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    Chapter 1 
 
    Jack ran, the chill wind buffeting him and icy rain soaking his clothes. Water splashed up every time his feet hit the pavement and soaked through his trainers, numbing his toes. His mind though, was quiet, his thoughts calm as he enjoyed every moment of running through the early morning darkness.  
 
    Falling in behind another early riser, he passed her with a polite nod of greeting. She responded in kind, sharing for the brief moment their gazes met, a sense of solidarity, of understanding. It was a certain kind of person who would be out jogging at five in the morning through the streets of Leeds.  
 
    The sounds of the city awakening were distant to his ears, as he fed dance music from the early nineties into them. His music of choice when exercising.  
 
    A sudden movement to his right, as he passed beneath the trees surrounding his tower block, caught his attention and he veered to the left as a man stumbled out onto the thin pavement. Empty eyes stared out at him from beneath straggly grey hair.  
 
    An inarticulate sound came from the strange man’s throat and Jack gave him a wide berth, averting his eyes from what he assumed to be a homeless man. The city seemed to be full of them of late and the daily news was full of reports of people being attacked.  
 
    His lips twisted in distaste at the thought. Likely addicts getting high and fighting others or turning to robbery to find the money to pay for their fix. A sad way to live a life and not something he wanted to be part of.  
 
    A high-pitched yell from behind pierced the barrier of dance music and he slowed, head-turning to look back. The woman he’d passed was struggling in the grip of the homeless man. His hands gripped her arms and he looked to be trying to kiss her. 
 
    “Hey!” Jack called, turning and jogging swiftly back towards the struggling pair. “Get away from her!” 
 
     No response from the man, but the woman yelled, “help me!” just before the homeless man lunged at her, mouth pressing against her cheek. She screamed, a sound full of pain and fear and jerked her head away from him.  
 
    “The fuck’re you doing?” Jack yelled, skidding to a stop beside them.  
 
    Blood ran down the man’s chin and he turned those dead eyes to Jack who reached out, pulling at the man’s hands to try and free the sobbing woman.  
 
    “Get off her!” he snapped, prising one hand free. 
 
    He only received a snarl in response, animal-like grunts coming from the homeless man’s mouth. Pulling back his arm, Jack curled his hand into a fist and slammed it forward, striking the homeless man square in the nose.  
 
    Another sound, a howl of pain as the homeless man’s face twisted in fury, before he released the woman and turned his full rage on Jack, lashing out at him with both fists and growling like some rabid animal.  
 
    Jack kicked out and heard a crunch as his foot connected with the homeless man’s knee. His leg bent sideways and then he was down on the wet path, limbs flailing.  
 
    The woman stumbled back one hand pressed to her cheek with blood seeping from between her fingers. There was a look of shock on her face, eyes wide and mouth agape.  
 
    “Come on!” Jack snapped at her, grabbing her arm and pulling her away from the homeless man who was struggling to rise.  
 
    Pulling her along, he began to trot and then run away from the man. A quick glance back over his shoulder had him increasing his pace while the woman seeming to understand the need, was managing to keep up.  
 
    Behind them, the homeless man began to chase them, limping along on his injured leg and soon falling away as they neared the block of flats where Jack lived.  
 
    He almost slid into the glass panelled door as he skidded to a stop, reaching into the pocket of his hoody for the key that would let him into the building. With only a little fumbling, he had the key in the lock and turning before pushing open the door and ushering the woman inside.  
 
    “Hey,” he said as the door closed with a solidly reassuring thud. “Hey, I’m Jack. You’re okay now, yeah? You’re okay.” 
 
    “Ah, y-yeah,” she said. “H-Helen.” 
 
    “Okay, Helen. Let’s get you upstairs. I’ve got a first aid kit and we can clean you up while we call the police, yeah?” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, sure.” She trembled as she looked back at the door.  
 
    With the lights of the small entranceway shining brightly, everything beyond the door was just black and they couldn’t see anything from where they stood. With a wary look, Jack hurried over to the lifts and stabbed at the call button.  
 
    A heavy hand slammed at the glass door, making them both jump and they turned together, to see the homeless man's dirty face pressed up against the glass as he slammed his balled fist against the glass once again.  
 
    The lift door opened, and Jack pulled Helen inside with him before hitting the button for the fifteenth floor. His last sight, as the door slid closed, was the animal-like snarl of the homeless man as he continued to bang against the glass.  
 
    “W-what the hell was that?”  
 
    Helen trembled and as Jack turned to her, he realised that he had no answer to give. So, he shrugged his shoulders and waited for the lift to reach the top floor. He tried to calm his breathing, but his heart was thundering in his chest from the adrenaline.  
 
    A light ‘ding’ announced their arrival and the doors slid open. Once more, Jack led the way out into the narrow corridor, turning right towards his flat door. He led her inside, hand flicking on the light switch as he stepped inside.  
 
    “Take a seat,” Jack said, waving at the leather couch against the wall. “I’ll get the first aid kit.” 
 
    “Should I call the police?” She asked as he headed into the small kitchenette.  
 
    “Probably a good idea.” 
 
    He reached up to the top of the kitchen cupboards and pulled down the green plastic box with the white cross on it. While not having ever been a boy scout, he had still taken their motto to heart and ensured he was prepared should an accident happen.  
 
    As a result of that preparation, his first aid box was fully stocked with bandages, gauze, antiseptic and a whole host of other bits and pieces that could be used for everything from a splinter to slicing your hand while cutting vegetables.  
 
    “No answer,” Helen said, looking down at her phone in consternation. “Just getting a busy signal.” 
 
    “At this time in the morning?”  
 
    She shrugged and set the phone down as he seated himself beside her, placing the first aid kit on the couch between them. Jack reached up and gently pulled her hand away from her cheek. She winced and looked at him with wide, brown, eyes.  
 
    “How bad is it?” 
 
    “Looks worse than it is,” Jack lied.  
 
    In truth, it looked pretty damned awful. The teeth marks were clearly visible in her cheek and blood was still seeping from the puncture marks. The skin around them was raised and angry looking, while the area just around those marks was darkening.  
 
    She would likely need surgery, he reasoned, the cosmetic type at least. Not that he wanted to tell her that, so he cleaned it as best he could with the antiseptic. Once he was assured it was as clean as it would get, he stuck a gauze pad over it and fixed it in place with some medical adhesive tape.  
 
    “All done,” he said with a kind smile. “Try the police again and I’ll get you some painkillers. Just paracetamol I’m afraid but better than nothing.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Jack shook his head as he returned to the kitchen, replacing the first aid kit and filling a glass with water. He’d been hearing more and more on the news about random attacks on people and had dismissed it as media click-bait.  
 
    Apparently, he’d been wrong.  
 
    “Still nothing,” Helen said as she came back into the living room. Jack handed her the glass of water and two small tablets. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    He unzipped his wet hoody and pulled it off, revealing a lean torso and firm muscles beneath the light t-shirt he wore. His athletic form along with a not unattractive face had often allowed him to gain the attention of women without much effort.  
 
    It was attention he rarely reciprocated though, being a little dense when it came to such things. More often than not, it was his flatmate who pointed out women’s interest and then opened up a conversation long enough for Jack to feel at ease.  
 
    “We can keep trying the police,” he said as he headed across to the bathroom. He reached into a cupboard and returned a moment later with two clean towels, one of which he passed to Helen. “Here, to dry yourself off.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She smiled then, though it clearly pained her. “I seem to keep saying that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” He gave his own self-deprecating smile. “We’ll keep trying the police but if we don’t get through do you live nearby?” 
 
    “Next tower block.” 
 
    “Ah, not far at all then,” he said with a short bark of laughter.  
 
    Jack’s flat was on the top floor of one of three tower blocks that sat beside the A58 road that ran through Leeds. While not the cheapest place to live, they were not luxurious in any way. Two bedrooms, a bathroom, living room and kitchenette were all the living space they had.  
 
    The walls were thin enough that he could hear every shouted word of his neighbour’s arguments which seemed to occur every other night. The insistent thump, thump, thump of the music from the students just below him and the scream of the baby, from the neighbour across the hall.  
 
    Each of the blocks of flats formed a rough “H” shape, with four flats on each floor, one for each corner of the block. There was a central stairwell and beside that, a single elevator. The buildings themselves were well maintained and in the year and a half he’d been living there, he’d had no real issues.  
 
    Even so, being aware of people around him all of the time could soon become quite oppressive which was why he enjoyed his five AM morning runs so much. Though, something told him that he might be best avoiding those for at least a little while.  
 
