easily tonight, but she had to try.



A CRUEL MIND
It wasn’t the way it had happened, but Andria knew what was coming. She also knew that she wasn’t in the real world again. She had managed to fall asleep, despite worrying she wouldn’t have been be able to. But now that she was asleep, and walking through her dream, she wished she could wake up again. She even pleaded with herself to do so. Wake up. Please wake up. You don’t need to see this...
She was standing in a field. Night had closed in around her. A blackness in the sky broken with a vivid shimmering of stars usually only visible with this intensity when viewed from a dark countryside setting, well away from the glow of towns and cities. But she wasn’t looking at the stars. She was looking at the line of trees before her. Specifically, she was looking at the space between the bushes that Rob had gone through, baseball bat in hand at the ready. Brave man investigating the screams from the woods.
Andria had begged him not to go. She had told him to wait until the morning when he’d be able to see properly. Whatever was happening would be more than evident in the morning. He had refused telling her that if he went in now he might be able to help, even though they both knew that when the screaming started, it was generally too late to do anything but run. Run before you find yourself the next potential victim.
The only reason she wasn’t running now, instead of waiting on the edge of the woods, was because she knew this wasn’t how it had happened. This wasn’t how he had died. Perhaps this dream - nightmare? - would have a different ending. Perhaps this wasn’t a time she’d wake up, tears streaming down her face having been forced to relive what had happened? She waited there in the dream with hope. Let him survive. Let him help whoever was screaming.
The bushes rustled to her left. Her head snapped to the side and her heart skipped a beat.
‘Hello?’
Another rustle.
‘Rob? Is that you?’
Rustle, rustle.
‘Who’s there?’
Rustle.
Andria took a step back as a figure tripped out of the bushes and landed on the field with its arms outstretched before it. As soon as it was able, it pulled itself up from where it had awkwardly dropped and Andria breathed an audible sigh of relief when she realised it was...
‘Rob?’
He looked different.
Damn this dream. Damn this dream to Hell. This isn’t how it happened. This isn’t how it happened. This isn’t right!
Rob snarled. Even in the dim light offered up by the moon high above, she could see his eyes had a reddish tint to them. This wasn’t the Rob that she loved. She took a step back as he took a step forward.
Why was she imagining it like this? This wasn’t what had happened. It hadn’t even happened at night. It had happened during the day and they had been in the caravan. She had gone in to check on him, as he laid in bed suffering with a fever. Being a bigger man, she had hoped he would have been able to fight the infection, but even he had been consumed by it in the end.
Her mind kept tossing the questions around in her head - even answering some of them, suggesting that the setting was night because of what he had said to her through the locked door. A thought which had worried her enough to stop her from banging on the door anymore but... even so... why couldn’t she have the dream in the field again? Why couldn’t she...
Rob lunged.



UNWANTED INTRODUCTIONS
The man was sitting opposite Andria at the dining room table again. In front of each of them was a bowl of cereal. Instead of milk, water had been used.
‘I used to know someone who used water instead of milk before everything changed. I always thought it was weird until I was forced to do the same when milk became harder to get hold of.’ He spooned a mouthful of soaked cereal into his mouth. ‘Now I know I was right. He was weird. It’s disgusting but...’ He swallowed. ‘It’s better than having it dry, right?’
Andria didn’t say anything. Neither did she try any of her own breakfast. She was just sitting there, watching this motherfucker, hoping he would tell her why he had brought her here. She had been doing fine on her own. Did he want to help her? Was that it? Did he think he was doing her a favour? She didn’t need his help. She had buried her whole family. She didn’t need anyone anymore.
The man swallowed another mouthful of food with a loud gulp. He set his spoon down and looked Andria dead in the eye. ‘Do you remember me?’ She looked at him with no recollection of ever seeing him before. He asked again, ‘Do you know my name?’ She still didn't answer. ‘I know your name. Andria Walker.’ That meant nothing. He could have gone through her belongings, those that she carried with her. ‘You really don’t remember, me do you?’ Again, she just sat there looking at him. ‘My dad’s name was Hank Greary. You cared for him...’ It clicked into place. The son of a man who used to be under Andria’s care, back when she was working in the care home. ‘I couldn’t believe it when I saw you - and saw the state of you.’ He paused a moment. ‘I’m sorry about your family.’
‘My family is fine,’ Andria snapped.
‘Oh, so that wasn’t their graves you were standing over? That wasn’t their blood splashed over your clothes?’ Andria looked down at the clothes she was wearing. A jumper and jeans. The blood had dried brown. ‘I’m not sure what happened. Not sure I want to know. There’s enough horror out there. I just knew I wanted to help you...’
‘So you kidnapped me.’
‘You’re not exactly a kid.’
Silence.
‘You were crying so loudly. You’re lucky I heard you while I was out there looking for more food. Could have been a lot worse. Could have been one of them...’
Andria didn’t say anything but part of her wished it had been one of them. At least it would have been over by now. She could have laid with her family, no care in the world.
‘...I knew I didn’t have time to convince you to come back with me. I hadn’t long since snuck past some of them, out in the woods, and I knew they would have been close behind. Did what I had to do to ensure you’d come and, honestly, I’m sorry if I hurt you. Didn’t mean to.’ He paused a moment, perhaps hoping Andria would say that it was okay and that she forgave him, but there was nothing. ‘Anyway, my name is Bob. I mean, my name is Robert but my friends call me Bob.’
‘If you were trying to help me yesterday than why was I restrained?’
‘Didn’t know how’d you wake up. Could have woken up like one of them, or even just angry. Had to protect myself.’ He paused a moment. ‘Not restrained now, are you?’
Andria looked down again. No restraints.
‘So I’m free to go?’
‘You can’t go.’
‘So I am a prisoner.’
‘You’re not a prisoner. You’re a guest. You can’t go because there is nowhere left to go out there.’
‘I have other family. My mother, June. And my brother Russ.’
‘Dead.’
Silence.
Bob explained, ‘Everyone is dead now. It’s just you and me and them.’
‘That’s not true.’
‘You’re the only person I saw out there.’
‘There are others.’
‘There aren’t. Did you see them?’
Andria had seen no one. The caravan park had been evacuated. Only her family had stayed behind, grouping together there as they’d figured it had been the safest place to wait for the real help to come. They had been wrong though, and it had cost them their lives. Well, everyone but Andria. She was the unlucky one who got to stay behind and ensure the family were buried. Make sure they didn’t join the ranks of them.
‘You were always so kind to my dad. It will be nice to look after you. I mean we always tipped you at Christmas, in a little card, but it’ll be nice to properly repay your kindness to my old father.’
‘I’m not staying here.’
Bob tried to hide his obvious frustration. He asked, ‘Where are you going to go? Everyone you know is dead and if you leave here, you’ll die too.’
Silence.
‘If you’re not going to eat, at least let me show you around?’



A NEW HOME
Bob looked proud of himself as he showed Andria around. A self-satisfied grin on his face which, somehow, made Andria feel a little more uncomfortable. He opened the next door and let her see the kitchen. The room was near enough bare other than a stack of tins in the corner. Tinned sweetcorn, tinned peas, tinned carrots, tinned soups, tinned beans... All with a long shelf-life.
‘I mean, I know it’s not perfect. We’re going to need food, but it is a start. There’s enough to last us a while.’ He paused a moment as Andria looked around the kitchen, scanning the various cans with a quick glance. ‘I try and go out once a week. No more than that though as I don’t want to be followed back, you know?’ When she didn’t answer again, he carried on explaining how he survived in this world. ‘Most of the nearby occupants have left, or they’ve joined them. Means that there is some food foraging to be had in the houses out there without having to travel for miles. Sadly the good food has already gone off but - yeah - tins. Lots of tins to help ourselves to. Not that I expect you to go out there, of course. You’re my guest. I’ll get the food in, you can just make sure the door is open for when I get back.’ Bob stepped from the room and waited for Andria to follow before closing the door. ‘I do ask that you keep the doors shut if you’re not staying in the room. No reason other than I prefer it like that. Makes things look tidier, you know?’ He started down the hallway towards the next room, but suddenly stopped in his tracks. ‘Oh, just a thought, there is some electricity thanks to the generator but, for obvious reasons, I prefer to keep it off at night. If you need to get around, there are boxes of candles. You can light one, keep it lit for as long as you need it, then put it out. Okay?’ Andria didn’t answer again. In her head, she was just waiting to find an opportunity to get away from him. Get out there and get back to her own home. ‘Found the candles in one of my neighbour’s homes. They had a stack of them. Not sure why. We rarely have power-cuts around here so it seems a little pointless, you know?’ He shrugged. ‘Still, what they did with their money was no business of mine. If they wanted to buy a ton of candles... so be it.’ He shrugged again and carried on down the corridor to the next door.
The living room.
The windows were boarded up with planks of wood. It wasn’t a good job. It was a quick job done out of necessity. Everything else in the room was normal enough; a television, a settee, a coffee table, a bookcase filled with books.
‘This is the day room,’ Bob said as he held the door open for Andria to step in. She didn’t though. She waited in the doorway.
‘What happened to your dad?’ she asked carefully, so as not to cause upset on the off-chance it was a sensitive subject.
‘Dead.’
Silence.
‘I’m sorry.’ Andria didn’t like Bob because of where she found herself now. Truth be told, she couldn’t remember him visiting the care home but she definitely remembered his father. He had been a quiet man who mostly kept himself to himself. ‘Did he...?’
‘He died before they came,’ Bob said quietly, anticipating the rest of her question. ‘A blessing, I guess.’
‘What about other family members? Is there anyone else?’ Andria pushed him to answer. She hoped that, like her, he was alone. He looked down at the floor, avoiding eye-contact. Andria kept pushing, ‘I don’t remember Hank having any visitors other than you...’
Bob looked up. The sadness in his eyes was obvious, yet it was tinged with hope. ‘So you do remember me?’
‘Why would I not? You were there pretty much every week.’
Bob smiled. ‘I was.’
‘Yes, I remember.’
‘Dad was good to me. I wanted to be good to him when he needed me.’ He smiled. ‘You know I was there when he died, right? I was right there with him.’ Bob almost seemed proud of the fact. ‘He didn’t die alone.’
‘That’s good.’ She paused for a moment before asking, ‘But if...’ She stopped herself from finishing the sentence.
‘What is it?’
‘I don’t want to upset you. Forget I said anything.’
‘Please don’t do that. Talk to me. We’re friends,’ Bob said. The way he said friends sent a shiver down Andria’s spine. She reluctantly carried on with what she was saying.
‘How come you’re doing all this?’ she asked.
‘What do you mean?’
‘How come you’re still fighting? You know, before you found me, I was contemplating ending my own life. I’d rather go out on my terms. I just wondered, with things the way they are, why would you want to carry on fighting?’ She figured that if she could convince him that there was nothing left to live for then maybe he’d let her go so that he could end his own, miserable life.
‘Because I promised my dad that I wouldn’t give up.’
‘What? I thought you said he died before they came?’
‘He did but... but what you don’t know about me is I had a wife and kid. She left me and took my boy. I’m not allowed to see them anymore. I don’t even know where they live - if they’re even still alive. Before things went to hell, Dad told me not to let what happened with my partner and kid stop me from finding someone else to be happy with. You know, someone new. He said there is someone out there for all of us, it was just that Hazel clearly wasn’t the one for me. Keep looking, he said. He said that if I don’t give up, I’ll find her and then, with her, I’d have the happiness I desperately wanted.’ Andria noticed Bob’s eyes well up as he recalled the conversation with his dad. ‘The last thing he said to me was, don’t give up.’ Andria didn’t say anything, she just hoped that he would suddenly turn to her and tell her she could go. Then, as she walked away from the house, she hoped she’d hear the sound of a single gunshot as he repainted the living room wall with his sick and twisted brains. ‘The very last thing he said to me. Dad didn’t want me to give up, so I’m not going to. I mean, I know the world has changed and so has the game but does that really mean we can’t find happiness?’
‘There’s no happiness out there.’
‘There is. We just need to look for it.’
‘There’s nothing. A few of us and hundreds and thousands of them.’
‘That’s what I was doing when we met out near your caravan...’
Andria looked at him, unsure of what he was getting at.
‘What do you mean?’
‘I was looking for my happiness.’



REVELATION
Andria didn’t need Bob to say it. She knew what he was referring to. He was looking for his happiness. He was looking for what his dad had promised him on his death bed. He was looking for that someone who was out there, someone willing to love him as he could love her. And, in that single moment, Andria knew she wouldn’t be leaving the house. At least, not with his blessing.
‘I found you just as you were about to kill yourself,’ Bob said. ‘You were going to take your life and I found you and stepped in before you could. That was fate. This... us... it was meant to be.’
‘You’re wrong.’
‘No, I’m not. It’s you and me. It’s us versus them now. The world might have gone to shit, but it’s you and me now. We can still be happy.’
‘You’re insane,’ Andria said, and she took a step back, only stopping when her back hit the wall. ‘There is no us. We are not a couple.’
‘Not yet, no, but in time we could be.’
‘You need to understand this, I’m not staying here. I have family waiting for me. My mum. My brother. I’m leaving this place and I’m going to find them.’
‘You said you wanted to kill yourself...’
‘I was going to. That’s what I wanted to do... And then I remembered my mum and my brother and that they might still be out there somewhere. I need to find them...’
‘You don’t need to put yourself in danger by going to look for them. I told you, they’re dead. Everyone is dead. It’s just you and me and them.’
‘You don’t know that.’
‘Out there when I’ve been looking for food, not once have I seen anyone else. You were the only person I found...’
‘When it all started, there was a broadcast telling people where to go. A safe zone apparently. Rob and I didn’t want to go. We were worried that, if we did, we’d be separated from the kids even if they had managed to get to us. But things are different now. I need to go to the safe zone and see if my...’
Bob cut her off again and said, ‘I’ve told you, they’re dead. Everyone is dead. The safe zone was overrun and...’
‘You don’t know that! You’ll just say anything to get me to stay.’
‘I can’t let you go out there knowing what is waiting for you.’
‘I’m not staying here.’
‘If you go out there, you will die. Just like everyone else. You’ll become one of them and that will be it. Do you really want to end up like that?’ He didn’t wait for her to answer before continuing, ‘You stay here with me and you’ll be protected and...’
‘I have to go and find...’
‘If there is anyone out there - which there isn’t - they’ll find us. They’ll find us and they’ll take us to wherever they’re taking survivors but, I’m telling you—’
‘I’m not staying here.’
‘Give it a week. The last time I went out there, the place was swarming...’
‘Of course it was,’ Andria interrupted him.
‘Please don’t interrupt me. I really don’t like being interrupted.’
‘I’m not staying here. You have to hear me. I’m not staying...’
‘YES YOU ARE!’ Bob suddenly shouted, his face instantly flushing red and the veins on the side of his temple sticking out. Andria stopped talking, worried that if she carried on, he’d lash out in a further demonstration of his increasing anger. He took a couple of deep breaths as he visibly tried to calm himself down. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shout.’
‘No, I’m sorry,’ Andria said, hoping to help calm his temper. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. I just miss my family, that’s all.’
‘I’m sorry they’re dead.’ He paused momentarily to compose himself before continuing. ‘Let me show you the rest of the house.’ He moved away from the living room, then stopped and turned back to face her. ‘It will be dark in a couple of hours. Just stay here the night and tomorrow, if you still want to leave, I’ll walk you to wherever you want to be taken. That’s my offer...’
‘I don’t need you to walk me anywhere.’
‘It’s not up for debate. I’m not leaving you out there by yourself. I brought you here, and for that I am sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing. I’ll take you where you need to be and then I’ll leave you alone. Unless...’ Andria waited with trepidation for him to finish his sentence. ‘Unless they’re all dead and there is no one out there. Then maybe you’ll want to come back here with me?’
‘I just need to see...’
‘And I’ll take you there, I promise. But only if you still want to leave in the morning. If you do, we’ll leave really early so we have a full day of travel. Okay?’
Andria nodded.
‘That’s a fair compromise, yes?’
She nodded again, not willing to upset him further.
‘Thank you.’ He smiled and then said, ‘You know, I’m not the monster you perceive me to be.’
Andria lied, ‘I don’t think of you as a monster. I just want to find my mum and brother.’
‘You look at me like I am a monster.’
‘I just don’t feel settled. You took me from my home...’
Bob looked at the floor, embarrassed. He shuffled his feet. ‘I didn’t know what else to do. They were on my tail and I knew I wouldn’t have had time to explain before we were surrounded. I’m sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing.’
Andria didn’t say anything although she wanted to scream at him, how is knocking someone out and kidnapping them doing the right thing?!
‘Like I said,’ Bob continued, ‘if you want to leave tomorrow morning, then that’s not a problem. We’ll walk out the front door together.’
Andria smiled nervously. Part of her wondered whether it was a trick, but she hoped it wasn’t. She wanted to believe him. ‘Okay,’ she said.