    “My friend told me her boyfriend got attacked last week,” Helen said. She had one hand pressed against her cheek and the other held the half-empty glass of water. “He died.” 
 
    “That’s rare, though, right?” Jack said in as comforting a manner as he could. “It must have been bad for him to die.” 
 
    “Yeah, some crazy bitch bit him on the throat and he bled to death.” 
 
    “Jesus!” There was little he could say to that. “I mean, that won’t happen to you.” 
 
    “No,” she tried to smile, but the movement made her wince and she reached for the towel again as sweat beaded on her forehead. “Is it warm or is it just me?” 
 
    Jack glanced at the thermostat mounted on the wall beside his bedroom door. It hadn’t been changed from the comfortable twenty degrees Celsius that it was always set at. Not too warm, but certainly not enough to be raising a temperature.  
 
    “Do you mind?” he asked, reaching out a hand.  
 
    Helen shied away from his hand for just a moment before realising what he intended and gave a sharp nod. He placed the back of his hand against her forehead and his frown deepened.  
 
    “Okay, you’re definitely warmer than you should be.” 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?”  
 
    The two of them turned to the bedroom door as it opened to reveal an irritated and extremely naked Declan, rubbing at his eyes with one pasty white hand.  
 
    “You know what bloody time it is?” he snapped, blinking at the two people in the living room. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “Dec, mate, you wanna put some clothes on?” Jack said, sharing an embarrassed look with Helen.  
 
    “Nah, I’m alright. Who’re you, love?” 
 
    “This is Helen.” Jack lifted the towel he’d used to dry off and threw it across to his flatmate. “She was attacked.” 
 
    Declan, taking the hint, wrapped the towel around his waist and strolled into the living room. His slim frame could only ever be described as scrawny and he had the pale skin of someone who rarely ventured outside during daylight hours. 
 
    His black hair stuck out from his head, badly in need of brushing and the few wispy patches of hair on his chin could only laughingly be called a beard. He looked, much like a scarecrow from a story, with a long, crooked, nose and large ears that stuck out from the sides of his head like handles.  
 
    Wonky teeth and mismatched eyes, one bright blue and the other hazel, were the first thing people noticed and many would glance away until he spoke. He had the natural charm that many would kill for and he could walk into a room and within minutes have everyone laughing and talking like old friends.  
 
    “Who attacked you?” Dec asked, glancing at the gauze on the woman’s cheek. Jack, briefly, filled him in and he nodded before asking, “you called the po-po?” 
 
    “Busy signal,” Helen said, holding up her phone as if to prove it.  
 
    “You’re looking a bit peaked, love. Maybe you should just go straight to the hospital and get it checked out.” 
 
    “What about that nutter downstairs?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Ah, he won’t be a problem, mate. There’s two of us.” 
 
    Jack gave him a sceptical look but one glance at Helen was enough to tell him that she did need to get checked out. Her skin was pale and despite her using the towel, she was sweating heavily, which surely couldn’t be a good sign.  
 
    “Alright, get dressed,” he said. “Let’s get her to the hospital.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Sarah pulled off the blue latex gloves as she stamped on the pedal that opened the lid of the bin. She tossed the gloves inside and let the lid drop; the noise lost in the cacophony of voices that filled the A&E.  
 
    The night shift, midweek, would usually have been quiet. For the past few weeks though, she had seen a steady increase in the number of people coming in with bite marks. Whatever new drug the addicts of the city were taking, it was making them aggressive.  
 
    With fingernails and teeth, they would attack random people, tearing out chunks of skin and flesh. Those people would then end up in the A&E where they would be stitched up and sent home with some mild pain relief for the mild fever that a lot of them presented with.  
 
    Official guidance had been sent down from on high, detailing it as a side effect of the drug that was passed along in the bite and would fade with time and rest. Not much point admitting any, though more and more were being brought in with wounds that were life threatening as the attacks increased in number.  
 
    She wiped at her brow with one arm and acknowledged the desperate wave of Lisa, another nurse, who was trying in vain to deal with the waiting room full of upset people. It didn’t matter that Sarah’s shift had finished almost half an hour before.  
 
    The waiting area was full to bursting with people sitting on every spare bit of floor and seating. Those who couldn’t find enough room to sit, stood, faces angry or showing pain. The staff seated at the reception desk were doing their best but already had a long line of people stretching out towards the door.  
 
    Two burly security guards stood beside those doors, and another two covered the exits from the waiting room. Whatever drug was causing people to act aggressively seemed to be transferred in the bite too. More than one of the people coming in for treatment had turned violent, attacking everyone around them before being transferred to the quarantine floors. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Lisa muttered as Sarah joined her. “I’ve asked Kath when we’ll get some help.” 
 
    “Not happening,” Sarah said, with a small grimace. “I heard Alan telling Julie, there’s no one available. Every hospital in the country is slammed.” 
 
    “What the hell is happening?” 
 
    “No idea, but rumour is that it’s going on everywhere.” 
 
    “I’ve not seen anything on the news.” 
 
    “Yeah, me neither.” 
 
    Which was pretty ominous when she thought about it. Like when there was rioting over in France and the government issued a blanket ban on reporting on it. There had to be something similar in place for the crazy people attacking everyone, but global and not just local.  
 
    “What can I do to help?” she asked, shaking her head to dismiss the thoughts.  
 
    “Take your pick,” Lisa said, waving an arm at the crowd. “Grab a kit from behind reception and start working. Anyone you can treat and get out the door without needing a room, do so.” 
 
    “It’s that bad?” 
 
    Sarah couldn’t quite believe that hospital protocol had been set aside so easily. Sure, most of the people had minor cuts and bites, but even so, they were supposed to be seen in some semblance of privacy.  
 
    As she looked out at the crowd though, she could understand the need to process the people as quickly as possible. With a sigh she moved across to the reception desk, avoiding meeting the gaze of any of the waiting people as that would be seen as an invitation to ask her for help.  
 
    The woman behind the reception counter was ready for her, lifting a green paramedics holdall that was packed to bursting with all the basic items she would need to clean and dress some wounds.  
 
    She took it with a wooden smile and turned to the crowded room. It was hard for her to know where to start and so, she crossed to the closest seated man and knelt down beside him, opening up the bag and brushing a strand of blonde hair from her face.  
 
    “Hi, how can we help you?” 
 
    “Some dickhead bit me!”  
 
    The man held up his hand to show her the crescent-shaped wound and she nodded sympathetically. He was an older gentleman, greying hair and a pure white goatee beneath a wide nose and heavy-lidded gaze.  
 
    She asked him a few more basic questions as she washed and inspected the wound. No need for stitches, so she just covered it with a self-sealing gauze pad and offered him a bright smile.  
 
    “All done.” 
 
    “Is that it?” he asked, blinking down at his hand. “Don’t I need a doctor to look at me?” 
 
    “No, sir. I can assure you that you will be fine.” She reached into a pocket of her uniform and pulled out the thermometer, running it over his temple and checking the electronic reading. “Your temperature is a little high, so plenty of fluids and some of these.” 
 
    Sarah pulled a strip of tablets from the bag and handed it over. Generic pain medication that they had been told to issue to everyone who came in. Not a lot else that could be done.  
 
    The man took them without much complaint, and she moved on to the next person, already forgetting him. It had already been a long night and she was pretty sure her shift wouldn’t end anytime soon.  
 
    So, on she went, moving from person to person, assessing their minor wounds and dressing them before sending them home. Occasionally she would come across a more serious wound which she would send on to the next waiting room, but the majority were minor.  
 
    Most, in fact, could have been dealt with by the people themselves. Clean it, wrap it and get some rest. That was all she was telling them and any one of them could have done it themselves. As usual, though, they saw the NHS as there for every minor complaint.  
 
    “Who the hell is biting so many people?” Lisa asked as they met briefly, working on people side by side.  
 
    “No idea. Something weird is going on.” 
 
    “Drugs,” the elderly lady, Sarah was working on said. “Must be drugs.” 
 
    “Or something in the water,” another man said, this one younger barely older than Sarah’s twenty-five years. “Government are up to something, mark my words.” 
 
    As with the others, she smiled and nodded politely. She’d heard it all before and despite the speculation she happily engaged in with her workmates, she’d been hearing it for weeks. Ever since the first person had stumbled through the doors, hand pressed against a gushing wound in his upper thigh and a wild tale of a madman attacking and biting him. 
 
    Raising a weary hand to rub at her eyes, Sarah moved on to the next person, a woman dressed in running clothes with a gauze pad covering her cheek. The woman’s eyes were glazed as she stared at nothing on the wall behind Sarah.  
 
    “Hi, who are you?” 
 
    “She’s called, Helen,” a man standing beside her said, voice firm and self-assured.  
 
    Sarah glanced at him, noting even in her tired state, the strong features and dark mop of hair above blue eyes that seemed to see straight through her. A shiver ran down her spine as she turned back to the woman.  
 
    “Hi, Helen. I’m, Sarah. What can I do to help you?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jack said, interrupting once more. “She’s not said anything for a while.” 
 
    “Are you her husband or boyfriend?” 
 
    “No. I’d never even spoken to her before today. I was jogging and so was she when this homeless guy attacked her.” 
 
    Same old story, Sarah thought as she held back a sigh.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s happening a lot. Did you do this?” she pointed at the gauze and he nodded as she gently peeled it back. “Okay, looks clean and neat. Seems fine.” 
 
    “She complained of feeling warm and when we got her in the car to bring her here, she just sort of stopped.” 
 
    “Stopped what?” 
 
    “Talking, moving, doing anything. Had a devil of a time getting her in here.” 
 
    Sarah glanced once more at the man. There was genuine concern in his eyes for this woman he had seemingly just met. It said a great deal about him that he would take the time to bring a stranger to the hospital.  
 
    “Okay, let’s check your temperature,” she said to the silent woman.  
 
    She raised her eyes at the reading on the thermometer and pushed down another sigh that threated to be released. It seemed that the woman was one of those few that had come in with symptoms somewhat more advanced than the other people.  
 
    “We’re going to have to admit her and let a doctor take a look,” she said. “Do you know if she has anyone we should contact?” 
 
    It was a silly question of someone who had just met the woman, she knew, but she had to ask it anyway. 
 
    “No idea. Her name’s Helen and that’s about all we know.” 
 
    Sarah nodded and rose to her feet. She pressed her hands against the small of her back and stretched, feeling the tension in the muscles there from so long crouched over.  
 
    “Okay, well thank you for bringing her in. We’ll look after her.” 
 
    “Is…” he hesitated, looking at the woman and then back to the door as he ran one large hand through that mop of dark hair. “I mean, should I stay? I don’t think she should be left all alone.” 
 
    “It will be fine…” 
 
    “Jack.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Jack. We’ll take good care of her and try to contact her family. You’ve done great just bringing her in.” 
 
    And she meant that. So many people wouldn’t have bothered and judging by the response from those other few with similar advanced symptoms that Sarah had seen, the woman, Helen, wouldn’t be leaving again.  
 
    “Really,” she lied through clenched teeth as she avoided meeting his gaze. “She’ll be fine.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Jack watched the young nurse help Helen to her feet, guiding her slowly through the crowd. Even in the midst of his concern for the injured woman, he couldn’t help but note how attractive the nurse was.  
 
    He smiled ruefully and shook his head as he glanced around at the crowded waiting room. In the middle of what could only be called a crisis and he was distracted by the pretty blonde nurse with the dimples in her cheeks.  
 
    Running one hand through his hair, he suppressed a sigh. He’d not had the time to shower and he was well aware that he was starting to smell a little rank. Jack looked around, searching for his flatmate who had seemingly disappeared.  
 
    The noise of the crowded room was a little overwhelming and the heat didn’t help. The hospitals were always too warm to his mind and when you crammed too many people into too small a room, bodies pressed together, the heat became quite stifling.  
 
    “Help, help!” a voice called from the door.  
 
    A man came in, dressed in just grey pyjamas and patterned bathrobe, his hair in disarray and panic clouding his features. In his arms was a small child, perhaps eight or nine if Jack were to guess.  
 
    The child was squirming, blood covering his pyjamas and noises resembling those of some wild animal coming from his throat.  
 
    “Please!” the man pleaded. “We need help!” 
 
    One of the security guards looked at the other, something passing between them in that gaze that sent a chill down Jack’s spine. Then, together, they stepped forward towards the man and his struggling child.  
 
    “Here, mate. Let’s have him.” 
 
    “No! I need a doctor.” 
 
    “We’ll take him to the doctor.” The security guard hesitated as his gaze moved over the man and child. “You been bitten?” 
 
    “What? No, but he has. Please, help my son.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    The security guard reached out for the boy and the father loosened his grip, just for a moment but long enough for the child to slip free. He rose up, in his father's arms, grabbing hold of the robe and pulling himself up to sink his teeth straight into his father’s throat.  
 
    Screams sounded from all around as blood spurted, covering the child and the people around him. Jack, stood there, dumbstruck and unsure of just what he was witnessing. The security guards acted fast, pulling the struggling child from his father and holding him in place.  
 
    “Get help!” one shouted to the others by the door. “This one to the second floor.” 
 
    One of the nurses working the room had rushed over and as the two security guards manhandled the child away, she glanced up and shook her head. The father was beyond help, his blood pooling on the floor beneath him.  
 
    “Christ,” Jack muttered, eyes wide in shock.  
 
    “That was exciting,” Declan said, moving up to stand beside him. Jack didn’t answer, just stared at the body. It was the first time he’d seen someone die. “You want a crisp?” 
 
    Jack stared at the bag of cheese and onion crisps that Declan held and just shook his head, numbly.  
 
    “A man just died.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Declan said, with a half-hearted shrug of his shoulders. “We done here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then let’s go home. This place is depressing.” 
 
    With another shake of his head, Jack pushed through the crowd of frightened people and headed for the door. He turned his head once, to look back the way the pretty nurse had gone, wondering if he would find out what happened to Helen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    The three blocks of flats sat at one corner of a rough triangle of land bordered by wide roads in the centre of Leeds. To the east and south were the red brick buildings of a housing estate, all of which were surrounded by a border of trees that helped dampen the sounds of the roads.  
 
    Further east were the larger businesses, like the car-hire place, supermarkets, building supplies, army reserve base and the like. West was the university, general infirmary, shopping centres and music arenas. All of the many and varied places that brought people into the city centre.  
 
    To the north were student accommodation and more housing estates, while to the south were the markets, bars and shops of the city.  
 
    Which meant, in no uncertain terms, that the blocks of flats where Jack and Declan lived, were surrounded by the larger city that teemed with people. Being on the top floor, their windows looked out to the south and east, giving them a bird’s eye view of all the chaos as it unfolded.  
 
     Declan, leaning dangerously out of his window, watched as the police car sped along, turning off the main road and heading into the small housing estate that bordered the flats. Two uniformed men jumped out of the car as soon as it came to a stop and ran over to one of the houses.  
 
    “It’s kicking off again!” Declan called out to his friend and flatmate.  
 
    “Second time today,” Jack replied, wearily.  
 
    He didn’t move from the couch, not needing to see another snapping and snarling figure dragged from the house, blood smeared over his face. It was fast becoming an all too common a sight.  
 
    The TV was flashing images from around the world. Despite the media blackout, some things were getting through and it wasn’t anything good. Of course, there was more information appearing on the internet, but it was hard to pick out the truth from the crazy.  
 
    Pictures and video of crazed lunatics running rampant through towns and cities were everywhere on social media and despite warnings, mass account banning’s and threats of police action, it wasn’t enough to deter people from sharing them.  
 
    For weeks, the government had been selling the story that it was a new drug people were taking that was turning them crazy, but with every day that passed, it seemed more and more ludicrous an idea to entertain.  
 
    No, there was something wrong in the world and in many of the countries around the globe, the police and even military were working to contain the crazies.  
 
    It wasn’t working.  
 
    Jack watched and listened to the presenter on the news channel, telling people that they needed to stay indoors and only call the police or emergency services if they absolutely had to. While they didn’t explicitly state that the government were trying to contain the crazy people, it was there.  
 
    “Oh wow, you should come look, mate!” 
 
    “Not now, Dec.” He began flicking through the channels but there was little to see. Every single one was showing the same news reports.  
 
    “Seriously! The coppers are getting their arses kicked.” 
 
    That was enough to make Jack look over to his friend’s room and with a sigh, he pushed himself up from the couch and headed over.  
 
    The room was surprisingly neat, which would come as a surprise to anyone who ever met his friend. Declan dressed much like a homeless person, only changing his t-shirts when they were too encrusted with dirt to be comfortable or stank bad enough that Jack complained.  
 
    But despite that, he kept his room spotless. There wasn’t a thing out of place, with all of his clean clothes folded neatly and put away, while his dirty clothing filled a wicker basket in one corner. Books filled a bookcase beside the door, covering everything from quantum physics to horticulture.  
 
    Declan was a man who enjoyed learning, which was likely why he had been at university for the better part of a decade.  
 