SHATTERED DREAMS
This is the way it had happened, not that Andria wanted to relive it again. She had been watering her tomato plants. The sun had been shining high. The sky was blue. It was the perfect day to be outside, enjoying herself. She knew that Rob was about to step out of the caravan and she knew what he was going to say. She knew it all word for word.
The news is going mental.
Rob stepped out of the caravan. He said, ‘The news is going mental.’
What do you mean?
‘What do you mean?’ the Dream-Andria asked.
She remembered thinking at the team that he meant there had been another terrorist attack. Every other month someone was shooting up a group of tourists or school kids, blaming some religious cause or another. And if they weren’t shooting they were blowing shit up. That was the world we live in now. She was right though. It was some kind of terrorist attack, just not like anything they had seen before.
People going crazy in towns.
‘People going crazy in towns.’
‘Towns? Or town?’
‘Our fucking town, the next town, the town further than that... all over the shop. People going fucking insane, biting other people.’
‘What?’
‘They’ve been telling people to stay in,’ he continued. ‘If you have to go out, they’re saying to avoid built-up areas.’
‘Well... why? What’s happening?’
‘They have no idea - people just tearing the world up for seemingly no reason. They’re thinking it might be a gas attack across multiple towns but truth is, no one really knows.’
‘So what are we supposed to do?’
This was where the car came screeching around the corner, kicking up dirt and dust behind as it did so. This was where Andria and Rob would turn to see what the commotion was. Their children. Somehow together despite not living together, or even that close to one another. She knew how the story ended but she never knew how it had started. How had they come to be travelling together? What had happened? Or rather, what had happened to cause...
The car screeched to a halt and Oli jumped out with an expression of panic on his face. He ran over to Rob and Andria. They had been just standing there, confused as to what the hell was going on.
‘She’s been bitten!’ he yelled.
‘What?’ Rob had been the first to respond when it happened and he was, unsurprisingly, the first to respond in the dream too. He hurried over to see what was happening in the car. Who had been bitten? Bitten by what? Andria followed even though she didn’t want to. She wanted to wake up. She wanted to dream about something else and yet... She looked into the back of the car. Becky was lying across Jack. Her arm had been bitten with a chunk of flesh hanging off. Her skin was sweaty. Pale. Her eyes rolled around in the back of her head.
‘What the hell happened?’ Rob asked. ‘What the fuck did this to her?’ Without waiting for an answer he leaned in to help pull Becky from the car. Andria wanted to stop him. She wanted to get involved but she was rooted to the spot, just as she had been when it had first happened. She knew that Rob was about to get bitten and Jack was about to get scratched too as Becky was about to go into a full on frenzy; clawing and biting in all directions.
Andria hadn’t closed her eyes when this had really happened and yet, somehow, she managed to do it now. She scrunched her eyes up so tight that not even the faintest glimmer of light shone through. This was new. Changing the course of the dream. This is new.
‘Wake up,’ she said out loud - an instruction usually uttered deep in her subconscious where it went unheard.
‘Honey, help us.’ Rob reached into the car.
Wake up...
Wake up...
Wake up...
‘WAKE UP!’
Andria sat bolt upright on the single bed with sweat dripping from her brow. She was sitting – alone - in the bedroom he had set up for her. Light was shining in through the narrow, barred window. Morning had come.
‘Bad dream?’
Andria jumped at the sound of his voice. Bob was standing in the open doorway. He had come to wake her up, worried that - if he hadn’t - she would have missed breakfast. The most important meal of the day. Andria didn’t say anything.
‘I’ve made us some breakfast,’ he said. Bob didn’t wait for her to respond. He turned away and walked back through the house to the dining room where two bowls of cereal (soaking in water) were waiting. He knew she would follow when she was ready.



LIAR
By the time Andria reached the dining room, Bob was nearly finished with his own breakfast.
‘Was wondering whether you’d fallen asleep again,’ he said.
‘I just needed a bit of time to myself.’
‘Bad dream.’
‘Could say that.’
‘May I ask what happened?’
‘You said yesterday that if I still wanted to go, you’d let me leave. Well, I still want to go.’
Bob showed no emotion as he said, ‘Why don’t you sit down and have breakfast first. We need to have our strength if we’re to be travelling for the full day, otherwise we won’t get very far at all.’ She didn’t move. ‘Come on, it’s important. We have plenty of time.’
Andria hesitated a moment. Bob watched. He could see her working things out. Keep Bob sweet, get freed. She sat down opposite him. Another hesitation and then, finally, she started eating her breakfast. Bob smiled. He was in control.
‘What was the dream about?’
‘I don’t want to talk about it.’
‘You know, people say that dreams often work in reverse. So, if something bad happens in the dream, something good is due to happen in reality.’
‘Who said that?’
Bob shrugged. ‘People.’
‘Then they’re wrong. Something bad already happened. The dream was about that.’
‘I often dream about my father. You know, that final moment. Those last words...’
Andria knew what he was doing. Or what he was about to do. A final, last ditch attempt to convince her to stay with him.
‘We’re leaving just as soon as I finish this,’ she said so that there were no crossed signals. He answered with nothing but a smile as silence set in between them once more.
‘So what was the dream about?’ he said, disturbing the quiet and pushing her for an answer.
‘If you must know, I dreamt about my family.’
‘Surely that would be a nice dream?’
‘My husband and kids,’ she explained. ‘I dreamed about what happened to them. I keep seeing it in my dreams. The whole day, everything that happened and usually - no matter how much I want to - I can’t wake up until the story is complete. I relive it at least once a week. At least.’
‘Maybe it would help to talk about it?’
‘I told you, I don’t want to talk about it.’
‘But if you did... it might help. Might get it off your mind to talk it through with someone else.’ Bob sat back. ‘I’m not going to force you but, if you do want to talk about it, I’m here for you. No judgement.’ He continued, ‘I shared about my dad and you listened so it’s only fair...’
‘It was the day when the announcements first came on the television, before the channels went dead. Rob came out of the caravan where we lived to tell me the news. He was in the middle of telling me how everything was kicking off when my children arrived.’ She paused a moment as she went through the events in her head. ‘I don't even know how they came to be together, but there they were. My eldest had driven them in. The way he was driving, it beggars belief they didn’t have an accident before they even got to us... but there they were.’ Her eyes started to well up. ‘My daughter had been bitten. We never did find out by who. When Rob went to help get her out of the car she just flew into a frenzied rage. She bit him and scratched Jack, my youngest.’
‘I’m so sorry.’
‘Of course we didn’t know what it meant at the time. Oli explained that when people were bitten, they changed. Well, we know that’s the case now. Back then though, we didn’t understand what he was talking about. We took her into the caravan and put her to bed, trying to keep her cool by putting a wet flannel on her forehead. She was in so much pain, writhing around and screaming out. Jack mentioned the safe houses they had been talking about on the news but we were worried Becky’s condition would worsen if we tried to move her. That wasn’t the only reason we stayed put though. I can’t remember who brought it up first but someone said that if we took Becky there she’d be taken away and put into some kind of quarantine.’ A tear rolled down Andria’s cheek. She wiped it away with the back of her hand. ‘We didn’t want that. We wanted to stay together.’ Another tear wiped away. ‘That night, she turned. Oli was watching over her while the rest of us were asleep. She bit him. He ended up hitting her...’ She took a couple of deep breaths, clearly struggling to compose herself and stop herself from bursting into uncontrollable floods of tears. ‘His fist went straight through her head as though her skull was plasterboard.’ Bob was staring at Andria with his mouth agape. Was this true or was she playing for sympathy? ‘We were trying to calm him down, Jack and I. Rob was stuck in bed with aching limbs and a fever. Oli kept screaming that the bitch had killed him. We knew then that it was only a matter of time before Rob turned too. We spoke to him, Jack and I, and he told us to kill him before he hurt any of us. I couldn’t do it. He screamed that we had to. In the end Jack did it. Oli took his own life. By then we thought that was it. Jack helped me bury them. Promised me that he wouldn’t leave me and that we’d stick together until help came... and that was when he got sick. Where Becky had scratched him... The wounds were oozing... He was infected too. I’d lost my family.’ She wiped more tears from her pained face. ‘That’s what I keep reliving.’ She looked at Bob for a response but he had nothing. He was just sitting opposite her, looking sorry for her. A monster with empathy at least. ‘You said we could leave,’ she continued. ‘I want to go now. I have to try and find my mum and my brother. I can’t not try...’
Bob shook his head. ‘I’m sorry... I can’t let you leave.’
‘What?’ She felt her face redden as her anger started to rise. As she opened her mouth to start screaming about the deal they’d had, Bob leaned forward and hit her hard on the side of her head. Her head snapped to the left with the force of the blow and - just like that - she was out cold.



I LOVE YOU, MUM
Jack was digging in the earth next to two other spaces where the dirt had been disturbed. Andria watched on with tears streaming down her face. Sweat dripped from Jack’s, both from exhaustion and the fever that gripped his body.
‘I don’t want to see this again,’ Andria told Jack. This wasn’t part of the dream usually. This was new. An addition as she took control. Jack didn’t answer her. Just because she had learned to speak out, it didn’t mean the others would respond. ‘I said, I don’t want to see this again.’ Andria wasn’t sure if she was being heard or ignored, but it didn’t make any difference. ‘Jack, please...’
Jack climbed out of the grave he had dug for himself and wiped his brow with the back of his hand.
‘Don’t cry, Mum.’
‘How can I not?’
‘This is for the best.’
Andria knew Jack was right but it didn’t make it any easier.
‘Why is this happening?’ Andria asked, wiping her face clean of tears.
Jack shrugged. He had heard the news reports, like everyone else but, also like everyone else, he had no idea. Some people said it was a chemical attack, so-called eye-witnesses like Colleen Cassidy on Meridien News and Baylie Poller on Channel 5. Others - Christine Feldon and Frank Meyers - said people were just going crazy for seemingly no reason when they were interviewed. And then you had your crackpots coming out of the woodwork, Sammi Brierley and Helen M. Helton screaming about Judgement Day being upon us... Jack shrugged again. ‘I don’t know.’
‘There must be some other way.’
‘There isn’t. If I don’t do this...’ He stopped. He didn’t need to say the words. He knew he would attack her when he became one of them. He didn’t need to finish the sentence. He just needed to get this done before he bottled it or it was too late.
He picked the garden shears up from where they were sticking out of the hard mud. He looked at the tip of the blade. It wasn’t pin-prick sharp but it was sharp enough for what needed doing. He looked at Andria whose eyes were fixed upon him. She said nothing, but her body language screaming at him not to do it. Consequences be damned.
‘Can you go inside?’ he asked.
‘I’m not leaving you.’
‘Please, Mum, don’t make this any harder than it already is.’ She still didn’t move. ‘Please.’
‘I can’t let you do it.’
‘You don’t have a choice. Please... just go inside.’
She hesitated again but took a step back.
‘Please,’ he said again.
‘I love you,’ she said.
He smiled at her. He couldn’t remember the last time they had said that to one another and this was the only good thing about the dream; the fact Andria got to live this particular moment over and over.
‘I love you, Mum.’
‘Can I hug you?’ she asked as she took a step forward.
Jack held his hand out to stop her. It had been easy for him to catch whatever this was. He couldn’t risk a hug, no matter how much he wanted to. Andria understood.
‘I love you,’ he said again. He nodded towards the caravan, signalling that it was time for her to go in. She understood. She nodded.
‘I wish...’ She stopped a moment before continuing, ‘I wish things could have been different.’ And then, doing her best to display a brave face, she said, ‘I’ll see you soon.’
He smiled. ‘Hopefully not too soon.’
She turned away from her son and headed into the caravan. She gave him a final glance before she went inside. He was sitting in his open grave, looking down at the blade of the garden shears in his hands. He caught sight of Andria watching him.
‘Give me a bit of time before you come back out, yeah?’ The fear was evident in his voice yet Andria knew she wouldn’t be able to persuade him not to do it and she knew he’d refuse any help. He had to do it alone, even though he knew how hard it was going to be. It was for the best. He didn’t want to become one of them and he didn’t want to hurt his mum. ‘Love you.’ Kinder words than asking for more time. His mum smiled at him. Andria closed the door. Goodbye.
Jack looked back down at the garden shears. Would it be easier to slam his head - eye first - down onto the blades, or to bring them up and ram them through his eye with force. He swallowed hard. Nerves.
Inside the caravan, Andria dropped to her knees. More tears streamed down her face, and the single thought in her head brought her zero comfort: He’ll be at peace soon.



THE TWO OF US
Andria woke up crying. She wasn’t sure if it was because of the pain of being punched or the terrifying realisation she wasn’t going anywhere. Maybe it was the dream that had brought her tears? Getting to hear her son, as if he was still here with her, standing close and telling her he loved her... Maybe it was a mixture of all three: dreams, pain and fear?
She was tied to the bed. Fully dressed. Still wearing the same clothes she’d been brought to the house in. She tried to pull free from the restraints but it was pointless. She wasn’t going anywhere.
‘I was just resting my hand on the floor...’ Bob’s voice came from the corner of the room, making her jump. She twisted her head and saw that he was sitting on the floor just a few feet away from her. He wasn’t bothered that she was trying to pull free from the restraints, he was engrossed in something else... ‘This little spider came over and started crawling over my fingers. Look! Little feet tickling my skin and I can feel the web it’s trying to make on me... It’s almost as though he wants to be on me because he knows I will keep him safe from the evils of the world... The same way I’m going to keep you safe.’
Andria didn’t say anything. She didn’t dare. Bob got up and crossed the room to where she laid on the bed. He knelt down next to her and put his hand on her jumper. He waited patiently until the spider left him and started exploring her too.
‘See? In this world we need to look after each other. It’s us against them and the moment we’re not part of a team, we’re one step closer to becoming one of them... Us against them. Make sure you remember that.’
Andria watched as the small spider started exploring the fabric of her jumper, weaving its web as it did so. She hated spiders and desperately wanted it off her before it ventured onto any part of her skin or, even worse, her face. She didn’t tell him to remove it though. She tried to keep calm, fearing he might suddenly lose his temper again.
‘I’m sorry I hit you,’ he said.
She didn’t forgive him.
‘You were becoming hysterical. Sometimes, when a woman gets in that state, you need to just... you know... Put an end to it before it gets any worse.’
She still didn’t forgive him.
‘I hope your face isn’t too sore.’
She was giving him the silent treatment.
‘Listen. I know I said we could leave and that I would take you back to where you needed to be but...’ He paused a moment. Andria could see him desperately trying to weave his own spider web of lies. ‘I snuck out last night and they’re all around us. We’d never make it. We really need to stay here. It’s for the best.’
She shook her head but still didn’t dare question him.
‘What is it?’
This time she spoke. ‘Nothing.’
‘If it was nothing then you wouldn’t be shaking your head.’ His voice got sterner. Andria knew that she was going to be punished anyway, regardless of whether or not she spoke her mind. She was in a no-win situation.
‘They’ve managed to surround us and yet you still got back here okay?’
‘I’m good at sneaking around them.’
Andria didn’t know much about them but one thing she did know was they could smell the uninfected. Your smell told them you were different to them. They almost seemed to anticipate the taste you offered if they were to bite into you. There was no sneaking around them - certainly not if there was a big group.
‘Why are you doing this?’ he asked.
‘I’m not doing anything.’
‘You’re trying to drive a wedge between us. You’re trying to insinuate that I’m lying, that I’m a bad person. All I am trying to do is... I’m trying to help you. Us. I’m trying to help us.’
‘I’m not doing anything,’ she said again.
He leaned forward and pressed his thumb against the spider, squashing it dead. ‘If I’d wanted to I could have killed you. I could have left you to die. But I didn’t. I came to your rescue.’
‘I didn’t need rescuing.’
‘You were going to kill yourself.’
‘It was a thought I had, yes, but then I remembered my mum and my brother and I wanted to live. Now you’ve taken my life away from me...’
‘By offering you a safer one.’
He stood up. The sudden movement made Andria flinch.
‘What? You think I’m going to hit you again?’ He shook his head. ‘You really do think I’m a monster.’ He almost looked hurt. Without waiting for her to answer, he walked out of the room. The metal door clanged shut behind him. Andria didn’t want to be in the room and neither did she want to be restrained but, even so, she felt her body relax. She didn’t want to be here but at least she was alone.
Outside the door, Bob stopped. He needed things to work with Andria. He didn’t want to have to survive alone in this world. He wanted more than to just survive. He wanted a relationship. He wanted someone to love. He wanted happiness. He wanted Andria. His father’s words played through his head; a broken record on repeat, seemingly getting louder and louder and louder...
You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.
You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.
You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.
‘Shut up. You know nothing!’ Bob hissed at his father’s memory.
You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.
You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.
You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.
‘SHUT UP!’ Bob shouted as the drums continued to bang inside his skull. He ran down the corridor to his own room, not caring if Andria heard his outburst. The way she was being at the moment... so what if she had?