    “Look,” Dec said, pointing at the window with a childish grin of joy on his face.  
 
    Jack humoured him and moved across to the open window, pulling aside the curtain that was flapping in the breeze and shivering at the chill in the air. He leant out, looking down on the housing estate and soon caught sight of the police.  
 
    Two cars had pulled up outside a house and when the four uniformed officers had approached, whoever had been in the house had gone nuts. One of the police officers was down on the well-kept lawn, lying still with blood soaking the earth beneath them.  
 
    Another two officers were fighting with an obese naked man who was twice their size, while the third was speaking rapidly into his radio as he pointed a taser with his other hand.  
 
    “Christ,” Jack muttered. That was the second dead person he’d seen in the two days since he’d left Helen at the hospital. “The world’s going mad.” 
 
    “Always been mad, Jacky-boy.” 
 
    “Don’t start with your conspiracy nonsense!” 
 
    “Hey, I was right about this wasn’t I? told you something was going on weeks ago.” 
 
    That was true, Jack had to concede, but he wasn’t going to admit it. He watched the police struggling for several more minutes as the one officer fired his taser. The obese man barely flinched as thousands of volts of electricity rushed through him.  
 
    If anything, it made him struggle all the more and one of the police officers went flying and the other screamed as the obese man's nails raked great furrows down his cheek. The obese man leapt to his feet with surprising agility and rushed at the officer with the taser.  
 
    Blood burst from the back of the naked man’s skull and he dropped, barely three feet from a startled looking police officer. Jack followed his gaze and blinked in surprise.  
 
    “Fuck,” he whispered as the soldier lowered his weapon and approached the officers.  
 
    “What?” Dec said, stepping up beside him and leaning out. “Shit! The armies here now. Things must be really fucked.” 
 
    Several more soldiers were moving forward, weapons held across their bodies and eyes alert as they scanned the nearby houses. The Land Rover jeep that they had climbed out of, sat idling further up the road.  
 
    “I think we’re in trouble, mate,” Jack said, softly.  
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    Pushing away from the window, Jack walked out of his friend’s room and straight into the kitchen. He began pulling open the cupboards, one after another as Declan watched him, a bemused look on his face.  
 
    “What you doing?” 
 
    “Get me a pad and paper please, mate.” 
 
    Seeing that he’d get no other answer, Declan did as requested, and grabbed the notepad and pen from beside the telephone. It had been bought a year previous to jot down messages from any callers, but they had soon realised that the only people who called were scammers and salespeople.  
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Jack took the offered pen and notepad and began scribbling furiously as he moved from cupboard to cupboard. He sighed often and shook his head, muttering under his breath as he did so. Fifteen minutes after he started, he tossed the notepad onto the countertop and swore.  
 
    “You gonna tell me what’s got your knickers all bunched up or what?” 
 
    “The shit is officially hitting the fan,” Jack said. “I’m calling it. Here and now.” 
 
    “What you talking about?” 
 
    “You’ve seen everything out there, yeah?” His friend nodded. “Things aren’t getting better. If anything, they’re getting worse.” 
 
    “Right, well what’s that got to do with you muttering over the cupboards?” 
 
    “We have way too many pot noodles and nowhere near enough proper food to last more than a few days.” 
 
    While Jack had a preference for eating healthily, he had gotten into the habit of buying ready meals and tinned stuff, just for convenience. Between work, his morning exercise and the small semblance of a social life that he had, there was little time for shopping every day.  
 
    “I went to the supermarket last week and there was bugger all on the shelves,” Dec complained. “I got what I could.” 
 
    “Yeah, well we need more. If this keeps getting worse we’re gonna run out of food. If people are already panic buying, we’re behind and I doubt anyone will be sharing.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. I’ll drive.” 
 
    The two friends pulled on their coats and Declan grabbed his keys before the stepped out into the hallway. It was narrow, barely room for two people to walk abreast. There was a door opposite theirs, then the lift and beside that the door leading to the stairwell. Beyond that was another two flat doors, mirroring their own side of the block.  
 
    As they closed their door, the one opposite opened, and a face peered out. Wrinkled skin, dark with age, and thick glasses that made her eyes look huge.  
 
    “Hey, Mrs Qureshi,” Dec said with genuine warmth in his voice.  
 
    He seemed to find joy in getting to know people and likely knew the names of half the block, Jack thought ruefully. It was a gift that Jack lacked, that easy charm that had people opening up to him.  
 
    “Hello, hello,” she said, bobbing her head in a birdlike manner. “Are you going out?” 
 
    “Yeah, to the supermarket. You need anything?” 
 
    “I have a list.” 
 
    The shy, old woman extended a hand through the half-open door and Declan reached out for the piece of paper she held. He gave it a quick glance and nodded once.  
 
    “Not a problem, darling. We’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    “Here, money,” she said as her hand disappeared and returned with a small wad of notes.  
 
    “Sweet. We’ll bring you your change.” 
 
    “You’re good boys.” 
 
    The door shut with a solid thud and Declan turned to Jack who smiled and shook his head.  
 
    “I think she’s warming up to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, perhaps that’s because you do her shopping and helped her move that washing machine in,” Jack said, laughing. “You’re a good dude.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    They waited for the lift in companionable silence and when it arrived, stepped in and pressed the button for the ground floor. Jack was wondering whether he should bother with work in the morning while Declan was humming softly to himself.  
 
    When the doors slid open at the bottom, they stepped off together, heading for the front entrance and the car park beyond. They didn’t get very far as the doorway was blocked by a man arguing with a uniformed soldier.  
 
    “You can’t do that!”  
 
    The man who spoke was middle-aged, with a round face and large bald spot on hair rapidly greying. He was shaking his finger at the young man in the soldier’s uniform who as standing in front of the open door, his weapon held ready.  
 
    “What’s going on, Mr Dobson?” Dec asked.  
 
    He really does know everyone, Jack mused with a hint of humour that rapidly faded as he noted the serious expression on the soldier’s face.  
 
    “This man, he says we can’t leave!” Mr Dobson snapped, without turning around. “I want to know why!” 
 
    “What do you mean we can’t leave?” Jack asked, voice incredulous.  
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” the soldier said. “Everyone has to remain inside while we deal with the… the…” 
 
    “The nutters biting people,” Dec offered helpfully.  
 
    “With the current situation,” the soldier said, setting his lips in a thin line.  
 
    “We need food and supplies,” Jack said. “I have work.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. Until further notice, everyone must remain in their homes. Supplies will be provided once the area has been secured.” 
 
    Jack didn’t like the sound of that, not one bit. He peered out over the soldier’s shoulder and saw more of them across the way, at the opposite block of flats. They were sealing shut the doors of the block.  
 
    “You can’t seal us in here! What if there’s a fire?”  
 
    “A squad will be stationed nearby. If there is an emergency, they will deal with it. Once the area is secured, an officer will visit to apprise you of the situation,” the soldier said, reciting his prepared speech from memory. “I would suggest you select a representative to be available here when the officer arrives.” 
 
    “The fuck is going on?” Jack snapped. “You can’t do this to us.” 
 
    “We can, and we are doing,” the soldier said, firmly. “Once this building has been sealed, anyone who leaves will be shot on sight.” 
 
    The three men were left staring open-mouthed at the soldier as he pushed closed the door and began the process of sealing it. Declan turned to Jack; eyebrows raised as though even he couldn’t believe what was happening.  
 
    “Well then, we’re fucked,” was all he said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Sarah slipped into the packed cafeteria. Her back ached and her legs felt like lead as exhaustion clawed at her. She’d not left the hospital in days and it had been an unending stream of people being treated broken up by too little sleep on the cots the hospital provided.  
 
    The number of people coming into the emergency room had been steadily growing and so too had the number of those that turned crazed while waiting for treatment. The security had been doubled, but even with that, three nurses had been bitten that morning alone.  
 
    “Hey, over here,” Fran whispered, gesturing for Sarah to join her.  
 
    It seemed that damned near every member of staff had been called in for the emergency meeting and while they could barely spare the time away from their patients, the cafeteria was full to bursting.  
 
    Sarah went to stand beside her friend, Francesca, another nurse who had worked at the hospital almost as long as she had. Sarah offered a smile of greeting, but it was strained and spoilt by her need to smother a yawn.  
 
    The other nurse didn’t seem to notice. She too had dark rings circling her eyes and a glazed look that one acquired after seeing too much death. Francesca worked on one of the quarantine floors.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Sarah asked, and the other woman shrugged.  
 
    “No idea. I’m glad for any chance to get downstairs so didn’t ask.” 
 
    Sarah smiled gently and leant back against the rear wall of the cafeteria, slipping her hands into the pocket of her uniform smock. While she dealt with people as they came into the A&E, she had been spared the quarantine floors.  
 
    There, the people who had been driven crazy by whatever was causing this crisis were strapped to beds as doctors did everything they could to figure out what was happening and to find a way to help them.  
 
    It was a particularly nasty and dangerous job to have, and she didn’t envy the nurses that had to care for the patients up there.  
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” a voice said, and she looked up to see Abigail Jackson, the hospital director of nursing.  
 
    A tall woman in a smart suit, that was long past the time it should have been changed. She’d not done any actual hands-on nursing for years, dealing more with the administrative side of things and the board of directors.  
 
    Her hair, a deep brown, had been put up into a bun, and she had taken time to apply some makeup and appear presentable. For those who knew her, it was clear that she was as fatigued as the rest of the staff.  
 
    No amount of makeup could hide the darkness around her eyes or the way her hand trembled as she clutched a handful of papers.  
 
    She stood on top of a table at the opposite end of the room from where Sarah stood, and she had a gaggle of managers standing close by, almost like an honour guard.  
 
    “I won’t bore you with too much information that you don’t need. We are all way too tired and busy for that. So, here it is, we are struggling. There is a crisis happening outside of these walls and we are not prepared for the number of patients coming through those doors.” 
 
    “What is happening?” someone called out and she waved her hand in his direction.  
 
    “We don’t know,” she said, which created quite a stir amongst the gathered staff. “All we do know is that something is making people attack their family, their neighbours or anyone they can come to.” 
 
    “These people are infected, and this infection can be transmitted primarily from the transfer of bodily fluids,” she continued. “Once infected, the patient will become ill, usually presenting with a fever, they will begin to shut down…” 
 
    “What does that mean?” another voice called out.  
 
    “It means they become almost catatonic,” another voice said. “The lights are on but nobody’s home.” 
 
    “What it means,” Abigail said, glaring. “Is that the patient will become unresponsive but will move if prompted. This can last anywhere from an hour to a day, but it always ends the same way. The patient will become aggressively violent and attempt to harm others.” 
 
    “Is that to transmit the infection?” someone asked, and she shook her head.  
 
    “We don’t know. It could be that, but it could also just be hunger. The fever burns hot and when it passes, all but the most basic primary responses are left in the patient. The urge to eat, to sleep, to procreate are still there but any higher reasoning is lost.” 
 
    “Great,” Fran muttered. “That explains why they keep trying to hump my leg whenever I get close.” 
 
    Sarah glanced at her, eyebrow cocked and a half-smile forming as she expected to laugh at the joke but realised from the look on her friends face that she was deadly serious. Her smile faded and she turned her head back, a sense of despair growing in her.  
 
    “The transmission rate is one hundred per cent,” Abigail continued, her words cutting through the rumble of sound from the gathered staff. “If you are bitten, you are infected. Maintain protocol at all times.” 
 
    Her gaze swept the room and Sarah couldn’t help the small shiver of fear that ran through her. She’d known things were getting worse but not so much so. Those three nurses bitten that morning were surely infected then with no hope of a cure.  
 
    “As of one hour ago, the country is on lockdown,” she continued. “Ports and airports are closed to all but essential travel. The military reserves have been called up and martial law is in effect.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” someone asked.  
 
    “It means that people are being told to stay in their homes while the police and military round up any infected people they can find. The goal now is to contain the spread of this infection.” 
 
    “By locking people in their homes?” An incredulous voice called. “What about food? Jobs? Our families?” 
 
    “Essential personnel will be allowed to travel to and from places of work if required, though we recommend you stay here for the time being.” 
 
    “I have kids,” Fran whispered, panic rising in her voice.  
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Sarah whispered back, reaching out to grasp her friend’s hand in her own.  
 
    “Food supplies will be provided to those people who stay in their homes and anyone outside without authorisation will be treated as infected.” 
 
    “What will happen to the infected?” A nurse, Sarah knew by sight but not by name, asked.  
 
    There was no immediate answer from Abigail and that sent another chill through Sarah. It was hard to believe what she was hearing.  
 
    “We will need volunteers,” Abigail said, wearily.  
 
    “For what?” came an angry cry. 
 
    “Some of you will help deal with the infected we have here as we try to find a way to help them. Others will be sent out with military units, into the city.” 
 
    She ran a hand that trembled down her face, as her shoulders sagged. The weariness she had been holding back so long was taking its toll.  
 
    “There are people out there who are not infected but will need medical help. Regular medication, treatments and care. This is our role, it is what we signed up for, to care for our patients, whether in this hospital or in their homes.” 
 
    “If you are willing to volunteer, tell your supervisor and we will provide you with an assignment. That is all for now.” 
 
    She stepped down off of the table, ignoring the rising rumble of voices as people demanded answers she clearly didn’t have. Sarah, remained leaning against the wall, struggling to muster the energy to push herself up and head back out to face the endless number of people that she had no hope of actually helping.  
 
    “I’m going to volunteer,” she said, and Fran turned to her with a look of surprise.  
 
    “Why”? 
 
    “We’ve been sending people home after they were bitten.” She raised a weary hand to brush a strand of hair from her face. “We haven’t helped anyone. At least if I go out to visit people’s homes, I can help them.” 
 
    “They’ll figure out a way to sort this out, surely,” Fran said, but even to her ears, it sounded as though she were trying to convince herself. 
 
    “Hasn’t happened so far, nothing to say it will happen at all.” 
 
    Without another word, Sarah pushed herself away from the wall and headed out into the corridor. There was a waiting room full of people to see but she couldn’t muster up any enthusiasm for going that way. There wasn’t much point since nothing she did would help them anyway.  
 
    A bandage, some gauze and maybe some pain relief, but it wouldn’t actually do anything. They were already infected and that meant that they would soon turn violent and infect others. There was no point in sending them home just to do that.  
 
    Despite her misgivings, she found herself headed towards the A&E waiting room anyway. She’d become a nurse because she wanted to help people and it went against her nature to just stand by when there were people hurting.  
 
    Sure, she might not be able to do much for them, but she could calm their fears and make whatever time they had left as comfortable as possible.  
 
    She stopped as she stepped through into the waiting room, staring around in confusion. She caught the eye of one of the security guards lounging beside the door.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” Sarah asked, gesturing at the empty room.  
 
    “Soldiers took em.” 
 
    Sarah shook her head at the guard’s lack of interest and went past him, stepping through the door before turning back and asking, “where did they take them?” 
 
    “Put em in trucks and drove off.” 
 
    With a sense of dread rising in her breast, she rushed out through the main doors towards the carpark that surrounded the hospital. It was packed full of cars, and just leaving through the main exit was a cloth-covered truck in the green colour the army favoured.  
 
    Another was parked not far from the entrance with a couple of bored-looking soldiers lounging beside it, smoking. She marched across to them, ignoring the lecherous look of one who nudged his friend and grinned.  
 
    “Where are you taking them?” Sarah demanded.  
 
    “None of your business, love,” the lecherous one said. 
 
    “Sorry, miss,” the other added. “We aren’t at liberty to say.” 
 
    “Those are my patients!” 
 
    “They’re infected,” the lecherous one said. “They’re just waiting to turn.” 
 
    “It’s a sickness you prick! They need help, not carting away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, miss,” the polite soldier said with what seemed to be genuine sorrow in his voice. “We have orders. The trucks get filled up and we take them away. Not sure what happens after that.” 
 
    “Who’s in charge? I want to speak to them.” 
 
    “That’ll be Lieutenant Morris, he’ll be back with the next truck.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let this lie; I’ll be talking to the hospital director!” 
 
    “Talk to whoever you want, love. They’re infected so they need to be put down.” 
 
    Sarah didn’t respond, just turned and stormed back towards the hospital as a chill ran through her and her stomach churned. The soldier’s words echoed in her mind and whether he had intended to or not, he’d given a hint of what was happening.  
 
    Put down, he’d said. They needed to be put down. That’s what you did with a rabid animal, and the infected people certainly acted rabid. But the idea that the military would be killing them was too horrifying to consider.  
 
    She needed to know what was really happening to them and if they were being killed, then she would have to let people know. Whatever their reasoning, there was no way that genocide was the answer to the infection that was plaguing the world.  
 
    At least she hoped not.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Denis Adams had been a chartered accountant before he retired in twenty-eighteen. His job had required a certain amount of attention to detail and a mind that could sort through reams of data and connect it all together.  
 