HARSH WORDS
Bob didn’t need to be asleep to remember. His memories came whenever he had a quiet moment to himself. It didn’t matter if he was awake or asleep – the memories, welcome or not, were always close.
Hank Greary swallowed the water down as his son carefully tilted the glass back. When he’d had enough, he coughed and spluttered the water back into the glass. Bob apologised and moved the cup away as his father rested his tired head back down on the soft pillow.
‘Well of course she left you,’ Hank hissed. A miserable old man despite the act he put on for the carers. ‘You’re like me. The apple never falls far from the tree, my boy. A worthless piece of trash. A bumbling idiot...’ His eyes fixed upon his pasty-faced, overweight son. ‘Look at you, you’re a disgrace. How you even managed to find someone in the first place is beyond me. Still, I don’t know why you stuck it out. It was obvious you wouldn’t have been good enough to keep her. You just set yourself up for this hurt...’
Wednesday morning. Bob had finally decided to tell his dad that his wife of two years was leaving him for another man. It was bad enough to hear your wife didn’t love you anymore but for her to leave because of another man... Somehow that made it that little bit worse.
‘I don’t need to know what he is like. Wouldn’t take much for someone to be better than you. I mean, look at you... you can’t even eat your dinner properly.’ Hank had noticed the orange spaghetti sauce stain down the front of Bob’s jumper. The spillage had occurred the previous night when he’d been eating dinner and until his father had pointed it out, Bob had clean forgotten about it. He’d just thrown it back on this morning because it had been close to hand. ‘You’re a mess, boy.’
Bob set the glass of water down on a little bedside cabinet at the side of the bed, then took his seat next to where his father lay.
‘Why do you always say these things to me?’ he asked. Even though Hank had only just found out his son had lost his wife, he hadn’t been a pleasant man to be around during their previous visits. The older he had got, the more venomous his tongue had become. He was an angry man. Angry that most of his friends were dead now and those that were still alive weren’t able to visit him in the care home. Angry that he was still alive, seemingly abandoned by God. Just angry about everything, and most of that anger was always steered towards his boy, the only person who visited him.
‘Because you’re stupid enough to keep coming back.’
Bob didn’t say anything. He wanted to snap back but it wasn’t worth it. He knew his dad was just bitter because of his age. He liked to pretend that, actually, his father was proud of him on some level and that cruel things he said were nothing more than lies born of frustration and his resentment of the world around him, not actually about him.
‘So I suppose you’ll be getting divorced next then? Your mother would have been so proud...’ Bob closed his eyes and tried to go to his happy place. He hated it when Hank spoke about his mother. She’d died during childbirth; another reason for his father to hate him. The only snippets he knew were from stories recounted by his dad, back in the days when he wasn’t an obnoxious old cunt or a pissed-up alcoholic. Back in the days when he pretended to be a real dad. Days long gone. ‘She’d be turning in her grave.’
‘Please don’t talk about Mum like that.’
Hank had become quiet for a moment. Only a moment.
‘You’ll be like me, you will. Alone. See you end up in a place like this with no one visiting you...’
‘You don’t have no one visiting you. You have me.’
‘Fat lot of good you are,’ Hank spat.
‘Why are you so cruel to me?’
‘Oh, what, are you going to cry now? Grow some fucking balls and get a grip. No wonder you’re alone. No one likes a pussy and that’s exactly what you are, a fucking pussy.’
‘Please, just shut up for once.’
Hank looked at him with an expression of half-shock and half-admiration. It was the first time he had spoken up to him in as long as he could remember. And Bob wasn’t done...
‘And anyway, I won’t be alone. There are plenty more fish in the sea. Just because one got away, it doesn’t mean no others will come along and...’
‘Oh, don’t be so fucking ridiculous, boy... Look at me... Your mother died and I didn’t find anyone else...’
‘Hard to spot them at the bottom of the bottle,’ Bob shot back, finally tired of his old man’s put downs. He had had plenty of opportunity to find someone else but had decided to squander most of his life drinking. How Bob hadn’t been taken away from Hank when he was younger, was something he’d never understood. Sometimes he had even lain awake at night and wished for someone to come along and take him away. Give him to a family that cared. No one came though... And, on rare occasions, Bob was grateful for that. For all his evils, this man was still his father and, deep down, there must have been some love from both parties. Although that feeling was all but gone now. As Hank became more vicious with his words, Bob was increasingly filled with more resentment and bitterness.
‘You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right up until you die!’
‘Don’t say that!’
‘You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right up until you die!’ Hank laughed, happy that he was getting to his son. ‘You’re going to die alone. Miserable and alone...’
‘Stop saying that!’ Bob jumped up and pulled the pillow from beneath his father’s head. Without thinking he put it over the old man’s face and pushed down hard. ‘Stop saying that! Stop saying that! Stop saying that!’ Bob repeated over and over as the old man’s limbs flailed around pathetically - too weak to get his overweight son off. ‘Stop saying that! Stop saying that... Stop...’ The old man’s limbs went limp just as Bob came to his senses. Despite knowing what he was doing, he didn’t move away. He stayed there, with his weight pressing down on the pillow. ‘Stop saying that,’ he whispered, knowing that his father could no longer hear him. Slowly, he pulled the pillow away. His old man’s expression was fixed in place - eyes open and mouth agape. He was dead. Bob felt no sadness. He felt nothing. Lifting his father’s head, he put the pillow back before sitting at the side of the bed once more. He didn’t say anything. He just sat there, looking at his father’s corpse.
Eventually he muttered, ‘I will find someone. I’ll find someone who will love me and we’ll be happy. And you’ll see, I won’t be alone, like you. I’ll make something of myself. I’ll have my little family.’ Before he even managed to finish the sentence, he was weeping.



AN EMPTY HOUSE NO MORE
Bob had hated going home to an empty house. His kid, his wife - both gone. He found the silence within those once welcoming warms almost deafening. Even turning the television on and cranking up the volume didn’t help bring any peace or give him any sense of ease. The strange thing was, though, for a while he’d almost wanted to be single. The constant arguments with his wife, the kid who refused to do what he was told... he thought it would be better to be alone. Now they were gone though, he wanted them back.
He sat on the bed he had once shared with her and put his head in his hands. Thoughts of his wife and child, and the final words his father had said all plagued him. Were they even alive still? He wasn’t allowed to try and contact them, after what he had done to her when she’d told him she was leaving. The restraining order meant he had to keep his distance, but were they still alive? Knowing the world has gone to hell, he wondered if the restraining order still stood? If the phones started to work again - dead since the black out - should he try her number? And what if they were okay and they wanted to come home? Better to be with him then alone with them. What would he do with Andria?
‘Why are you doing this to yourself?’ He shook his head. ‘She isn’t coming back. She isn’t even alive. They’re all dead.’ He paused a moment to let the thought sink into his head. ‘They’re dead but she isn’t.’ He stood up and walked down the hallway to the bedroom. She was his future now, she just didn’t know it yet. Or rather, she hadn’t accepted it. We’ll see, he thought. One way or another, he’d make her understand. He wanted to go back and talk to her about her options, or lack of, and make it clear that living with him really was her best option. He would treat her like a princess and keep her safe. He would do anything for her. She just needed to love him. It wasn’t much to ask.
His father’s words played through his head once again.
You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.
You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.
You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.
***
Andria turned towards the metal door as it swung open with a loud creak. Bob was standing in the doorway. The look in his eye, one which suggested he’d had enough bullshit, made her feel uncomfortable from the get go. He stepped into the room and kicked the door shut before sitting down next to her.
‘Look, I need to know if this is going to work out,’ he said after pausing for a moment to reflect on what he was going to say. Andria looked at him blankly. ‘Us,’ he explained. ‘I need to know if this is something you’re going to be able to come around to or whether I’m wasting my time.’ It was clear from her face that she didn’t know what to say to him. On the one hand she could appease him to try and keep him calm but, on the other, if she spoke the truth, he might finally realise she couldn’t be kept prisoner like this. ‘I’m going to need an answer.’
Andria hesitated, then said, ‘I want to go home.’
‘Where your children and husband are rotting a few feet beneath the dirt? You really want to go back there?’
‘To my mum...’
‘I keep telling you, she’s dead. How many more times? It’s just you and me. Us. Us and them. I’m the only option you have now... Surely that’s got to be better than becoming one of them?’ He could tell by her face that she didn’t think so. He shook his head in disbelief. ‘Am I really that bad?’ She didn’t answer. ‘You know, before all this shit happened out there, people used to say I wouldn’t do that if you were the last person on Earth... Well, I’m the last person on Earth. So, you and me... living here together. Would you do it?’
‘I just want to go home.’
‘This could be your home. What’s the matter with you? Is it not nice enough? Are there bits you want to change? We could decorate. Find some paint from somewhere and...’
‘This will never be home.’
‘So I’m the last man on Earth and I’ll never be good enough for you? I saved you...’
‘I wasn’t going to kill myself. I wanted to live. Yes, for a minute I thought—’
‘I saved you.’
‘You took me!’ Andria snapped.
The room fell silent.
‘Then you can go,’ Bob said eventually.
‘What?’
‘You can go. But you know they’ll get you, right? You know it won’t be long before you’re one of them, yeah?’ He continued, ‘But you don’t care do you? Because you’d rather be with them than with me.’ He laughed to himself.
Andria was almost afraid to ask. ‘What’s funny?’
‘I thought I was saving you by bringing you here but I wasn’t. I was just delaying the inevitable.’ Andria didn’t answer him. She didn’t know what to say to him. ‘I can’t convince you, can I?’
Andria shook her head.
‘You know you’ll die out there, don’t you?’
Andria didn’t respond. She needed to know if her mum and brother were still alive. She didn’t want to die, she wanted to live. Just not with him.
‘I did you wrong and I’m sorry for that but... let me make it up to you.’
‘You can make it up to me by letting me go. Please, undo these restraints and let me go.’
‘I will, I will... But first...’ He pulled a knife from where it was tucked between his belt and jeans. A quick movement. Andria flinched. ‘I’m going to speed things up for you. You’re ready to become one of them... I can help.’
‘What?’ Alarmed. ‘Wait...’
But Bob didn’t wait. He plunged the knife deep into her chest. Her eyes were wide... shock, surprise, pain.
‘You want to be one of them? When you wake up, that’s exactly what you’ll be. One of them. But, and I’m really sorry about this, I lied again. You’re not going anywhere. You’re staying here with me. Just the two of us. Maybe you and me... One of us and one of them... Maybe we’ll bring some peace and show everyone that despite the differences, a relationship like ours really can work. Surely they can feel love just as we can? You might not love me as one of us, but I’m sure you’ll love me as one of them.’
Andria was gasping like a fish out of water. Bob pulled the knife from her chest. A dark red river of blood poured from the gaping wound.
‘They say there’s someone out there for everyone. I never realised it would be one of them but that’s fine with me. If this is the way it has to be, then I’ll take it. I’ll prove to my dad that I can find someone. I’ll live my life happy ever after with a gorgeous woman at my side. I mean sure, over the days, weeks, months you’ll change. They all change. But our love will be more than just skin deep.’ He wiped the knife down on the front of his trouser. ‘You go quietly now. You go peacefully, my darling, and when you come back, I’ll be here waiting for you.’
Before he’d finished talking, Andria’s breathing had become shallow. One last yank on her restraints, but it was no good. It was over. It wouldn’t be long now...
He undid his belt, took off his trousers and climbed onto the bed with her. He dreamed of her waking up soon with him inside her, consummating their new relationship.
You’ll never find anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.
‘You were wrong, Dad. You were so wrong. I’m the last man on Earth,’ Bob started to laugh, ‘and I proved you wrong.’