    He’d been good at his job and harboured no little ill will to the company that had taken four decades of his life and never truly allowed him to achieve his potential. The bosses had always kept him low on the totem pole, as he liked to say, and never let him be one of the chiefs.  
 
    That resentment had festered in what passed for a soul and he had released that tension by being overly controlling towards his family and both verbally, and physically, abusive to his wife. Not that anyone had even known that, no she had taken that to her grave a bare two months before the crisis that had half the block of flats crowded into his living room.  
 
    The block contained sixty flats, all two-bedroom, and while some people lived there singly, others had two or even three people sharing the rooms. At last count, there were one hundred and thirty-seven residents of the Heath Knight block of flats.  
 
    Far too many to fit in the one flat, so one person from each floor had been selected and they had made their way to Denis Adams flat, to sit in his living room and eat his biscuits as they discussed the current crisis facing them.  
 
    “Bloody bollocks it is,” Lennie Pearce said, crumbs falling from his overstuffed mouth as he spoke. “Who’re they to tell us we can’t leave?” 
 
    “They’re the ones with the guns,” Darcy Carter said.  
 
    A stout woman with tight blonde curls and too much makeup for a woman her age, she was a definite ally Denis thought. As he looked over the crowd, he guessed that he could count on just enough to swing it so that he was the man in charge.  
 
    “Anything new on the news?” A younger woman asked.  
 
    Emmie Dean, a single mother with a new-born babe she had brought with her. She seemed intelligent enough, though opening her legs to some man who didn’t hang around, suggested otherwise, Denis thought.  
 
    “Nothing, love,” Lennie said. “I reckon they will wait till they have everyone in place to stop people panicking.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    Denis looked across at the speaker, another younger woman by the name of Kyra Russell. She had been a consistent source of irritation to Denis. Her and that stupid little dog she kept even though the tenant’s association rules were quite clear about it not being allowed. 
 
    He had been in the process of getting either her, the dog, or both kicked out of the building, but the current crisis had put that on hold. She returned his enmity in equal measure and he considered it a source of irritation that she had been selected to represent her floor.  
 
    “What’re we gonna do then?” Emmie asked. “Do we just wait? I need nappies and formula.” 
 
    “My Gracie will need her insulin,” Seth Barnes said. “She has enough for a week but that’s it.” 
 
    “We will all need something,” Jack said in his strong baritone.  
 
    Denis eyed him carefully. Of all those in attendance, Jack was one of the few unknowns. Denis knew his roommate, of course, everyone did. But, Jack was always out before six and not back until late. It made him hard to get to know.  
 
    When he was in the building, he kept himself to himself and aside from a sneaking suspicion that both he and his roommate were actually sharing a bed, Denis knew little about him. Not that he cared to know more if his suspicion were true.  
 
    The others seemed to naturally respond to him though, his voice cutting through the babble and drawing all eyes towards him.  
 
    “I suggest we all make a list of what we have and what we need. That way, when this officer turns up we can let them know exactly what we need.” 
 
    “Makes sense, lad,” Seth said. “I have plenty of paper if anyone needs any.” 
 
    “Would be good to know what food we have on hand,” Kyra added, giving an appreciative look to Jack. “We’ve no idea how long we’ll be in here and we can share together or starve alone.” 
 
    “Who’ll pay for the food you eat?” Chester Shaw asked. An irascible old man, he would be firmly on Denis’ side but would expect something in return for his support. “I can’t be giving away good food, not for free.” 
 
    “If anyone wants to keep their own supplies, then so be it,” Denis said, cutting in before anyone else could speak. “But if they choose to do that, they will not be welcome to share ours when they run out.” 
 
    Chester grumped, crossing his arms over his broad belly and turning his face away, but he didn’t say anything else. Denis determined to ensure everyone thought it was his idea, continued.  
 
    “Once you have your lists, bring them to me and I will be happy to create a full inventory. Food, toiletries, batteries and anything else you think might be useful.” 
 
    “Water too,” Jack offered, seemingly unperturbed by Denis attempting to take charge. “If you have any empty containers, fill them. Pots, pans, cups, even baths. Fill them up because if things get worse we can’t be sure of the supply.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Emmie asked. “Why would the water stop?” 
 
    “If everyone is stuck inside, lass,” Seth said, not unkindly. “Won’t be no one working to keep the water flowing through the pipes.” 
 
    Loud, fearful chatter filled the air as the gathered people turned to one another, all trying to talk at once. Denis waved his arms for silence, cheeks reddening as he was ignored.  
 
    “Quieten down,” Jack said, voice loud enough to be heard over everyone else. “We don’t have time to argue. This officer could arrive at any time, so I suggest we make our lists and give them to Denis. He’ll collate them and we’ll have something ready.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, lad,” Lennie said.  
 
    “TV and internet is still working,” Jack continued. “Everyone pay attention and we can meet up again later to discuss what’s happening.” 
 
    “Who is going to meet this soldier?” Samuel Fletcher asked. A young man, somewhat shy, it was a surprise to find him in the meeting.  
 
    “Let Jack do it,” Kyra said, smiling nastily at Denis.  
 
    “Aye, if he wants to, it’s no skin off my nose,” Chester said.  
 
    Several others gave voice to their own agreement of the idea and that was that. Denis, fists clenched, and eyes narrowed, could only seethe inwardly at the insult.  
 
    “Well, it’s not something I’d ask for, but if you want me to, I will,” Jack said, with that quiet confidence that had everyone eating out of his hand.  
 
    Denis, more than a little upset at how easily the meeting had been taken over, waited in silence as the majority of the people filed out, each to their own floor to let everyone know what was going on.  
 
    Jack lingered, watching Denis and waiting for the others to leave. Once alone, he approached the older man.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said. “Didn’t mean to try and take over.” 
 
    “Not your fault, lad,” Denis said, forcing a smile to his wrinkled face. He reached up and pushed his thin-rimmed spectacles up his nose. “I’ll have plenty to do just keeping track of the supplies. I would suggest we keep them all in one place though.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “People, lad. People being people.” He leant forward, voice lowering conspiratorially. “Can’t trust some of the people in this block, you know? If things get desperate, we can’t trust they will be willing to share.” 
 
    “Okay, I see your point but I think-“ 
 
    “No, you do what you think’s right, lad. I’ve no doubt you know best.” 
 
    Jack wore a troubled expression as he stared at the other man, not knowing whether he was being sincere or an absolute prick and landing on the latter.  
 
    “Alright, Denis. Whatever you say, mate.” 
 
    “You should go to the fourteenth floor.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Deacon. I guarantee he won’t be agreeing to share any supplies, let alone list them.” 
 
    “That’s his choice.” 
 
    “Aye, but he’s one of them demented prepper folk. He’s got a stockpile if anyone has.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    “You do that, lad. If he doesn’t want to share though, you might have to take it.” 
 
    Jack gave him a cool look, cocking one eyebrow at that. “I don’t think it will come to that.” 
 
    “We’ve no idea how long we’ll be in here, but I’ve seen the news. If it’s come down to locking people in their homes, it’s as bad as it’s ever been.” 
 
    “I’ll think on it.” 
 
    “You do that, lad. You do that.”  
 
    Denis turned away, dismissing the younger man and making it clear he was done. As Jack left, Denis began clearing away the cups and plates before opening his own cupboards up.  
 
    His wife, for all her faults, had been the one that kept the house and that included the larder. With her gone, he’d not done the same and his cupboards were not overflowing. One thing he would need to ensure was that they stored their supplies somewhere that he had access to.  
 
    The world was going to hell and he was damned if he would go with it. No, he would finally get the recognition he deserved and if that meant teaching the younger man, Jack, a lesson or two, well he would be happy to do so.  
 
    With that thought, he retreated to his living room and began to formulate a plan for just how that would happen.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    The Harewood Barracks Army Reserves Centre was not far from Jack’s block of flats, just past the housing estate to the east and over the main road. There, behind several rows of warehouses, was the rectangular compound made up of red brick buildings.  
 
    For years it had been home to the army cadets and reserves, as well as renting out its large hall for conferences, exhibitions and lectures. The buildings formed a secure border around a parking area for twenty vehicles.  
 
    It had been some time since it had seen so many at one time, but with the crisis engulfing the city, the Army had taken it over as a primary command and control centre for the area. As such, it practically overflowed with people and equipment.  
 
    Supplies were being trucked in almost hourly and those same trucks would then be used to take infected civilians to the locations that had been set up to deal with them. In charge of that particular area was one Lieutenant, Michael Avery.  
 