LAST CHRISTMAS
 
David Moody and Wayne Simmons
 
ONE
‘Twas two nights before Christmas, and throughout the Kaplan Industries head office building, everyone had stirred. In fact, most of them were fucking wired, off their faces. The social committee, in all its dubious wisdom, had proposed that instead of heading into town for this year’s office Christmas party, it made more sense to take advantage of their brand new, multi-multi-million pound, state-of-the-art headquarters and keep things in-house. To be fair, parts of the building looked like those swanky clubs in the heart of the city that most of the staff didn’t have a hope in hell of getting into. It was all chrome and glass. Sharp angles. Hot desks and breakout areas. Biometric locks and cutting-edge IT. The cavernous atrium with its wide, zigzag staircases on either side was dominated by a Christmas tree so tall and ostentatious that if you stood at the bottom of it and looked up, you’d struggle to see where the damn thing ended. The top of the tree was perfectly visible from the stairs and outside, though, resplendent as it was with a rotating illuminated star bearing the Kaplan logo. It had cost a small fortune.
The party had been in full-flow for several hours and showed no sign of slowing down. The booze was free, and most staff were taking full advantage. Enough food had been laid on to feed a small army, and the entertainment (though some senior members of the board thought that too generous a term to use) was, by all accounts, a reasonably well-known DJ who usually played those same clubs that most of the staff were regularly denied entry to.
As office Christmas parties went, this was a pretty fucking awesome one, actually.
Howard Stanton wasn’t enjoying it, though.
Howard was the lucky bugger from the outsourced security company who’d ended up working tonight. Normally this was his favourite shift of the week – 6:00pm Friday to 6:00am Saturday – because it was a chance to roam the corridors of in relative peace and quiet and just think or read or catch a movie or two (or three or four). His presence was little more than a token gesture: the Kaplan building was so damn hi-tech that if anything did go wrong, the installation itself had normally identified the issue, isolated the problem and taken any corrective action necessary before the first warning pop-up had appeared on one of Howard’s myriad TV screens. Why they needed Howard here at all was beyond him, but he wasn’t complaining – a job was a job, after all, and there were worse ways to pay the bills than working in a fancy pad like Kaplan.
Howard wasn’t as anti-social as people might have thought. He preferred his own company, sure, but he was perfectly capable of mixing with other folk and socialising. Problem was, most of the people he found himself mixing with on a day-to-day basis irritated him beyond belief. Certainly the people he mixed with here, anyway. They had a frustrating in-built superiority complex, just because they worked for Kaplan (the most profitable UK firm capita last year, according to a recent Financial Times report, and one of the top three employers to work for in the UK, according to some other thing he’d read). They knew nothing about Howard’s background or his education, and they clearly couldn’t be bothered to ask; they just assumed. It reminded him of Aldous Huxley’s ‘Brave New World’ which he’d just re-read for a module on his Open University Masters degree (five modules out of six now completed, thanks for asking, graduation on track for next summer). The staff here tarred security with the same brush as catering, IT support, facilities and housekeeping. Howard felt like an Alpha citizen, trapped in the body of an Epsilon. He’d tried to explain as much once to one of the chaps who worked here and who’d seemed reasonably well-educated. He’d just grunted.
But the truth of the matter was sitting in front of this endless bank of CCTV screens gave Howard a definite sense of power. He could see everything and everyone. When he’d started in security, CCTV camera technology had been ropey at best, with images captured on video in grainy grey-scale. Not anymore. Now he could watch everything in pin-sharp, ultra HD. It was like watching a movie. Albeit an outrageously dull movie starring a cast of imbeciles.
Look at him! Frigging idiot.
Howard watched one of the finance partners, an older bloke called Jenkins, lurching down a corridor, zigzagging as if one leg was shorter than the other, barely able to keep himself upright. He tripped over his own feet, then crawled a few steps further forward and threw up in a plastic plant pot. Howard made a note. He’d have to report that to someone, get it cleaned up.
He shook his head and turned his attention to his iPad which was propped up just behind his keyboard, showing something far more interesting. Die Hard. This was a Christmas ritual for Howard: an annual viewing of the most Christmassy movie of all time (in his opinion). He’d even put on a clean white Bruce Willis-style vest under his uniform polo shirt and sweater. Yippie ki-yay, motherfucker. It made him feel the part, with the Kaplan HQ standing in for the Nakatomi Plaza, although he knew he was as far removed from John McClane as it was possible to get.
He paused the film and panned around a few more rooms, checking no one was where they shouldn’t be, doing things they shouldn’t be doing. The staff had been given strict instructions to stick to certain parts of the building tonight: the central atrium with the Christmas tree taller than Howard’s second-floor flat was high, the dining room, and the Horatio Suite (often used for board meetings, named after Horatio Kaplan, the company’s founder and current chairmen Ken Kaplan’s great-great-great-grandfather). Howard noticed one or two stragglers up to no good, sneaking off to find quiet corners where they could engage in tried and trusted office party pursuits, namely drug-taking and extra-marital liaisons.
He saw her sitting on a printer.
Debbie.
She was way out of his league (heck, Howard wasn’t in any league), but that didn’t stop him thinking about her constantly. She was the most beautiful creature. Always perfectly presented, always bang on-trend, always flawless. She enraptured him and terrified him in equal measure. Howard reckoned he might even love her. One time, when someone in HR had left their computer logged-in and unlocked, he’d looked up her address and had driven past her house, hoping she’d appear so he could feign a chance meeting. It never happened, of course and, seventeen trips around the block later, he’d given up and never gone back again.
What was she waiting for? She sat perched on the printer, idly swinging her legs. Did she find Christmas parties as tedious as he did? Was she looking for someone who’d challenge her intellectually as well as physically, someone like Howard? Was she a Die Hard fan, he wondered? Maybe they could watch the movie together. Or was she hiding from someone, maybe upset by something that had happened? Howard considered working back through time on the screen, following her progress in reverse with his CCTV tools, trying to find the son-of-a-bitch who’d broken the heart of the woman he loved. He played out a scene in his head where he casually walked into the room on the pretence of checking the paper stocks were secure, then struck up a casual conversation which led to who knows where...
His dreams were shattered when Brian Boyd appeared on-screen. The office lothario. A complete non-entity in Howard’s book. Regrettably, however, he and Debbie clearly had some kind of thing going on. Howard reached for the control to change screen when they started to kiss, but then stopped himself. Difficult though it was to watch, he wanted to make sure Debbie was okay and that Brian wasn’t trying to take advantage. It soon became clear, however, that Debbie was absolutely fine and that she was more than happy to see Brian. Howard quickly changed feed when she jumped down from the printer and let Brian Boyd have his wicked way with her from behind, against the huge network printer they’d had installed last week.
Howard sat for a moment and returned his attention to Bruce Willis, his heart like some heavy thing in his chest. Brian Boyd, of all bloody people. The same Brian Boyd who’d got off with Thelma from HR last year and Chrissie from Sales the year before that. What was Debbie thinking?
Howard forgot about his movie and went to the window, watched the traffic go by outside. It was definitely busier than usual, what with it being the last Friday night before Christmas. This was peak time for office parties and an absolute nightmare for taxi drivers, bar staff and cops and anyone else who had to deal with the fallout of it all, the hordes of drunken people roaming the streets. Friday nights were bad enough – some comedian on one of those panel shows Howard liked (was it Frankie Boyle? No, Sofie Hagen) got it right when they said it was like there’d been a fire at the Cunt Factory. Well, tonight it was that times ten. The season of goodwill, and all that bollocks. Howard was seeing the effects of it all right now.
There was a guy staggering across the street, yelling at the cars going by, coat hanging off one shoulder, shirt tail out, a total mess. Idiot’s going to get himself killed, thought Howard. A couple of passers-by tried to help, calling for him to get off the road, but he wasn’t having any of it. Then the cops showed up, their blue lights flashing, stopping the traffic so they could get this prick moved on, but still he resisted, grabbing one of the cops and... and Jesus Christ, was he trying to bite him?
‘Hey Howard, mate.’
Turning around, Howard saw Charlie Ellwood standing behind him. Howard’s heart was thumping in his chest.
‘Bloody hell, Charlie. You scared the crap out of me.’
‘Yeah, I always wondered if you were cut out for security,’ Charlie said with a wry grin. ‘Thought I’d bring you down a few nibbles. You wouldn’t believe the amount of food up there, could feed several bloody armies! How’s things, by the way? Haven’t chatted to you in ages.’
Charlie was one of the few decent people in Kaplan. He would never pass Howard’s desk without a hello, always had a smile for you.
‘Thanks, mate,’ Howard said, taking the plate of mince pies and sausage rolls from Charlie, neither of which would work with his new gluten-free/ dairy-free/ everything-free diet, but whatever. He sat the plate to one side.
‘What the hell’s going on out there?’ Charlie said, peering out the window at the scene outside. The cops seemed to have got things under control, two of them holding the drunken guy on the ground now, but he was still all worked up, hissing and screaming like a man possessed.
‘Bloody Christmas,’ Howard said. ‘Brings out the worst in people.’ He turned, looked at Charlie and smiled. ‘Wouldn’t catch you behaving like that, mate.’
Charlie held his hands up, mock-serious. ‘Mate, I wouldn’t dare with you on patrol.’ He laughed good-naturedly. ‘Anyway, any plans for Christmas?’
Howard shrugged. ‘Just the usual,’ he said, as nonchalantly as he could. ‘What about you?’
The usual for Howard would be his own version of Christmas dinner – pie and chips – and a couple of beers in the house. None of that would go with his new gluten-free/ dairy-free/ everything-free diet either, but he could allow himself one day off, right? God knows there wouldn’t be anything else to look forward to – no friends or family calling, just him and the remote and bugger-all on telly anyway, if every other Christmas was anything to go by. But Howard wasn’t going to tell Charlie any of that.
Charlie took the bait, rattling on about his own plans, how the mother-in-law was coming over and what a nightmare it would all be. He rolled his eyes and made a few jibes but it was clear he was looking forward to it on some level. ‘Christmas is all about the kids,’ he said. ‘And if they’re happy having their Granny over to spoil them, well who am I to complain?’
The lift door pinged in the corridor outside. Several heads peered around the CCTV room door, a few of the girls from Finance all wearing tinsel around their necks and those stupid paper crowns you got from crackers. ‘There you are,’ one of them said, an older woman who dressed way younger than she should. She stumbled over, all leery-eyed and drunk. For a second or two Howard thought she might have been coming for him but she grabbed Charlie instead and pulled him away. ‘Party’s this way,’ she said, not even so much as looking at Howard.
‘Duty calls,’ Charlie said, that wry smile on his face again. ‘I’ll see you later, mate.’ And back they went, Howard wondering if he’d be seeing them next in that bloody printer room, and shuddering at the very thought of it.
Debbie.
His eyes moved back to the security monitors. He tapped a key and the printer room appeared again, Debbie stood there on her own now, buttoning up her blouse and then reaching for her handbag. Howard watched as she reapplied her lipstick, fixed herself up and then left the room, not a care in the world. He followed her on another screen as she moved down the corridor, back to the main open-plan office where all the action was, and wondered what that little dalliance with Brian Boyd had meant to her, if anything. Boyd wasn’t much of a mover-and-shaker in Kaplan, that was for damn sure, so it couldn’t be about getting a leg-up career-wise.
So was it just the sex? Was she really that shallow?
His Debbie?



TWO
It was close to midnight by the time the party at Kaplan began to wind down and some of the staff came stumbling into the foyer with talk about leaving for the night. They gathered around the plush seating area at the base of the enormous Christmas tree near the doors of the building, everyone more than a little worse for wear. Howard was at the front security plinth now, ready to check them all out. Charlie Ellwood staggered over, still surrounded by his gaggle of dolly birds from Finance, and tried to organise everyone. Some people wanted to go home and needed taxis ordering. Another crowd were planning on heading further into town to find a club and the debate amongst that lot seemed to be whether to walk or get a taxi – all played out for Howard’s amusement with the kind of theatrics and incompetence that only drunken people seemed capable of. ‘Nights like this always remind me why I don’t drink,’ Jessica Russell from Product Development whispered to him.
‘You’re not wrong there, Jess,’ he said, trying to see around her, checking where Debbie was. He soon spotted her. She was among the clubbing crowd, one arm linked casually with Brian Boyd as she chatted to another girl Howard didn’t know – probably one of the new temps that started last week. Less than a week in the job and she’d already bagged an invite to the Christmas do. He’d been here over a year and all he’d got was some sausage rolls and mince pies he couldn’t even eat.
‘Howard, mate,’ Charlie said to him, pulling him out of his thoughts. ‘Do us a favour and order three taxis to the front door, will you? One going into town and the other two taking folks home. I’ve tried on my mobile but they’re not picking up.’
‘No problem,’ Howard said, reaching for his desk phone. ‘It’s probably a Christmas thing,’ he mouthed, covering the receiver with his hand. ‘I’ve heard that a lot of the taxis stop answering calls from mobiles when they get busy. Should be okay on the landline.’
But after trying three different firms, Howard was starting to think that wasn’t it at all. He shrugged at Charlie, receiver at his ear.
‘No joy?’ Charlie said.
Howard shook his head and put the phone down. ‘It’s just ringing out, mate. Sorry about that.’
Outside, it still looked pretty lively, even for Christmas Friday. In fact it was busier than Howard had ever known it to be out there and everyone looked as drunk – maybe drunker – than this lot in here. There were a few protests from the staff, the clubbers deciding to walk to whatever place they’d chosen, those going home saying they’d hail a taxi down on the street, all of them baying for Howard to open up the doors and let them out. Howard took out his master fob, held it against the reader, then flicked a switch and watched them file out the door and down the steps of Kaplan onto the street.
Debbie was with the clubbing crowd. Howard’s heart sank a little as he watched her go.
‘By the way, you seen Barry Jenkins?’ Charlie asked and Howard was just about to answer when something on the security monitor caught his eye.
Debbie and the other revellers were heading down James Street, no doubt on their way over to Market Square where all the new clubs and bars were, only someone had got in their way and a scuffle was breaking out. As Howard zoomed in on his security monitor, he saw some bloke grab Debbie. Brian Boyd stepped in and pushed them back. Another man grabbed Brian and then another. Soon there was a pack of them around him and it was getting pretty serious.
‘Jesus,’ Charlie said, leaning over the desk. ‘Should we call the cops?’
But Howard just looked at him. ‘Debbie,’ he said, as much to himself as to Charlie. ‘Someone’s trying to hurt Debbie.’
And then he was up, running across the foyer towards the doors, pushing past the few staff remaining.
‘Wait!’ Charlie called after him but Howard wasn’t waiting for anyone. Debbie was in trouble and he had to help her – that was all there was to it. He crashed through the double doors, thundered down the steps and along James Street. He spotted Debbie immediately – she had curled herself up in a ball, hands over her ears, screaming as all around her were literally tearing shreds off of each other.
‘Debbie!’ Howard called again, rushing to her aid. He tried to pull her to her feet but she resisted, thinking he was one of the attackers, no doubt. ‘Debbie, it’s me, Howard,’ he told her.
‘Howard?’ she said, like she didn’t recognise him. Fact was, she didn’t.
‘From Security,’ he said.
‘Oh, right, Howard,’ she said again and he decided then that he very much liked how she said his name – that inflected accent of hers drawing out the vowels. ‘Howard,’ she said, ‘they came from nowhere. Just started attacking us and...’
Someone grabbed her, a skinny little chav, probably on something, but Howard pulled her to one side. The chav came at them again, but Kyle Burroughs from Audit stepped forward and hit the bastard so hard he was sent sprawling right into the path of an incoming taxi. The taxi broke hard, turning to avoid the chav and then skidding along the icy road before stalling. And then there was a mob around it, people slapping on the windows, pulling at the doors to get inside.
Christ, thought Howard, seems everyone’s desperate for a taxi tonight.
Suddenly a window caved in and the mob reached for the driver, dragging him out across the broken glass of the door, throwing him to the ground and then brutally attacking him. Howard watched on, powerless, as the terrible scene played out before him.
Seemed like the whole world was all out of Christmas spirit tonight.
‘What’s wrong with them?’ Debbie said. ‘Why are they doing this?’
‘I don’t know,’ Howard said. ‘And we shouldn’t hang around to find out.’
He looked to see if any of the other Kaplan staff were still there but it seemed most of them had already bolted. Only Brian Boyd remained, lying on the ground in a pool of his own blood, his face pale, his eyes frozen in a look of terror. Howard had seen enough cop shows to know what that all meant.
‘Brian,’ Debbie gasped. ‘Oh God, is he...?’
‘There’s nothing we can do for him,’ Howard said, surprising himself with how manly he sounded all of a sudden. ‘He’s dead. Come on, back to Kaplan.’
She was pulling back. ‘If he’s dead, why’s he still moving?’
Howard turned around. Jesus, she was right. Brian was slowly picking himself up again. But he had to keep Debbie moving. ‘Come on... please. It’s just one of those reactions. You know, like, when you cut a chicken’s head off and it keeps on running round the yard?’
‘What are you talking about? And why do you cut chickens’ heads off? Is there something wrong with you?’
‘No, I don’t, it’s just... look, never mind.’
He pulled at her hand again as Brian staggered nearer.
‘No, wait,’ Debbie said. ‘He needs help.’
‘He needs more than bloody help,’ Howard muttered under his breath. There was a hole in Brian’s torso, through which all of his innards that should have been safely tucked away in his stomach cavity were slipping and slopping out. It made Howard retch, and all he could taste were the onions in that greasy pasty he shouldn’t have had from Greggs before the start of his shift. Brian kept coming at them – guts hanging out like slimy Christmas decorations – until he managed to slip an unsteady foot through a loop of his own large intestine, and hit the deck again. His face hit the pavement like an overripe peach, and this time he stayed down.
They reached the building, Howard spotting Charlie at the front doors peering out. He let them in immediately and Howard was sure to close up behind them once he and Debbie were through the door. He made for the security station in the foyer, and pressed the grey plastic fob against the master control panel. The door reassuringly clicked and bolted shut and he held the fob up for all to see. ‘I-I’ve switched the system so I can control everything from this little thing,’ he said, talking very quickly. ‘Every door and every window, the entire building, it’s all closed up and…’ Howard realised nobody was listening to him. ‘You’re safe now,’ he trailed off, looking to Debbie when he said that last bit, but she wasn’t listening to him either.
Everyone was gathered by the floor-to-ceiling windows, looking out. Howard followed their gaze. There was a fire somewhere, smoke bellowing out from behind a line of shops, and someone pointed at it, someone else wondering where it could be. And then there were sirens, seeming to come from everywhere all at once, and more smoke.
‘Fire at the cunt factory,’ Howard said to no one in particular.
It was then that Barry Jenkins reappeared.



THREE
‘Mr Jenkins?’ Susie Smith from HR said. ‘Mr Jenkins, are you okay?’
It was blatantly obvious to all of the six people left in the Kaplan Industries building that Barry Jenkins was most definitely not okay. In fact, he was just about as far from being okay as it was possible to be.
‘Fuck me,’ Kyle said, helping himself to what was left of someone’s conveniently abandoned pint, ‘there’s always one. Always some old prick who thinks it’ll be a good idea to experiment at the office Christmas party. Anyone know what he’s taken? Silly old fucker.’
Barry Jenkins was in an extremely bad way. A normally well-coiffured gent, his clothing appeared uncharacteristically unkempt. His waistcoat looked like it had been ripped open, all the buttons popped off, and the knot of his silk tie was halfway down his chest. His shirt was stained with vomit and blood, and the crotch of his trousers seemed to be hanging lower than it should have been.
‘He’s walking like he’s shit himself,’ Debbie whispered to Charlie as Barry staggered closer.
‘He has shit himself,’ Charlie replied, pointing with a mix of disgust and glee at the snail trail of faecal matter the old man was leaving behind him. ‘Did John Cooper give you something he shouldn’t have, Mr J?’ he asked, talking to the senior manager like he was a child. He turned to Debbie again. ‘I bet it was John. He’s got history. He’s the one who spiked Sandra Reid’s drink that time, remember? Nearly got himself sacked.’
Barry Jenkins had stopped walking.
He was standing directly in front of Charlie now. Not so much looking at him, but through him. His eyes were glazed and his mouth hung open. Dirty brown drool dribbled down his chin. Charlie noticed he had a mark on his neck. He reached out and fiddled with the senior manager’s collar to get a better look.
‘Is that a love bite?’ asked Susie, moving closer. ‘Have you been doing something you shouldn’t with someone you shouldn’t have, Mr J?’ She turned to Debbie and lowered her voice. ‘You ever talked to Ruth Humphries about this one? He’s been trying to get in her knickers for as long as she’s been working here.’
Charlie quickly let go of Mr Jenkins’ clothing and took a step back. ‘That’s not a love bite. It’s... it’s just a bite. Teeth marks and everything. Looks like someone’s tried to take a chunk out of him.’
‘Bloody hell, Mr J,’ Susie said, laughing. ‘I didn’t have you down as a kinky type. What would Mrs J say if she knew what you’d—’
Susie never finished her sentence. Before she could get her last words out, Barry Jenkins grabbed her by the throat with savage force and drove her across the room, smashing her up against the plate glass doors. Her head cracked hard enough to knock her out, which was probably for the best. She felt nothing when Mr Jenkins moved in for the kill and bit a chunk out of her face.
Panic. Sheer, bloody panic.
The remaining Kaplan staff scattered to the corners of the foyer, leaving Kyle Burroughs (who, fortunately, was built like the proverbial brick shithouse) and Howard to deal with Mr Jenkins (who was now bent down over Susie’s lifeless form, helping himself to another mouthful of flesh, this time from just above her hip where her silky top had ridden up and left a gap above the waistband of her skirt).
Howard held a fire extinguisher in his hands. He didn’t know why, couldn’t even remember picking it up, but he held it above Barry Jenkin’s head, ready to strike.
And yet he couldn’t do it.
‘Step away from Miss Smith, please Mr Jenkins,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to have to use this.’
Jenkins looked up, then looked down again. He was like a cow, chewing the cud. Hungry. Busy. Unflustered. Jaw moving steadily and repetitively. Susie’s blood mixed with copious amounts of his drool.
‘I won’t tell you again, Mr Jenkins,’ Howard warned.
Still nothing.
‘Last warning...’
‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Kyle sighed, snatching the extinguisher from Howard’s hands and thumping it down on Barry Jenkins’ head, splitting it open like an egg.
Charlie re-emerged. In the chaos he’d taken the opportunity to help Veronica Quinn get out of sight. He liked Veronica. Any excuse to help her...
‘What the hell’s going on?’ he asked.
‘Well, piecing the last half hour’s events together, I think there’s some kind of infection loose in the building that’s turning the staff into mindless, cannibalistic zombies,’ Howard said. ‘That’s what I reckon, anyway.’
‘Sounds about right,’ Kyle agreed.
‘Sounds like a crock of shit,’ Charlie argued.
‘Look, I know how it sounds, thank you very much,’ Howard said, ‘but consider the evidence.’ He gestured at the blood-soaked body on the floor. ‘Mr Jenkins here develops a sudden insatiable taste for human flesh. Brian Boyd was still moving out there despite having sustained some very serious injuries. And, Christ’s sake, the entire city is in chaos. It’s the zombie apocalypse, The Walking Soddin’ Dead.’
‘And what are you going to do about it?’ Miss Quinn asked.
‘What? What am I going to do about it?’
‘Yes, you. You are the acting head of security this evening, I presume.’
‘Well yes, but... but my powers are limited.’
‘She’s asking you to keep us safe, not to turn into Superman,’ Debbie said, suitably unimpressed.
‘Okay, right... I think we should...’ Try as he might, Howard couldn’t work out how to get to the end of his sentence. He didn’t have a clue what they were going to do. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do about anything. He shoved his hands into his pockets and felt for the reassuring outline of the master key fob. Knowing he was in possession of such power made him feel a little less terrified. He reached up and unbuttoned his polo shirt, wondering whether now would be an appropriate time to switch to full-on Die Hard mode.
‘Well?’ Debbie said, growing impatient.
‘I think the first thing we should do is—’
Another unfinished sentence. This one was interrupted by dead Susie, who unexpectedly got up, promptly tripped over dead Mr Jenkins’ outstretched legs, and landed in an unruly heap at the feet of (still alive, for the moment) Kyle Burroughs. She picked herself up onto all fours, quick as a flash, pulled herself up by pulling his trousers and trunks down, then sunk her teeth into the nearest part of Kyle’s anatomy. She clamped her jaws down on his manhood, and he screamed for all he was worth; a desperate, awful sound. When Susie jerked her head back and blood began to pour down from his eviscerated penis, Kyle began to sob with pain and loss. he had wondered once or twice before if he’d had an accident, would he be able to cope without a leg or an arm, maybe even an eye? He thought he would, but this was in a different league altogether.
Unfortunately for Susie, Kyle still had the fire extinguisher in his hands, and he managed to smash her head to a bloody pulp before he passed out.
‘Jesus, what do we do now?’ asked Charlie, looking at the three bodies on the floor.
‘Who have we got left?’ asked Veronica, creeping back out into the open.
‘You, me, Debbie, Kyle… kind of… and Howard,’ he replied.
‘Howard?’
‘Me,’ Howard said.
‘Oh, right. Do you work for Kaplan?’
‘Security.’
‘It’s just that I’ve never seen you before.’
‘I’ve been here over a year.’
‘Oh, sorry.’
‘We need to get away from the front of the building,’ Charlie suggested. ‘Don’t want anyone outside seeing us and trying to get in.’
‘No one’s getting in, not while I’m on watch,’ Howard said.
‘Whatever, mate. Now help me get Kyle into the back. We’ll go where the food was laid out. I could do with a bloody drink.’
Kyle was still out cold. Charlie picked up his arms while Howard took his legs and between them they carried him deeper into the Kaplan building.



FOUR
They carried him between the long rows of buffet tables to the drinks at the far end, then lay Kyle down in the corner of the room. Howard emptied an ice-bucket onto what was left of his manhood.
‘What did you do that for?’ Debbie asked.
‘Thought it might help.’
‘I’m sure he’ll thank you for it later.’
‘I’m not sure Kyle’s gonna have a later,’ Charlie said, watching over their shoulders. ‘He looks terrible.’
‘Wouldn’t you?’ Veronica said.
Charlie grabbed a handful of canapés and started shoving them into his mouth. He wasn’t hungry, didn’t want them, but it helped just to be doing something. ‘So what do we do now?’ he asked, spitting out crumbs.
‘Well, if what we’re seeing outside matches the behaviours we typically see in zombie movies, I’d suggest doing very little,’ Howard said.
‘That’ll suit you blokes then,’ Veronica said. He ignored her.
‘Think about it, when it all goes wrong in a zombie movie, it’s usually because one of the survivors, people like us, has gone and done something stupid. So the best thing we can do, I reckon, is nothing. This building’s like a fortress and no one knows we’re in here. We’ve got loads of food and drink. If the power goes down, the UPS will kick in and keep us well lit and warm. Honestly, we’d be idiots to think about doing anything else.’
‘We should kill him,’ a voice said, surprising them all. It was Giles Barnes from IT. He’d been squirrelled away in here, it seemed, scoffing food and playing games on his laptop rather than mixing with colleagues.
‘Kill who?’ Charlie said. ‘Howard?’
‘No, him,’ Giles said, hooking a thumb at Kyle.
‘Where the hell did you come from?’ Debbie asked.
‘IT. I had some things I was working on. The world doesn’t stop just because it’s Christmas, you know.’
‘It might tonight,’ she mumbled.
Giles ignored her. ‘He’s infected. He’ll turn eventually and attack one of us. That’s what happens in the movies. Night of the Living Dead, Shaun Of The Dead, all of them. We need to kill him. Crush his head, preferably – it’s all about the head – maybe drop the petty cash safe from finance on it.’ He made a squishing sound through his teeth, then looked at them completely deadpan. ‘That would do it.’
Veronica turned to Charlie, all colour having drained from her face. ‘I need to get out of this bloody place,’ she said and gathered her things together.
‘No you don’t,’ Howard said, stepping in front of her. ‘I told you, nobody’s going anywhere. Like I said, we’ve got everything we need here so we just... wait, all right?’  
Debbie, Charlie and Veronica all looked at him. ‘So that’s your great plan is it, mate?’ Charlie said. ‘Just pull the blinds down and pretend nothing’s happening?’
‘I didn’t say that.’
‘It’s what you implied,’ Veronica said. It felt like they were ganging up on him.
‘No, not at all... it’s just that we don’t have to go out there and start looking for trouble. Look, we all want to survive this, right? So let’s just keep our heads down and wait ’til it blows over.’
‘Yeah, well, it’s not as easy as that, is it?’ Veronica said. ‘There’s bloody Kyle over there for a start and all that stuff he said.’ She pointed at Giles, having clearly forgotten his name. ‘And some of us have got homes to go to... partners who’ll worry about us, you ever think about that?’
It was a fair point, Howard reckoned. After the incident in the foyer, they had all tried ringing out on their phones but it looked like pretty much every network had crashed. Even the server was down, emailing and Facebook not an option either. It made sense, of course. God knows, everyone would be trying to get hold of everyone else right about now.
‘I thought you and Gary had split up,’ Charlie said to Veronica.
‘Who said anything about Gary?’
Debbie’s eyes widened. ‘Veronica Quinn,’ she said, acting all shocked. ‘You didn’t dump Gary, did you?’
Howard couldn’t believe this. ‘Jesus Christ, does any of this matter now?’ 
‘If it’s not Gary then who is it?’ Charlie asked, ignoring Howard. ‘It’s got to be someone from the office. It’s not Sean, is it? You’re here all hours, Ronnie. I don’t reckon you’d have time to pick up anyone else who—’
‘Can we just focus on what’s happening here?’ Howard said, exasperated. ‘Good grief. All hell’s breaking loose, some of your colleagues are dead, the whole bloody communications network is down and all you two can talk about is who’s bedding who? Honestly.’
‘Sounds like he’s not getting much,’ Veronica whispered.
‘Tell you the truth, I’d be surprised if he’s getting any,’ Debbie said spitefully.
It wasn’t the first time Howard had heard that one, but coming from Debbie, his Debbie, it cut a lot deeper than usual. Howard turned and marched out of the room.
Charlie shouted after him. ‘Come on, mate... don’t be like that. You said we should stick together. Where are you going?’ He turned to Debbie, pointed to Kyle and said, ‘Watch him. And if he moves even an inch, well, drop that bloody safe on his head.’
Charlie went after Howard, calling him.
But Howard kept walking and Charlie knew where he was going – that little security room of his, his little nest where he could hide behind all his CCTV screens and pretend nobody else was here. Howard slammed the door behind him, but Charlie caught it just before it shut.
‘Leave me alone.’
‘Come on, Howard. Don’t be like that...’
‘You all think you’re so bloody smart, that you know better than me.’
‘It’s not that. Look, we’ve all had a drink and—’
‘I haven’t.’
‘—we’ve all had a drink and it’s been a bit of a shitty evening. We just need to calm down and take it easy. I think you were probably right, mate. We’ll be better off if we just keep the doors locked and hunker down.’
‘You reckon?’
Charlie looked confused. ‘Yeah. That’s what you were saying, wasn’t it?’
Howard span around on his chair like a Bond villain. ‘You’re all missing something, Charlie, and you’re too busy arguing and fighting and taking the piss out of me to realise it.’
‘What?’ Charlie asked, concerned. ‘What are we missing?’
‘The old bloke who was infected. What was his name again?’
‘Barry Jenkins.’
‘Yeah, Barry Jenkins.’
‘What about him?’
‘How did he get sick?’
Charlie stared into the mass of TV screens, familiar views from unfamiliar angles, and tried to work through the implications of what Howard had just said. He wished he’d had a bit less free booze this evening. He needed clarity, but all he had in his head was fog. The penny eventually dropped. ‘Shit. You think there was someone in here who was already infected.’
‘That’s the logical answer, isn’t it? And I reckon they might still be here. So Kyle isn’t the only one we have to worry about.’
Charlie rubbed his mouth, eyes darting from one screen to the next. ‘Mate, they could be anywhere.’
‘Exactly,’ Howard said.
‘Well, we’ve got to find them,’ Charlie said, shoving Howard up a way so he could get a better view of the CCTV. ‘You said this kit covered every inch of the building, right?’
‘Yeah, but that’s a lot of inches.’
‘So we should start at the top and work down.’
‘You think? I think we should start at the bottom and work up. We want to focus on the area nearest to us, don’t we?’ With that he set to work on finding the function room where the others were. He wanted to make sure Debbie was okay.
‘Suppose.’ Charlie was uncomfortable crouching down. He sat up and inadvertently pushed a switch on one of Howard’s control panels. The main monitor they’d been watching went dark then recalibrated, leaving four roughly human-shaped blotches of white and orange light displayed. ‘What did I do?’ he asked.
‘Infrared. Actually, that’s probably a good shout. It might be easier to see if there’s anyone else in here if we’re looking for their body heat.’
Howard began moving the feed from room to room, checking each new link with a repetitive across, down, across, down motion of the camera. It reminded Charlie of the way he’d seen window-cleaners wiping the glass quick-fire with their squeegees as they’d descended the outside of the Kaplan building in their cradles, moving rhythmically and never leaving any suds or streaks; each pane cleaned with the exact same pattern of moves.
‘Nothing,’ Howard said after a while.
‘Maybe he got bit outside then came back in.’
‘If I had his pass I could check.’
‘You could go and get it. He’s still in the foyer.’
‘You can piss off. You think I’m going anywhere near what’s left of him?’
Howard cycled through the ground floor rooms again, settling on the function room. They were still there, the four of them. Kyle still slumped in the corner, Debbie and Veronica standing close and watching him, Giles doing God knows what.
‘What outside cameras do we have?’ Charlie asked. Howard beckoned him over to another set of screens.
‘Just a few,’ he explained. ‘Nothing like the indoor set up. Mostly they’re concentrated on the loading bays around back, but there are a few midway up the building, looking down.’
When Howard switched to the external feed, he almost wished the picture quality hadn’t been quite so good. Things outside had got decidedly worse since they’d last checked. A group of cops had gathered on James Street, dressed in riot gear, fending off a horde of what looked to be zombies. The cops stood in a line with shields, trying desperately to hold the infected back, a small group of survivors cowering behind them. There was a truck with a water cannon spraying jets of water into the frenzied mob, but it wasn’t enough and some of the zombies broke through, reaching the survivors and lighting upon them like a pack of hungry dogs.
Charlie looked away but Howard couldn’t stop himself from staring, mesmerised by the scene taking place before him.
There was a young woman, not unlike Debbie, and one of them had her by the hair, dragging her to the ground. The others closed in, falling to their hands and knees and literally eating her alive while she screamed and cried out for help that would never come.
‘Turn it off,’ Charlie said and Howard switched back to the screen inside where Debbie and the others were.
For a moment, the two men just sat there in silence, Charlie lost in a thousand yard stare. Maybe the whole thing was hitting home now, Howard thought, the initial shock of it all having lifted and the cold threat of reality seeping through. He didn’t say anything but Howard reckoned he was thinking about his family, about his wife and his kids and the mother-in-law, the Christmas responsibilities that he himself didn’t have.
‘We don’t know how widespread it is,’ Howard said. ‘It could just be the town centre. Everyone else could be fine.’
Charlie checked his phone again and shrugged. ‘Well, why’s the network still down then? No, this is widespread all right. The whole country, maybe the whole bloody world.’ He looked at Howard, eyes wide. ‘Mate, before long it could just be us left. It really could.’
There was a crashing sound from on down the corridor. Both men locked eyes.
‘What was that?’ Howard said. ‘You heard it, right? It wasn’t just me?’
‘I heard it,’ Charlie said and then sat for a moment, poised, waiting to see if whatever happened would happen again. It did.
‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ Howard said.
‘Our Patient Zero?’ Charlie said. ‘Yeah, mate, that’s exactly what I’m thinking. But where’s it coming from? Can you get it up on your infrared thingy?’
Howard tapped a key and his whole network of screens went dark. He homed in on their floor, working his way through the corridors and rooms nearby, to no avail.
‘Why’s it not working?’ Charlie said.
‘It is working.’ Howard flicked back to the main open plan to show him, the orange glows of Debbie and co. still present and accounted for. ‘Wait a minute,’ he said, then flicked over to the foyer where he could see the shadows of Barry Jenkins and Susie’s bodies but no orange glow, not even a faint yellow. ‘Zombies are dead, right? So they might not come up on the infrared. It mightn’t work.’
Charlie rubbed his mouth, thought about that for a moment. And then they heard the noise again, this time louder, like someone was really going for it down there.
‘We have to check it out,’ he said.
Howard swallowed hard. ‘Really? I mean, we could just cordon that corridor off.’
‘No, mate. We can’t risk it. We have to sort this, make sure the building’s clear, otherwise we might as well be out there on the streets with the rest of them.’
‘Okay, fair enough,’ Howard said and sighed.
Charlie stood, cracked a few knuckles and readied himself. ‘You got any weapons?’ he said.
Howard looked at him. ‘Weapons? What kind of weapons?’
‘I don’t know, a gun or something?’
‘A gun? I’m a security guard for Christ’s sake.’
‘Well, what about a baseball bat?’
‘Why the hell would I have a baseball bat?’  
‘I don’t know, do I?’ Charlie pointed to the corner. ‘There. What’s that thing?’
Howard looked to find what seemed to be a brush but, when he reached for it, he realised it was one of those rods you used to open and close windows, he wasn’t sure what they were called (if they even had a name). He weighed it in his hand, looked to Charlie. A little long, he thought, but it would do.
‘Well, it’s something,’ Charlie said. ‘You got another one?’
‘You have it,’ Howard said, and handed it over, ‘I’ve got this.’ He picked up his torch, flipped it in his hand. It was pretty damn heavy when he thought about it, could do some real damage if you hit someone in the right place. And according to the sticker on the side, it had the power of 100,000 candles. If he couldn’t hurt the intruder, he could maybe blind them at least.
‘All right then,’ Charlie said. ‘Let’s do this.’ 