    A man of good standing, he was fifth-generation army and proud to be so. Clean-shaven, with his hair, kept short and neat, he had always considered himself to be capable and competent. The current crisis had soon robbed him of any illusion that he was either.  
 
    Overwhelmed and reeling from the orders he had received, he sat in his dark office that smelt of stale tobacco and old coffee, staring into space and contemplating how things had reached that point. It was all becoming too much.  
 
    “Sir?” Corporal Macintosh said, her voice over loud in the still silence.  
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    Lieutenant Avery hadn’t even noticed her entering his office and a glance at his watch was enough for him to know he had been locked away for the better part of the day. 
 
    “Yes, corporal, what can I do for you?” 
 
    Corporal Macintosh had been with the Lieutenant for several years and knew him well enough to know when she could be familiar with him. Something told her that this was not that time.  
 
    “Sir, I need your signature for these orders.” She held out a sheath of papers and the lieutenant recoiled from them as though they were some venomous reptile. “Sir?” 
 
    “No, not now, corporal. I have important work to be about.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, but these need your authorisation.” 
 
    They needed someone to give the command, to absolve the soldiers who carried out those orders. He understood that urge, it was why he had spent several hours trying to speak to anyone with the authority to tell him why they had to be done.  
 
    The orders had come directly from the government or, so he’d been told, and they were to be put into effect immediately, no matter his personal feelings. 
 
    In his time of service, he had been to several countries and fought in three. He was no stranger to combat and the danger it brought. He had faced the enemy and traded shots more than once. Several of those enemies had been left in the dust as he moved on, not giving their passing another thought.  
 
    But to do what he had been ordered to do was something beyond that. Something he couldn’t quite wrap his mind around. It went against everything he believed in and made a mockery of his years of service to the country he loved.  
 
    When all was said and done though, he was a man of honour and he had been given an order. No matter his personal thoughts, no matter what he now knew about what was really happening out in the world, he would do his duty.  
 
    Lieutenant Michael Avery took the papers from the corporal and signed each of them as required. Once done he passed them back to the corporal who saluted briskly and left the small office.  
 
    He put the lid back on his pen and laid it down neatly on the desk before him. He reached out steady hands and pulled free his sidearm. He stared straight ahead, back straight, as he raised that gun to his head and pulled the trigger.  
 
    The sound echoed throughout the building and when his staff members came running, they found him slumped over his desk with blood slowly dripping to the floor. They stared in horror for several long seconds before shouting for help.  
 
    It was too late though, and the papers were signed. The orders had been given and while he could not live with what he had ordered, with what he knew, those orders would be completed.  
 
    Within an hour, the first load of armed soldiers headed to the containment centre where the infected were being held. Their weapons were loaded, and their faces were grim. They knew what they had to do and like their lieutenant, they were men of honour and none could say they did not do their duty.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Sarah stormed out of the director of nursing’s office, fists clenched, and jaw set as she resisted the urge to swear and shout. Her meeting had taken some time to arrange and had been over in minutes after answering none of her questions.  
 
    Eventually, it had boiled down to, stop asking questions and do as your told or go home and be locked in like everyone else in the city. Since Sarah couldn’t just sit by while people were suffering, she opted to stay.  
 
    Besides, she reasoned, if she hung around then she would have a chance to find out what the hell was going on.  
 
    “Hey,” Lisa said as Sarah stomped into their changing room. “You headed out?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m supposed to go out with some soldiers and visit houses. You?” 
 
    “No. I need to get home to my mum. She’s not well and will need someone to help out.” 
 
    “I heard they’re closing off entire streets,” Jenny, another nurse said. “Barricades and armed guards, the works.” 
 
    Sarah looked across at the other nurse. Barely into her twenties and idealistic enough to believe that the people in charge meant well. She was new enough that she still wore more makeup than was necessary and had the boundless enthusiasm that too long shifts with no breaks had yet to break her of.  
 
    “If they are doing that, then the country is truly screwed,” she said, shaking her head. “What the hell is happening?” 
 
    “How long has it been since you left the hospital?” Lisa asked, pausing, her bag in one hand and soiled clothing in the other.  
 
    “I dunno, days.” 
 
    “You’ve seen people coming into the A&E, but you haven’t been out there. You can’t walk down the street without some freak jumping out of the shadows and attacking you. It’s not safe.” 
 
    “It can’t be that bad, surely?” 
 
    “Worse at night,” Lisa said, voice soft. “They seem to get way worse at night, but enough are about during the day that you can’t go anywhere alone. Can’t get through on the emergency number there’s so many calls and all you can hear is sirens, everywhere you go.” 
 
    Sarah pulled open her locker and glanced at the other nurse, eyebrow raised sceptically. She couldn’t believe things had become that bad, so quickly.  
 
    “I’ve been up to the quarantine floors,” Lisa continued, voice dropping low. “Those… things, up there, aren’t people anymore. It’s worse outside because every day there’s more of them and they’ve started running around in groups.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” Jenny said, painted lips hanging open as she stared at the other two nurses. “I need to go see my boyfriend. He hasn’t been answering. Do you think he’s okay?” 
 
    “He’s probably fine,” Sarah assured her swiftly, before turning back to Lisa. “That’s why they want people to stay inside then? To stop more people turning.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    It made sense, but since they didn’t know how to stop whatever was affecting the Infected, she could only imagine what they were doing to them. The soldier’s words from earlier lingered in her thoughts and she felt a slight shiver run through her.  
 
    If her suspicions were right, then telling people to stay inside would simply make it easier to identify targets and they would be solving the problem like some third world dictator would. By killing them all.  
 
    “I need to go,” she said, hearing the tremble in her voice and hating her fear.  
 
    “You’re seriously headed out there with the soldiers?” Lisa said. “You should go home, be with your family.” 
 
    What family? Sarah thought. She worked too much to have a boyfriend, or at least that was what Mark had told her as he stormed out of her flat, slamming the door behind him. Her parents had both passed some years before when she was still in college and she had no siblings.  
 
    She was, in effect, entirely alone in the world and so for her, going home and locking herself away was pointless. She would simply be isolated and useless. No, better to be out there doing something, anything, since there was nothing she could do to stop what would happen to the infected.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said, pulling her bag from the locker and swinging it over her shoulder. “Seriously, I will. Call me when you get home safe though, yeah?” 
 
    “Sure,” Lisa said, rising to her feet and crossing the space between them. She wrapped her arms around Sarah, pulling her close and holding on for dear life. “Be safe.” 
 
    “I’ll be with a squad of soldiers,” Sarah replied, forcing a smile and hugging her friend back. “I’ll be as safe as can be.” 
 
    “Lucky too,” Jenny added with a lascivious grin. “Some of them soldiers are well fit.” 
 
    Sarah and Lisa exchanged a look as Sarah rolled her eyes and they both laughed.  
 
    “You be safe too,” Sarah said to the younger nurse. “Here, pass me your phone.” 
 
    Jenny handed it over and Sarah quickly entered her number, saving it to the contacts list before handing it back. “Text or call when you’re home safe.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Sarah left the locker room, bag slung over one shoulder and a weariness to her steps that wasn’t just due to her long days and little sleep. She kept telling herself that she was doing the right thing, but she was doubting herself.  
 
    The hospital around her was quiet. Any new admissions were being loaded straight onto trucks and driven out to god knows where. Not that there were many new admissions since the official word had been given to stay indoors.  
 
    Still, there were many patients in the hospital that weren’t infected with the mystery illness and those needed some staff to care for them. The rest were either headed home or, like Sarah, gathering in the A&E waiting room.  
 
    Sarah joined the group of nurses and doctors waiting there. She took a seat away from the rest of them and leant back, resting her aching feet for as long as she could. Beside the door were a pile of the green medical holdalls and next to them, boxes and boxes of the basic supplies and medications.  
 
    Men and women in the green fatigues of the armed forces were milling around, some leaving the A&E loaded down with boxes and returning shortly after for more. An older soldier, his hair greying at the temples and sporting several days growth of hair on his face, had his head down as he ran his finger down a piece of paper on a clipboard.  
 
    After a moment, he looked up, scanning the crowded room and doing a quick headcount until satisfied, he cleared his throat.  
 
    “Good afternoon, ladies and gents. Thank you for joining us.” He turned his head, seeming to try and catch everyone's attention or perhaps to make sure they were paying attention. “When I read your name, I would like you to come and collect a bag and then you will be escorted to your vehicle.” 
 
    Straight to the point, Sarah thought wearily.  
 
    “Adam Smith.” 
 
    One of the doctors that Sarah didn’t know, rose to his feet and moved quickly over to the piled bags. He lifted one up, grunting at the weight as a young soldier stepped forward, gesturing towards the doors.  
 