FIVE
They left the security room and crept down the corridor. Halfway along, they heard that noise again, a crashing sound like before. It seemed to be coming from one of the many smaller meeting rooms in this part of the building.
Howard felt a cold sweat break across his back. He wasn’t cut out for this. Sure, he may have worked security but what did that mean? Open a few doors, check the screens every now and then, it was hardly dangerous work. He would have hated to work in one of those malls in America where the security staff did carry guns. Fact of the matter was, Howard wasn’t big on conflict. A lover not a fighter as his old man used to say (before Big Gerald, the local nasty, punched him in the face and put him in a coma for six months).
Charlie, on the other hand, seemed more comfortable in the role. Even the way he held that rod thing looked right, like he wouldn’t hesitate to use it, whatever that involved. Guess we’ll find out soon enough, Howard mused, reaching for the door handle to the meeting room and looking to his colleague.
‘Ready?’ he mouthed.
Charlie nodded, poised for action.
After that, everything became a blur. Howard pulled the door open and Charlie charged in, bellowing out some kind of half-assed battle cry as he went. Howard followed, watching as Charlie made for someone in the back corner of the room.
That was when the lights went down.
In the few seconds that followed, three things happened. First, the UPS kicked in and light was restored to the building, a pale hue at first before the room was lit up in full. Second, Charlie managed to catch their prey with that damn rod of his, hooking the poor bastard, some graduate trainee guy from another Kaplan office that Howard remembered signing in earlier in the day, like a fish by the mouth and pinning him against the back wall. And third, Howard made his first kill of the night.
‘Do it!’ Charlie cried. ‘Come on, what are you waiting for?’
‘Do what?’ Howard said. ‘What am I supposed to do?’
The graduate fought against the hook, arms flailing, blood and drool seeping from his agape mouth, Charlie struggling to hold him in place. ‘Christ’s sake, Howard!’ he yelled. ‘Hit him!’
So Howard hit him, swinging his torch and connecting with the side of the poor bastard’s head. The first blow didn’t seem to do anything so Howard swung again, this time putting his full weight behind it. The torch found purchase, digging into the guy’s head and matted hair, Howard having to literally dig it out. And then he was swinging again, this time bandying his own war cry, and again and again until the guy’s head was mush and his arms fell still by his side.
Howard stepped back, dropping his torch.
‘Is he dead, mate?’ Charlie said, still taking no chances, keeping the guy pinned up against the wall.
‘Think so,’ Howard said, heart bouncing like he was about to spit it out onto the floor.
‘Well thank Christ for that,’ Charlie said and relaxed the rod. The once smooth-looking guy’s body slid down the pristine white wall of the meeting room leaving a bloody trail in its wake, ending in a crumpled heap on the carpet.
Still Howard just stared.
‘He... he was definitely one of them, right?’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘A zombie. I mean, he wasn’t just scared or pissed or anything like that?
‘Definitely a zombie,’ Charlie said. ‘I saw it when the lights came back. His eyes were all glazed and fucked-up. He’d got blood pouring out of his mouth.’ He grabbed Howard’s shoulder, gave him a semi-man hug type of thing. ‘Mate,’ he said, ‘you did good. Really, you nailed it.’
‘I did, didn’t I?’ Howard said, smiling all of a sudden. ‘I mean, we had to, right? It was him or us. We had to nail him.’
‘Exactly,’ Charlie said. ‘And Howard, lad, you really gave it to him.’
He curled his hand into a fist and made a little jab move in the air. And then they stood there for a moment, shadowboxing each other, grinning like a couple of halfwits. It was strange and necessary and embarrassing all at once but Howard just went with it, enjoying the bravado of it all. And then his eyes fell upon the body on the floor and it suddenly dawned upon him again that this wasn’t Die Hard, that the dead man on the floor wasn’t one of Hans Gruber’s nameless goons and he wasn’t John Bloody McClane. No, this was actually happening, this was real.
Howard remembered the aimless chat he’d shared with the man he’d just beaten to death with a torch, something about the weather being colder for this time of year, about him having to clear frost off the windows of his Audi, and he was brought right back down to earth. And then he remembered the guy coughing, making some jibe about coming down with something just in time for his holidays, and the penny dropped.
‘He was sick,’ Howard said.
‘Infected,’ Charlie agreed. ‘Yeah, mate, definitely a zombie.’
‘No but earlier, when I signed him in, he was coughing. Looked really pale, bit of a fever. I remember now.’
‘So you think this is our Patient Zero?’ Charlie said. ‘There’s no one else?’
Howard nodded.
‘Christ, that’s a relief. We can relax a bit now, I suppose.’
‘Not quite. There’s still Kyle to think about.’
‘You’re right.’ Charlie’s eyes narrowed and he had a look on his face Howard didn’t quite like. He rubbed his mouth, nodded. ‘Yeah, mate, you’re right. We can’t take any chances, can we? We need to do him an’ all.’ He checked the end of his rod, wiping some blood away with his sleeve. ‘We need to do him before he does us.’ 



SIX
When they got back they found Veronica on one side of the room, swinging on an office chair, bottle of beer in her hand, and Giles sat at one of the long buffet tables, tapping away on his laptop and gorging on peanuts and crisps. Kyle was still sprawled out where they’d left him, ice melting over his shredded crotch.
‘The lights went down,’ Veronica said. ‘Was that something you did?’
‘It’s sorted,’ Howard said. ‘Don’t worry about it.’
Charlie looked to Giles. ‘What are you doing over there, mate?’ he asked the IT guy.
‘Research, squire,’ Giles said. ‘Ears and eyes wiiide open.’ He kept tapping on his keys as he talked.
‘I thought the internet was down,’ Howard said.
‘It is. But I’m from IT. We have ways and means, you know.’
‘And what have you found?’
‘That the whole world is fucked, just in time for Christmas.’ And then he broke into song. ‘Last Christmas, I gave you my heart, but the very next day, you ate my spleen...’
He laughed, but he was the only one.
‘Definitely not the time for singing Wham songs,’ Veronica said.
‘There’s never been a better time, actually. It just occurred to me, that if what we’re seeing here gets much worse – and by all accounts it almost certainly will – then this could very well be the last Christmas for all of us.’
‘Well, you’re a cheery fucker,’ said Charlie, wheeling an office chair out of the Finance office. He’d somehow managed to get the petty cash safe onto it. Howard knew what that was for.
Charlie cleared his throat, looked to Kyle Burroughs, still comatose, and then back to Howard. ‘Mate, should we do this now or...?’ 
‘Wait, where is she?’ Howard said, raising his hand to Charlie.
‘Where’s who?’ Veronica said.
‘Debbie. Where’d she go?’
‘Oh, Debbie. She went to the bathroom.’
‘The bathroom. And you let her go? On her own?’
‘Yeah, why wouldn’t I?’ Veronica shrugged, like it wasn’t a big deal.
‘They had a fight,’ Giles said, still tapping on his keys.
‘A fight? A fight about what?’ Charlie said.
‘We did not have a fight,’ Veronica said. 
‘About Brian Boyd,’ Giles said.
‘Would you shut up?’ Veronica said. ‘Jesus!’
But everyone was looking at her, waiting for her to go on.
‘Okay, okay,’ she said. ‘But it wasn’t a fight as such, more a...’
‘Just tell us what happened,’ Howard said.
‘Debbie didn’t know that Brian was sleeping with Veronica,’ Giles said.
‘Was being the operative word here,’ Veronica said. ‘I mean, hello, the guy’s a Grade A asshole. That’s the long and short of it.’
‘And that’s when Debbie stormed off,’ Giles said.
‘Stormed is a very strong word,’ Veronica corrected. ‘More like sauntered. Yeah, she sauntered off. I’m pretty sure she was heading for the bathroom. And, anyway, what are you really doing over there?’ she said to Giles, getting up and walking over to his workstation.
Giles tried to cover his screen. ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘I’m doing nothing.’
But Veronica stood behind him, arms on her hips, reading whatever was on there. She started laughing. ‘Oh. My. God.’  
‘What?’ Howard said. ‘What is it?’
‘He’s writing about us. About Kaplan, it’s... I think it’s a story of some sort.’
‘It’s nothing, it’s just...’
She snatched the laptop from him and walked out of reach of his grabbing hands. ‘Christ, will you just listen to this. I mean, fair play, he’s changed the names and all...’ She cleared her throat and started to read. ‘Valerie’s knees trembled as she watched him decapitate the first zombie with his katana sword. Chris looked at her and said, “you know, Val, without him, I don’t think we’d have made it through the night in one piece.” What is this shit?’
‘And you’re the guy with the sword, are you?’ Charlie asked, barely able to keep himself from laughing.
‘Check this bit out,’ Veronica continued, ‘“You are as skilled with the blade as you are with the keyboard.”’ She lowered the laptop. ‘Fucking priceless.’
‘That’s private,’ Giles said, face beaming. ‘Give it back.’
‘Why would you write such shit?’
‘To make up for his insecurities,’ Charlie suggested. ‘They’re all the same, these geeks.’
‘If you must know, I run a role-playing game club several times a week. It’s a new scenario I’ve been working on, that’s all.’
Veronica gave him back his laptop. ‘Whoa, sorry,’ she said, her voice full of mock apology. ‘That makes much more sense now.’
She and Charlie were laughing so much they could barely stay upright.
‘Sounds interesting,’ Howard said to Giles, deadly serious. ‘I used to play a bit of D-and-D, back in the day.’
‘You should come along. We’re pausing over the Christmas break now, of course, but we’ll be starting up again in early Jan.’
‘Depending on how all this turns out, of course,’ Howard said, gesturing to the windows.
‘Of course. It’s Warhammer on Tuesdays, traditional Dungeons and Dragons on Thursdays. I’m looking to start something zombie-related at weekends, so all this is happening at quite a fortuitous time, to be honest.’
‘Absolutely.’
‘This is a really interesting infection, actually. I don’t know if you’ve noticed yet, but there appears to be two strains. That’s what they’re saying online, anyway. If the infection is transmitted as the result of an open flesh wound, the victim turns relatively quickly. If they come into contact with infected saliva, though, it takes much longer for the disease to take hold. Could be several hours, by all accounts. Now that’ll add an interesting dimension to the game I’m working on.’
‘It certainly would. I’d love to get involved.’
‘Cool. Friend me on Facebook and we’ll make it happen, squire.’
By this point, Veronica and Charlie were in floods of tears. Charlie was leaning over the office chair he’d wheeled in, struggling to breathe. Veronica was standing in the middle of the room, clutching her aching chest.
And that was when Kyle Burroughs killed her.
They were all so wrapped up in themselves – Veronica and Charlie taking the piss, Howard and Giles discussing the pros and cons of table-top gaming – when Kyle took his last shuddering breath. He was back in a matter of seconds, fully reanimated by the deadly infection, lunging for Veronica, grabbing her hair and taking a bloody chunk out of her neck before she even realised he was anywhere near her.
Then Charlie.
He struggled to lift the petty cash safe out of the chair, but it was too late for all that. Kyle was on him in seconds. Charlie managed to fight him off but not without losing some of his arm in the process.
Howard and Giles were at the far end of the room, fighting with each other to be the first out the door. A wounded Charlie pushed between the two of them and started pulling at the handle, rattling the door in its frame. They’d locked it to stop anything outside getting in, and that few seconds delay while he tried to get the thumbprint scanner to recognise his biometric code was all it took. Kyle grabbed Charlie by the scruff of his neck and pulled him back, unfinished business. He bit through the other man’s carotid artery and sent his biometric data spraying all over what was left of the buffet.
A swipe of the fob and the door was open. Giles got out fast. Howard tried to follow, but tripped over that damn window rod thing Charlie had been using as a weapon. Kyle turned his attention to Howard and hurtled towards him, and Howard instinctively raised the window-opening tool (or whatever it was called) and, quite by chance, skewered him through the face.
Man down.
After sitting there for a couple of seconds, stunned, Howard got up, brushed himself down, then took off his uniform sweater. He used it to wipe Kyle’s (and, quite possibly, Charlie’s and Veronica’s) blood from his face, then dropped it on the floor and ran after Giles who’d already scarpered.



SEVEN
Giles had made it as far as the IT department when Howard caught up with him. ‘Thanks for your help,’ he said sarcastically.
‘I-I thought you were behind me, squire,’ Giles stammered, obviously bullshitting.
‘Yeah, well I wasn’t.’
‘No hard feelings, eh?’
Howard, flustered and sweat-soaked, didn’t have time for this. He had other things on his mind. ‘We need to find Debbie. She has to be in the building somewhere. She couldn’t have got far without my key fob.’
‘She’s zombie food, squire. Forget about her.’
Howard glared at him. ‘We are not leaving Debbie behind.’
‘Okay, okay,’ Giles said, holding his hands up. ‘Damsel in distress and all that. But how do we go about it? A top to bottom search? We take alternate floors? This place is like the Tardis. It goes on forever. There are floors I haven’t even seen yet.’
‘There’s nothing I haven’t seen,’ Howard said, a trace of smug satisfaction in his voice. ‘Follow me.’
He led Giles to his CCTV room. Giles stood back and admired the tech. ‘Nice set up,’ he said. ‘Extremely nice set up, actually. There’s some cutting-edge stuff here.’
‘I know. Now sit down and help me look for her.’
Giles dragged an office chair over and sat down beside Howard. He picked up an iPad, looked at it and then at Howard. ‘This isn’t approved kit.’
‘It’s mine.’
‘I hope you haven’t connected this to our network.’
‘What if I have? And why does it matter? The world’s gone to hell, mate. Who cares about your bloody network?’
Giles pressed the home button. ‘Die Hard? Why in heaven’s name have you been watching Die Hard, squire?’
‘Because it’s Christmas. Now put it down and focus. This is important.’
They located the feed from the cameras which covered the door to the dining room. It didn’t take long to spot Debbie. She’d slunk out a few minutes before Kyle had kicked off and had missed the carnage. Howard was relieved. He followed her from camera to camera. She snuck down a couple of corridors, went up a flight of stairs, then disappeared into the ladies toilet. He fast-forwarded the footage. She hadn’t yet left the ladies, as far as he could see.
Howard fumbled in his drawer, pulled out a pair of walkie-talkies. He blew the dust off of them, checked they were both working, then handed one to Giles, keeping the other himself. ‘I’m going to get Debbie,’ he said. ‘You watch my back on the CCTV and call me if you see anything I should know about. Got it?’
Giles nodded, looking at the walkie-talkie in his hand. ‘Old school,’ he laughed.
Howard was about to leave when Giles grabbed him.
‘Listen, squire,’ he said, ‘Maybe worth getting ourselves a Plan B here.’
‘What do you mean, Plan B?’ Howard said. If he was honest, he wasn’t even sure they had a Plan A.
‘Well, I know we’re safe in here and all that, but they said the same about the mall in Dawn of the Dead and look what happened there. I mean, maybe we should have an escape route mapped out. Just in case we have to leave Kaplan in a hurry, yeah?’
It wasn’t the worst idea Howard had ever heard, in fact it made a lot of sense. He’d unlock a line of doors on the West side of the building on the way to the toilets. God knows, he really didn’t want to leave Kaplan, but it wouldn’t hurt to at least have the option if it came down to it.
He wasn’t just thinking about himself anymore, after all. There was Debbie to consider, too.
And she really needed him right now.   
◆◆◆
 
Howard stood outside the toilet, feeling decidedly nervous, all of a sudden. Terrified, in fact. Christ, he thought, it’s the zombie apocalypse outside, and I’m more frightened about talking to Debbie than anything. He hadn’t spoken to her much before, not more than a couple of abrupt words, anyway. He didn’t know what he was going to say, or how he was going to say it. His legs felt like lead.
He barged into the room, doing everything he could to plump himself up and look like the big man he most definitely wasn’t, but then he stopped and rushed to her side. She was on her knees in one of the cubicles, throwing up. He knocked the open door, not sure what else he should do.
‘Who is it?’ she said. Her voice was distorted and strangely amplified by the porcelain bowl. She tried to look around in the confined space, one hand holding her hair away from her face.
‘It’s me, Howard,’ he said.
‘Who?’ She looked around fully this time.
‘Howard from security, remember?’
‘Oh, yeah,’ she said, then turned back to the toilet and threw up again, an uncomfortably dark mix of blood and puke spurting out of her mouth.
‘It’s probably just nerves,’ Howard said, doing his best to reassure her, ‘the vomit, I mean. I’ve been feeling a little queasy myself, truth be told. Have you eaten something that didn’t agree with you? There was a plate of vol au vents back there that looked like they’d gone off. Or it could have been the fish. Did you have any of the fish?’
‘Will you stop talking about food,’ she said, and then retched into the pan. It sounded painful. It also sounded like she’d got nothing left to throw up.
Debbie slumped back and shuffled herself around. Even now Howard thought she looked amazing. So beautiful. So vulnerable.
Howard grabbed a few paper towels, ran them under the tap then passed them over to her. ‘Here. You’ve got sick on your chin.’
‘Thanks, Howard,’ she said, almost managing a smile.
‘Feeling better now?’
‘I think so. Like you said, it’s probably just nerves. That and the booze.’
‘It’s been quite a night.’
‘It’s not over yet.’
He looked at her, and she looked at him, and for a few long seconds neither seemed to know quite what to say to the other. ‘What are we like, Debbie? Here we are with the keys to a brand new state-of-the-art multi-million pound building, and we end up sitting in the toilet.’
She smiled at him, and it melted his heart.
‘Are there better places to go?’
‘What, better than the toilet? I should say so.’ He took his precious fob from his pocket. ‘This is literally the key to the kingdom. No one’s getting in or out of this place without this. They’ll have to get through me first.’
‘That’s pretty impressive. That little thing controls everything?’
‘Every single lock.’
‘Wow. They must have some trust in you.’
Howard felt ten feet tall. ‘I don’t like to brag, but most people have to share these. I get my own.’
His walkie-talkie buzzed, Giles’ voice coming through causing Debbie to jump.
Red Five to Gold Leader, the IT guy said. Come in, over.
‘Who’s that?’ Debbie asked.
‘Nobody,’ Howard snapped, annoyed by the interruption. He reached for the two-way, pressing the button and speaking into it. ‘Kinda busy here, Giles,’ he said. ‘What do you want?’
Thought I saw something, he breathed. And I’ll be honest, squire, I’m kinda bricking it on my own up here. I mean, I know you probably want to... well, you know... do the deed with Debbie and all. But do you think you’ll be long?
Howard sighed, shook his head. Talk about ruining the moment. ‘We’re on our way,’ he said, helping Debbie to her feet. ‘Just keep your eyes on those cameras and let me know if you see anything else.’ 
◆◆◆
 
Giles didn’t want to let them in at first. Howard banged the door, calling to him but the IT guy pointed to the walkie-talkie even though Howard knew he could damn well hear him without it. Howard lifted the walkie-talkie, pressed its button. ‘Just let us in,’ he said, angrily.
They’re still out there, over, Giles replied. Sorry, squire. Over.
‘I thought you could open any lock?’ Debbie said, standing just behind him.
‘I can, but that silly sod’s got a chair wedged under the handle. I don’t want to force it and break it.’ He hammered again, this time not bothering with the walkie-talkie. ‘Giles, open the bloody door.’
Eventually Giles obliged and let them in. He sat down at Howard’s desk and watched disapprovingly as Howard fussed around Debbie, checking she was warm enough, settling her down on a makeshift bed made from two chairs turned to face each other, and leaving her with a cup of coffee and his iPad. ‘I used to have a thing for Bruce Willis,’ Debbie told him, and he almost took off his polo shirt there and then to show her his Die Hard vest but didn’t want to risk it in case he had to go out again.
‘Those other two,’ Giles said. ‘Your mate and that other girl, what happened to them?’
‘They’re dead,’ Howard said.
‘What, dead dead, or just a little bit dead?’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘You know exactly what it means. Where are they? I could have sworn I saw something moving out there.’
‘Where we left them, I think. But what did you see?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘What do you mean, you don’t know, you’re the one sitting in front of the screens.’
Giles shuffled awkwardly in his seat. ‘Yeah, well... it’s not that easy, is it? I mean, I could write the background code for a system like this, but I’m struggling to find my way around it. User interfaces were never my strong point.’
‘You don’t say,’ Howard sighed, and behind him, Debbie giggled. He glanced around and winked at her. She smiled back. ‘Right, move aside,’ he said to Giles and he pushed his chair out of the way and assumed his familiar position behind the bank of screens. His hands danced across the controls with precision and speed, focusing first on the ground floor dining room. The current image, time-stamped a few seconds ago, showed Kyle standing upright in the centre of the room, skewered like a roast chicken on a spit.
‘Bloody hell, squire,’ Giles said, leaning over. ‘Did you do that to him?’
‘Yep,’ Howard answered smugly, loud enough for Debbie to hear.
‘So where are the others? Veronica and... sorry, I didn’t catch your mate’s name.’
‘Charlie. His name was Charlie.’
But where the hell is he? Howard thought.
They’d gone.
Howard quickly reversed the footage. It didn’t take long to see what had happened. When he’d taken off his jumper as he’d left the room, he’d inadvertently dropped it in the door, preventing it from closing fully. His ex-co-survivors, Zombie Charlie and Zombie Veronica, had escaped easily.
‘Crikey, squire. I think we should stay put in here for a while,’ Giles said quietly.
‘I think you’re right.’
‘Can you lock things down from here?’
Howard fished the fob from his pocket. ‘I can do pretty much anything with this.’ He lay the fob on a sensor pad and started clicking various on-screen buttons, gradually sealing off the rest of the building.
‘We talked about leaving an escape route,’ Giles said, grabbing hold of his arm nervously. ‘Just in case.’
Howard traced a route with his finger on a schematic on one of the screens. ‘One step ahead of you. Straight down the stairs, along this corridor, and you can either go out the loading bay or back to the front foyer.’
‘Just in case,’ Giles said again.
Giles leant across the desk to snatch one of the sausage rolls Charlie had brought for Howard and inadvertently hit the same control Charlie triggered earlier. Several of the displays switched back to infrared. He went to change it back, but Howard stopped him. ‘Wait, that’s not a bad idea,’ he said. ‘We’ll do a sweep of the building. Just to make sure it’s only us in here, that no one else has snuck in.’
‘Wise move.’
Howard began his well-rehearsed routine, scanning the building floor by floor and room by room for signs of life. To his relief, it was completely clear.
Almost.
‘Wait. What was that?’ Giles asked, and Howard quickly reversed. Two glowing white-yellow blobs on the screen. Other survivors? Howard’s heart started to race. He didn’t much like the idea of sharing this ivory tower with anyone else. He looked up the location of the room they were watching, then breathed a sigh of relief.
‘Bloody hell. What an idiot. It’s us!’
Giles laughed nervously. ‘I got a bit flustered for a second there, squire,’ he said. ‘I thought we might have had a problem.’
‘No, we’re okay.’ Howard went to check the next room, but stopped. His hand hovered over the controls.
‘Problem?’
Howard swallowed, his throat dry.
‘There are three of us in here, but only two heat sources.’
They both looked back at Debbie, still lounging on the chairs where Howard had left her. She waved at them both. They both waved back.
‘Do you think...?’ Howard started to ask. ‘No, she can’t be. If she was one of them she’d have been baying for our blood, wouldn’t she?’
Giles didn’t immediately answer. He seemed reluctant to speak. ‘Not necessarily... remember what I was saying earlier? People were talking online about how that there’s two types of infection. It’s only quick and violent if they were bitten or injured.’
‘Everything okay over there?’ Debbie asked, concerned at the suddenly hushed voices.
‘Fine,’ both Howard and Giles answered in unison.
‘If she’s shared bodily fluids with someone who was already infected, she might have caught it.’
Howard folded his arms defiantly. ‘No, mate, you’re wrong. She had sex with one bloke, but he was clear when they did it, I’m sure he was. Brian Boyd. You know him?’
‘Never heard of him. And how do you know they had sex?’ Giles paused for a moment and looked at the CCTV screens. ‘Wait, have you been spying on us?’
‘I wasn’t spying, I was concerned for her wellbeing.’
‘You were perving, admit it. Christ, what kind of stuff do you watch in here?’
‘It was earlier this evening... I was doing my hourly checks and I saw her on her own in the reprographics room. I was worried. I thought something was wrong, but then Brian Boyd turned up and... and well, you can guess the rest.’
‘But he wasn’t infected?’
‘Not until he got outside, I’m sure. He definitely didn’t seem to be when they were... together.’
‘How you feeling, love?’ Giles asked, glancing back at Debbie again, checking she wasn’t about to attack.
‘Bit sick...’ she said, and she threw up blood and bile into a wastepaper bin.
Howard was cycling through footage again, working his way back to Debbie and Brian’s liaison by the photocopier. It was the last thing he wanted to see, but he put it on-screen anyway. ‘See,’ he hissed. ‘There was nothing wrong with either of them.’
Giles was watching a little too intently. Howard dug him in the ribs.
‘Sorry... right... Keep going backwards.’
And so he did, following Debbie around the building in reverse, watching her walking backwards from place to place, leaving the party, then returning again. Ending conversations, then beginning them. ‘This is pointless. What are we trying to prove?’
‘Whether that young lady is just off her food or off her face, or whether she’s dead.’
Howard shook his head and kept working back. Further and further. Back before the beginning of the party now. Right back into the working day.
And then he found it. Debbie with another bloke in another part of the office. As intimate as she’d been with Brian. More so, if anything.
‘Oh, fuck.’
‘Precisely. Who’s he, anyway? I don’t recognise him.’
Howard knew exactly who it was. ‘Some graduate manager or other. I signed him in today and Charlie and I...’
‘Charlie and you did what? Come on, spit it out.’
‘Charlie and I killed him earlier this evening.’
Giles let out a nervous laugh. ‘You’re kidding, right?’
‘Nope.’
‘Oh.’
‘He was one of them when we dealt with him, but he looks all right there...’
‘Looks can be deceptive. I think what’s happened is this, squire. This gent turned up here complete with the variant infection, which he seems to have passed on to a more-than-willing host.’
‘Were they talking about a cure online? A way we can reverse this thing?’
‘What, reverse death?’
‘I guess.’
‘No. Don’t be stupid.’
‘Shit.’
Howard turned to look at Debbie again. She looked beautiful, if a little frail and grey. ‘I’m cold,’ she said to him. ‘Really, really cold.’
His coat was hanging on a stand nearby. He took it down and draped it over her shoulders. ‘Don’t get too close, squire,’ Giles hissed, but Howard ignored him.
‘I’ll look after you, Debbie,’ he told her.
‘Thank you, Howard.’
Giles snatched hold of his arm and pulled him away. ‘If I might point out a couple of things, Howard. First, this young lady seems to have a knack for getting men to do what she wants. Be wary. Because second, you have to remember that she’s pretty much a zombie right now.’
Howard almost laughed, stopping himself at the last moment. As ridiculous as it sounded, it appeared that Giles was almost certainly right.
‘Okay, okay,’ he said. ‘I get it. I think we both need to calm down and just—’
Howard was interrupted when the door to the CCTV room flew open in a haze of blood and snarls and spittle.
Dead Charlie.
Behind him, dead Veronica.
‘Shit,’ Howard said. He slammed the door shut and pushed his weight up against it, struggling to keep it closed as the two zombies did all they could to force it open again. ‘Do something!’ he screamed at Giles, but Giles just stood there, quivering and mumbling and doing very little else. A few seconds later and the combined strength of the undead outside was too much for Howard to hold back. He lost his footing and went tumbling across the room, leaving Veronica and Charlie free to charge into Giles, drag him kicking and screaming into the corner, then tear him limb from limb. Literally. Charlie went in one direction with Giles’ head and one arm while Veronica went the opposite way with everything else. They began to feast on him.
Howard realised he had no weapons. No way of either defending himself or attacking.
Debbie.
He had to do everything he could to keep her safe. He had to draw the things that used to be her workmates away from her, and fast.
With the dead still chowing down on what was left of Giles, a plan formed. Howard knew what he had to do. He stripped off his polo shirt and revealed his pristine white vest. ‘Got invited to the Christmas party by mistake. Who knew?’ he shouted, feeling equal parts Howard Stanton, Bruce Willis and John McClane.
The Die Hard quote was lost on the dead, but the volume of his voice was more than enough to get their full attention. They both dropped the bits of Giles they were chewing and ran at him instead.
Howard legged it. Out of his office, down the corridor and down the stairs, tracing the escape route he’d planned and left unlocked just a short while earlier. Giles had been right – they’d needed a way out. He just hadn’t bargained on needing it so soon. He glanced back over his shoulder and saw that the creatures were just about keeping up, maybe even gaining on him. That’s the fast versus slow zombies argument finally put to bed, he thought to himself.
The building, for all its vast scale, was easy to get lost in. Even Howard, who knew the place inside out, occasionally got confused. One corridor was easy to mistake for the next. Disorientated, and forgetting which direction he was coming from, he headed for the foyer instead of the back, and instantly regretted it. He skidded to a halt in a puddle of Susie Smith’s blood, coming to a stop at the huge glass doors, and he looked out onto a world filled with absolute carnage and despair. In the short time since he was last here, the crisis had deepened exponentially. Buildings were ablaze. The streets were filled with the living and the dead fighting pitched battles. When she saw him, a survivor who’d been hiding in a telephone box across the way came running. She hammered her fists to be let inside.
‘Help, Howard, please.’
It was Jessica from Product Development. Howard instinctively felt for the fob in his pocket. It wasn’t there. He’d left it up in his office. No way in and no way out without the fob.
‘Sorry, Jess. I need the key.’
‘Please,’ she mouthed, and she rushed back to her phone box hideout just before a gaggle of zombies in the street behind her were taken out by a runaway delivery truck.
‘I’ll be back,’ he shouted, and he meant it.
But Charlie and Veronica had different ideas.
He glimpsed their crazed reflections hurtling towards him, arms and legs flailing and teeth snapping, and he side-stepped at the last possible moment leaving them both to smash off the doors and bounce back. It would have been comical if it hadn’t been so damn terrifying.
He ran back the other way, retracing his steps then heading the way he was supposed to go first time, out towards the loading bay at the rear of the building. With the two zombies still in close pursuit, he fled down a service corridor, turned sharp right, then stopped at the door which led outside. This was the only way out – if it opened – and he had no way of turning back. He waited, mouth dry with nerves, and then they lumbered into view. Veronica first, all teeth and hunger, taking up the full width of the narrow corridor so the Charlie-thing couldn’t get a look in. She threw herself at Howard and, at the last possible moment, the last possible roll of the dice, he pushed down hard on the door handle.
It swung open.
He pressed himself back against the wall.
Dead Veronica flew past him, ran straight over the sheer drop of the loading bay, then landed in a skip. No way out. So long, sucker.
Now Charlie.
The creature came at him with ferocious speed, and this time, once he was sure the ghoul had committed to its attack, Howard dropped to his knees and crawled away. The drop outside was too high for any of the dead to be able to climb in, and though he knew he was leaving a door open, the security fencing around the back of the building would prevent anyone – or anything – from gaining access.
Safe.
For about five seconds.
When Howard looked over his shoulder to see what the noise was, he realised he should have given his old pal Charlie more credit. He’d caught the door handle on his way out, hung onto it, and somehow managed to stop himself from taking the same direct route down that Veronica had. He swung back into the building. ‘Shit, Charlie, really?’ Howard had had enough now.
Stop running, start fighting.
Howard had always done what he could to avoid confrontation, but sometimes it was unavoidable, and that time was now. Banking on the tenuous hope that the dead would have trouble climbing, he returned to the foyer again and headed upstairs. He looked back over his shoulder as he ascended and saw that although Charlie-thing was following, he was, indeed, having trouble coordinating his clumsy dead feet. Moving along was one thing, moving along and up at the same time, however, seemed to require a different skill-set altogether. The gain was significant and important. Howard was climbing three or four steps for every one Charlie managed.
By the time he’d made it up six or seven flights, several metres above the top of the massive Christmas tree, the gap between him and his dead ex-friend was substantial. He could have kept climbing to the very top floors, of course, but what would that have achieved? He still had no weapons to speak of (and without the fob he had little chance of picking anything up before he reached the highest levels), and he’d have faced the most awkward of waits on the top landing, clicking his heels while staggering Charlie caught up. No, he decided, better to just get it over with. Without so much as a basic bludgeon to hand, he knew that vertical height would be his greatest advantage.
Although not as long as it could have been, the wait was still nerve-racking. Howard looked down into the foyer below. It was a vertigo-inducing drop, and the normally high-polish marble floor was stained with blood and bodies. Outside, the world seemed to have descended into the kind of post-apocalyptic chaos predicted by the movies. Who’d have thought George Romero would have been so prophetic? Right in his line of vision was the phone box where Jessica from Product Development was cowering. They made eye-contact across the distance, Jessica watching his every move. She waved meekly, and he waved back.
Showdown.
Finally Charlie had made it up to Howard’s level. Howard was wrong-footed for a moment, because Charlie had always been a good mate, and it hadn’t struck him until now that he was going to have to kill him. Again. Charlie, on the other hand, seemed to have absolutely no qualms in doing Howard in.
The dead man latched onto Howard, gnarled fingers finding purchase on his vest and stubbornly refusing to let go. Howard had great visions of upending Charlie and throwing him down into the foyer and splattering him on the floor, but it was Charlie who took the immediate advantage through sheer force alone. Howard was taken completely by surprise by his ferocity, and found himself up against the low bannister, back bending, leaning over. He locked his arms, doing everything he could to keep Charlie’s chomping jaws away from his face, then pushed him away.
Charlie tripped back, then came at him again without hesitation. Even faster this time. More ferocious.
Howard readied himself and met him halfway. He almost managed to push him back, but the zombie’s velocity was hard to match and his feet skidded in the spillage dripping from his recently deceased friend. Dead Charlie had the advantage of space; Howard was already up against the wall.
Howard wished he was better at this. As he grappled with the dead man, he wished he’d been stronger or braver or more confident or smarter. He wished he’d come up with a better plan for the evening (though a better plan might have been locking his office door and watching Die Hard from start to finish on repeat and screw everyone else). He fought to get a grip on his dead friend’s clothes and wondered if he really was as completely useless as he felt at that moment. He’d spent an unhealthy amount of time watching all those Romero movies, thinking about the end of the world and the zombie apocalypse, and it had happened while he was in control of an impossibly cool and functional hideout. He’d had everything he’d wanted here, and yet he’d managed to fuck it all up.
Running low on energy. Absolutely knackered.
He shoved Charlie back once again, and Charlie came straight at him.
Maybe fighting and leading and surviving just doesn’t suit me? Maybe I shouldn’t try so hard...
He thought about giving up, and this time when Charlie attacked, he slumped against the bannister.
Too slow to react, Charlie kept running and flew straight over the top. Howard immediately scrambled back to his feet, just in time to watch the dead man arc perfectly through the air like an Olympic high-board diver. His trajectory was sublime, his performance a solid 9.7. He unwittingly performed a somersault followed by a double twist before being impaled perfectly by the top of the Christmas tree, skewered on the Kaplan Industries star. The tree shook for a moment, its whole trunk wavering, but it held steady. After a couple of seconds struggling, Charlie fell completely still, splayed out like a cross between a decorative angel and a cocktail sausage.
Howard leant over the bannister, vomited with nerves and effort, then relaxed. Jessica was going crazy in the phone box outside – huge grins and thumbs up and everything.
A round of applause.
This is perfect, he thought as he looked around, the stars have aligned. Debbie saw the whole thing.



EIGHT
‘You were amazing, Howard,’ she said as he ushered her back into the CCTV room. The building was secure and Howard was so overcome by the fact that Debbie knew what he was capable of and was talking to him – no, complimenting him, even – that he was happy to let certain facts slide, even when they were blatantly obvious. For example, the fact that despite a hurriedly applied layer of bright lip gloss and other splashes of colour, Debbie’s skin was ashen grey. The fact that she had yellowish watery liquid (was that blood? Pus?) dribbling from one of her ears and both nostrils. The fact that she was clearly, definitely, unquestionably, unarguably dead.
She was all over him, and it wasn’t as pleasant an experience as he’d imagined. And he’d imagined it quite a lot.
‘You feeling okay, Debbie?’
‘Fine.’
‘Warm enough?’
She shrugged. ‘I’m okay.’ She didn’t feel warm enough to him. Her hands on his vest-clad torso felt uncomfortably unnatural, like cold rubber.
Howard took a second to compose himself. He couldn’t believe the situation he suddenly found himself in. A survivor in a brutal, post-apocalyptic world. A leader. The kind of bloke who now found himself casually chatting to the woman of his dreams. It was like he’d ended up starring in one of those movies he loved so dearly. He was Bruce Willis, bloodstained wife-beater and all, a bloody action hero, no less!
He left Debbie perched on the edge of a chair and began checking the myriad of screens at his desk. ‘What are you looking for?’ she asked.
‘Other people. Other zombies. This place is massive. I’m just checking no one else managed to get inside.’
‘Is it just the two of us then, Howard?’
Her comment made him catch his breath. Just the two of us. ‘Yes, Debbie. Just us.’
‘Good. What are we going to do?’
‘I think we should start by finding a more comfortable area to base ourselves in. Maybe the boardrooms on the top floor? There’s showers and all kinds of things up there. We’ve got plenty of food and there are water dispensers and coffee machines on every level. We’ll be safe here.’
‘Sounds like you’ve thought of everything.’
‘I wouldn’t go that far, but I have given scenarios like this a lot of consideration. You know, from watching movies and stuff.’
‘I’m glad it’s you I’m stuck here with.’
‘Thanks.’
‘I loved what you did to Charlie. That was really cool.’
‘Thanks,’ he said again.
He allowed himself to look back at her. She was watching him intently. Her eyes, though less bright than usual, were fixed on him.
Conscious he was staring (but, come to think of it, so was she), he turned back to his screens. The cameras outside played across scenes of ever more chaos and confusion. And out there, still stuck in a phone box right in the middle of it all, was Jessica from Product Development. He could see her face in uncomfortably clear ultra-HD. She was looking terrified now. Completely trapped. Much as he liked the idea of being alone here with Debbie, Howard was struggling with his conscience. ‘There are other survivors out there. I should help them.’
‘It’s too dangerous.’
‘I know, Debbie, but I can’t just leave them.’
‘You can.’
‘There’s room enough here for more people.’
‘They might bring trouble in with them. Besides, I like it just being the two of us.’
There. She said it again. His heart skipped a beat. Hers wasn’t beating at all.
‘I like it too.’
‘That settles it, then. Just you and me, okay?’
Debbie got up, dead legs stiffening, and walked over to where he sat. She wrapped her increasingly inflexible arms around his neck and hugged him. Debbie’s touching me, he realised, feeling the impact of her closeness in his head and his heart and his crotch. Debbie likes me! She pecked him on the cheek. It was cold and hard, but that didn’t matter. Debbie kissed me!
But then he saw Jessica on the screen again. And there were other folks out there. Some fighting. Some hiding. Some running. All terrified.
‘No. I can’t just sit here, Debbie. I’m sorry.’
And he got up and walked away.
‘You can, Howard.’
‘I can’t. Those people out there need me.’
‘I need you.’
‘They’ll die. No, I have to go out there.’
He looked for the grey key fob. He’d left it here on the desk, he was sure he had.
‘Lost something?’
‘My key fob. It’s the master fob. It controls—’
‘—all the doors and locks in the building,’ she said, finishing his sentence for him. ‘I know. You already told me.’
‘So where is it? I left it here, I know I did.’
Debbie smiled and walked over to the door. When she pressed her (now distended) belly up against the panel, Howard heard it unlock. Did she have it in her pocket? Wait, that dress didn’t have any pockets.
‘What have you done with it?’
She pushed her belly against the door panel again, locking it. ‘I’m sorry, Howie. I know you’re a decent bloke and all, but I couldn’t risk you going all soft on me. I need this place. I know I’ve got whatever it is that’s doing all the damage out there, but I don’t want to end up like one of them. I want to stay nice. I can stay nice for you, Howie.’
Never in a million years did Howard think he’d turn Debbie down. ‘No… I don’t think I want that,’ he said.
She smiled (as best she could). ‘Oh, Howard.’
‘Give me the key fob.’
‘Can’t do that.’
‘Yes you can. Give it to me.’
She leant back against the door (sending the locking mechanism into overdrive) and patted her stomach. ‘I swallowed it.’



NINE
Howard stared at the image of the phone box on the screen. Jessica had sunk to the bottom now and was sitting there with her hands over her head, doing everything she could to ignore the rotting masses currently amassing nearby, to block out her inevitable fate.
‘Give me the fob, Debbie.’
‘And how am I supposed to do that? I’ve eaten it, remember? Dumbass.’
Everything undone in a single throwaway comment.
‘What did you call me?’
‘Didn’t mean anything by it.’
‘There are people out there who need our help, don’t you get it?’
‘There are people in here who really couldn’t give a shit. Seriously, Howard, you could have it so good here. I’ve seen the way you watch me... I know you’ve always wanted me.’
‘That was before...’ he said, his anger rising by the second.
‘Before what? Before the zombie apocalypse.’
‘No, before you died. Before I realised how cheap and shallow you are.’ There, he’d said it. The thing that everyone else had known about Debbie all along, the thing Howard had been trying to hide from himself - despite Brian Boyd and that graduate and all the other people she’d used and then cast aside. Howard had finally admitted the truth about Debbie, to himself and now to her. And it felt good.
‘How dare you,’ she said, ‘I’m not shallow.’ In her anger she let out a sudden and very gassy belch. She thought it was the buffet repeating on her. It was, in fact, a side-effect of her body beginning to digest itself from the inside-out.
‘Bloody hell, Debbie. You smell rank.’
She looked hurt. Angry. He could tell she wasn’t impressed, even though a palsy seemed to mute her scowl. She shook her hair and ran her fingers through her hair, pruning her mane, though much of it came out in her hands. She wiped away more bloody mucus which dribbled from her nose, and adjusted her short dress which had ridden up because her body was beginning to swell and stiffen and she was struggling to walk properly. ‘Don’t throw away this chance, Howard. I’m everything you’ve ever wanted, and more besides.’
‘You might have been once, but not anymore.’
He went to leave, pushing her out of the way, but the door was locked. She laughed at his predicament, but when she came to push him back into the room, the fob in her belly opened the lock. ‘Ha!’ he said as he made a swift exit.
She came lumbering after him.
‘You’re not thinking straight, Howard,’ she said as she lumbered after him.
‘I’m talking to a zombie and I’m the last man standing after an end-of-the-world office Christmas party, I think I’m entitled to not be thinking straight.’
‘Slow down,’ she said (because she herself already was), ‘and think carefully. I’m your future, Howard. You can’t go anywhere without me now.’
Her words echoed around his head as he reached the foyer. It felt like a morgue. Blood and bodies on the floor. Charlie impaled on the top of the tree, bits of him occasionally dripping down from a height. Everything ruined. And outside, nothing but bodies. There were hundreds of them, drawn to the building like moths to a flame. He couldn’t see the phone box anymore, let alone Jessica.
Debbie was right behind him. She put a cold and heavy hand on his shoulder.
‘Come on, Howard. Let’s go have some fun. I’ll let you do whatever you want to me.’
By his reckoning, he was at least the third bloke she’d said that to already today.
‘Anything?’
‘Absolutely.’
‘Can I get something to eat first?’
‘What?’
‘I’m hungry.’
‘At a time like this?’
‘Got to keep my energy levels up. What about you?’
‘What about me?’
‘You hungry?’
‘Not yet.’
He didn’t like the glassy-eyed stare he got when she said that. He walked towards the dining room, steeling himself for the godawful scene he’d left in there: the blood and the gore and the bits of people he used to know. He tried the door but it was locked. ‘Do you mind?’ he asked, gesturing at the panel.
She came towards him, increasingly peg-legged, and leant against the sensor. The door unlocked with a satisfying clunk and he went inside. The room was as foul as he’d imagined, perhaps even more so. The stench of death seemed to hang heavier in the air here than anywhere else. It was choking, suffocating. Almost unbearable. But still, a piece of cake wouldn’t go amiss. He cut himself a generous slice of gateau (which had been out in the open for a few hours too long). He nibbled the corner and watched her.
‘You’ve always wanted me, haven’t you, Howard?’
‘Yes,’ he said through the cake, keeping hold of the knife.
‘And you know you can have me now, don’t you?’
‘Yes,’ he said again.
‘So what do you want?’
‘To see you naked.’
She smiled (almost). ‘That’s more like it.’ In the middle of the room now, struggling with fingers which were becoming more numb by the minute, she undid her dress and let it drop to her feet. She tried to take off her bra, but the coordination just wasn’t there. ‘Give me a hand,’ she said, and Howard obliged. He put what was left of his cake down and wiped his greasy hands. Standing behind her, he undid the fastenings of her bra. It took him longer than it should have. He was nervous. He hadn’t done this for a while. Not for a long time, actually.
‘You look nice,’ he said, but she really didn’t.
‘Like what you see?’
‘Yes.’
But when Howard looked at Debbie, he saw Jessica instead. And all the other people who’d lost their lives this evening. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Maybe even more.
‘So what do you want?’
‘Lie down on the floor,’ he said, and the tone of his voice had changed. He sounded more definite now. Masterful. Debbie picked up on it.
‘I like a man who knows his mind.’
She obliged, slowly lowering herself down. Howard watched and did what he could to hide his revulsion. She was leaking from every visible orifice. It wouldn’t be long, he knew, before Debbie stopped being any version of Debbie and became something else entirely.
‘What now?’
‘I’m thinking,’ he said, and he was. He was trying to work out how best to do what he had to do with the minimum fuss.
‘Don’t keep me waiting, Howard...’
And he didn’t.
He moved quicker than she could watch. He got down quickly, backside in her face, and put his knees on her arms to stop her moving. She was numb with death, and didn’t immediately realise she was restrained. The hunger was beginning to gnaw at her rotting guts and she was suddenly preoccupied with Howard’s butt. She craned her neck as far forward as she could. Howard could feel her nose and chin brushing against his trousers, but her teeth were far enough away not to be a concern.
‘Sorry about this, Debbie,’ he said, and he meant it. Sort of.
Howard still had the knife he’d used to cut the gateau. He wiped it clean on the carpet, then held it clasped in both hands high above Debbie’s bare mottled belly. She couldn’t see what he was doing (she couldn’t see anything other than his posterior), but she knew it wasn’t good. Howard felt like he was a devil-worshipper sacrificing a virgin in a 1970’s Hammer movie, but how could he sacrifice something that was already dead, and anyway, this was no virgin, this was Debbie.
He plunged the knife down into her belly before he could talk himself out of it, then drew it towards him, tugging and sawing as it snagged on various more gristly parts of her innards. He stopped when he reached the bottom of her ribcage, figuring he’d need something more substantial than a cake knife if he needed to dig any deeper.
‘What you... doing... Howard?’ Debbie wheezed, a combination of Howard’s bulk of her chest and her advancing decay making it increasingly difficult for her to talk.
Howard threw down the knife, took a deep breath, then plunged his bare hands into Debbie’s guts. ‘Looking for my fob,’ he said.
‘Don’t... spoil... me...’
‘You’ve taken care of that yourself.’
He moved a leathery-feeling bag of something gross, then punctured another part of her, wondering if it was her stomach. Her insides flooded with green-brown liquid and it splashed all over his Die Hard vest. Something like this might have affected him previously, but Howard had seen far worse in the last few hours. He took a handful of her slippery intestines and began spooling it over, squeezing the putrescent tubing between his hands, feeling for the outline of the fob. He felt plenty of things in there – squidgy, squashy stuff, mostly – but no fob. He got off her in disgust, shaking his hands clean.
Debbie was furious.
‘What... you... done?’
Howard paced the room, trying to summon up a little more courage to dive inside her for a second look. He could taste bile at the back of his throat (mostly because he was covered in the damn stuff).
Debbie started to get up.
Her legs were stiff and unresponsive, but she managed to get halfway up before everything Howard had disturbed began to slip out of the ragged hole he’d carved in her belly. She tried desperately to hold herself all in, but whenever she moved a hand to stop something slipping down, something else would slide out through a different hole.
Every word took real effort now, but she did it just the same. ‘You... fucking... bastard...’
A face off.
Howard at one end of the room, what was left of Debbie standing at the other. Howard could see the infection increasingly beginning to take hold. She was becoming less Debbie and more zombie with each passing moment.
‘You still in there, Debbie?’ he asked, but she wasn’t.
The dead-Debbie-thing raised its arms and charged at him. The sudden movement was a real mistake. In widening its reach, the ghoul also inadvertently managed to widen the rip in its gut. It stretched into something resembling a sideways smile, then a rancorous yawn, allowing everything still in there to tumble out and splash onto the ground beneath dead Debbie’s legs.
Including Howard’s precious fob.
In a move Bruce Willis himself would have been proud of, he dived down between her feet, snatched the blood-covered fob off the ground with one hand, then grabbed a loop of her intestine with the other. He slid through the mire beneath her then stood up on the other side and gave her gut an almighty yank, virtually turning what was left of Debbie inside out, tying her up in literal, as well as figurative, knots.
Howard left the dining room and locked the door behind him.
He returned to the foyer and surveyed the chaos outside. Hundreds of ravenous corpses, but nothing that Howard Stanton couldn’t handle. He felt different now... uncharacteristically confident. First job, he decided, was to cause some kind of distraction to throw the dead off his scent – maybe something thrown off the top of the building or an improvised bomb or a vehicle driven right into the middle of them. The possibilities seemed endless. He had the key to the kingdom again. He looked at the little grey fob in his hand, spat on it, then wiped it on his once-white vest to remove all traces of Debbie.
He was in charge now.
Get the dead looking in the opposite direction, then get anyone still left alive over here and into the building. I’ll start with Jessica in the phone box and see where we go from there.
The sun was beginning to rise.
Christmas Eve. The big day was tomorrow.
Howard was looking forward to Christmas, and there was no damn way he was going to let it be his last.
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