    They left together and the man in charge, read the next name on his list. On and on it went with a name being read out and one of the medical staff rising to their feet and heading to collect a bag before being escorted out by a soldier.  
 
    “Sarah Stone,” the man called out and Sarah pushed herself up, avoiding letting out a groan but just barely.  
 
    “Here,” she muttered as she crossed to the bags, picking one up, unable to avoid the slight grunt at the unexpected weight.  
 
    “Follow me, miss,” a young soldier said, and she nodded, before setting off after him out through the main doors.  
 
    The carpark was full of vehicles. Trucks and Land Rover Jeeps painted in green and black. Sarah was directed towards one of the jeeps where two other soldiers waited, smoking. It was clearly based on the Land Rover Defender but had a slightly different and more robust design.  
 
    Reinforced rear axle with a side-mounted spare wheel, it had a covered rear and a PVC soft top. It had an additional rear load bed mounting, designed to take increased weights and a rear body roll cage.  
 
    It smelt strongly of the people that had been practically living in it for the past few days and Sarah grimaced as she climbed inside, finding a place to sit amongst the secured supplies. Not that there was much space going.  
 
    The soldiers clambered in after her and she settled back unsure what to expect. Her new companions were all younger than she was and two of them deferred to the third, which she guessed had to be a rank thing.  
 
    Each of them wore a combat helmet that covered the majority of their head, along with combat shirt and trousers all with a multi-terrain pattern that she guessed would allow them to blend in with the undergrowth.  
 
    Not that there was much of that in Leeds city centre.  
 
    They each wore body armour with several pouches stuffed full of gear along with kneepads and combat boots. A personal radio was visible, with the mic extending out towards their mouths and they each carried an assault rifle.  
 
    While not familiar with the make of the gun, she had seen enough images to know it was the standard weapon for the British armed forces. It had a short barrel and the magazine was inserted into the forward part of the weapon, behind the handle and firing trigger.  
 
    A flash eliminator sat on the end of the barrel and could be used as a mounting base for the bayonet the soldiers carried. A sling was fitted that went over their shoulder, though didn’t see them release their hold on it at any point, except for the driver.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Sarah asked, breaking the silence.  
 
    There was no reply, and her brow furrowed as she stared at the backs of their heads. Not one of them had even bothered to turn around to look at her, instead, staring out of the windows as they travelled through the too quiet city streets.  
 
    “Can I even know your names?” she asked.  
 
    “Ron’s driving, Smithy is next to him and I’m Claire,” the one that seemed to be in charge said without turning her head. “Now keep quiet and let us do our job.” 
 
    Sarah opened her mouth to reply but thought better of it, crossing her arms and, if she were to admit it, sulking just a little. She’d had a crappy few weeks and an even worse last few days and she wasn’t in the mood to spend her time sitting in silence.  
 
    As a fairly extroverted person by nature, she preferred to be around people, and she enjoyed conversation and learning about others. Sitting in silence was not something she considered fun. She shifted in her seat, ready to try again when Smithy spoke.  
 
    “Coming up on the right.” 
 
    “I see him,” Claire said.  
 
    Sarah leant forward to peer through the window, wondering at what had caught their attention. There, in the distance scurrying from shop front to shop front, was a man with unbrushed hair and dirt covering his face and hands.  
 
    Old blood stained the shoulder of his t-shirt and she felt a wave of sorrow, realising that he had been bitten and become infected like so many others. She turned to the soldiers about to ask if there was anything they could do but gasped as Claire wound down the window and raised her gun.  
 
    “What’re you-“ 
 
    Two shots were fired, the sound overly loud to her in the confines of the jeep, and the infected man was down. Claire pulled back her gun and wound the window back up.  
 
    “Why did you do that?” Sarah demanded.  
 
    “Orders.” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean? What orders?” 
 
    “We are instructed to shoot on sight any infected that we encounter,” Claire said, voice level and not showing any emotion.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “There’s no cure,” Claire said, finally turning to look directly at Sarah.  
 
    She had freckles on her face and eyes of the deepest brown she had seen. They were eyes that she would have expected to be full of warmth along with a mouth that seemed ready to turn up in a smile at any moment.  
 
    But just then, there was nothing in those eyes but an emptiness that made Sarah shudder and that mouth was set in a grim line.  
 
    “Don’t you get it? There’s no way to help them and every fucking day there’s more of them and less of us! We’re at war and the only way to survive is to be ruthless.” 
 
    “They’re people!” 
 
    “You’ve been stuck inside that hospital too long, love. There’s nothing human left in those things. They’ll eat your flesh and fuck your corpse if the mood takes them. They’re not people, they’re animals. Rabid ones at that.” 
 
    The young soldier, jaded and cynical beyond her years, sneered at the nurse as she looked her up and down.  
 
    “Sit back and let us do our job so that you can help the people who are still worth helping.” 
 
    Sarah had no response to that, and seeing the other soldier watching the exchange with a blank expression and hard eyes, she did as instructed and sank back into her seat, turning her face away as she wondered what the hell was happening to the world.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    The news presenter was a middle-aged woman with a calm demeanour and an air of quiet competence. Her clothing, white blouse beneath a navy blue suit jacket, was neat and professional and everything else, from the dark hair that fell down her back without a single strand out of place, the expertly applied makeup and even the manicured nails, were artfully designed to let you know that she could be trusted, she knew what she was talking about.  
 
    Which made it doubly hard as she spoke to the camera, and the viewers beyond, in an even tone, telling everyone that the world they knew had changed.  
 
    “Stay inside,” she said, seeming to look straight at the viewer. “For the moment, the police and military have been brought into the cities and larger towns to help contain the threat from the roving gangs of infected men and women.” 
 
    “Supply runs will be made to outlying towns and villages to provide aid and assistance. Until they can arrive, the government is insisting that you stay inside your homes. If you leave, they cannot ensure that you will be safe.” 
 
    Jack leant back, one eye on the news as he listened to the low, scared murmur of voices from the dozen or so people gathered in his flat.  
 
    “The infection is transmitted through an exchange of bodily fluids. If you are bitten or come in contact with any bodily fluids of an infected individual, then you need to isolate yourself to protect your family.” 
 
    There was a definite catch in her voice as she said that and behind her, images and video played on a loop showing scenes of chaos and panic from around the world.  
 
    Crazed looking men and women were attacking random people in the street and then, as their numbers grew, entire packs of infected people would pull down fleeing prey, tearing into them, ripping away clothes and flesh alike.  
 
    A long line of cars and trucks on the road in some city, Jack couldn’t recognise, was barely moving. Personal belongings piled inside or on roof racks, fear-filled faces staring out as they left their homes in search of somewhere safe.  
 
    Someone behind Jack gasped loudly, before letting out a sob as a huge crowd of infected men and women spilt out from a side road. Like a plague of locusts, they numbered in their thousands and they swept over that trapped line of cars in minutes.  
 
    Windows were smashed and men, women and even children were pulled from the cars and killed or worse.  
 
    “These scenes,” the presenter continued. “Are being repeated around the world. Reports are in from the United States, Brazil, Canada, Australia, China, Japan, South Africa, Europe…” 
 
    Jack shook his head, closing his eyes and tuning out the long litany of countries and states that were reporting the infected. At this point, he thought, it would be easier, and faster, to list the ones where the infected weren’t terrorizing the population.  
 
    “Government sources inform us that the infected are being contained wherever possible. Those that are captured are being taken and held in temporary containment facilities. Unfortunately, due to the danger these infected men and women present, the order has been given to use lethal force to protect lives.” 
 
    More than a few of the crowd gasped at that, shaking their heads and muttering angrily. It was a hard thing to hear but necessary, Jack knew. While he had never been one to advocate for the death penalty, he understood the reasoning behind it.  
 
    And just then, with those images of the people being pulled from their cars, burning in his mind, he understood why such force had been authorised. You couldn’t reason with the infected, couldn’t calm them or placate them.  
 
    From everything he had witnessed, they wouldn’t stop.  
 
    He looked around the room, seeing the fear and the uncertainty on the faces of his neighbours. Most of those there, in his living room, had stopped by with their lists of supplies and lingered, not wanting to be alone.  
 
    The others had just turned up in the hopes of being able to spend time with other people. There seemed to be a need for people to gather in times of crisis, to draw strength from their friends and neighbours.  
 
    Jack couldn’t understand why they had chosen his particular flat to gather in, but he wasn’t going to kick anyone out. Not when they needed him.  
 
    There was a knock on the open flat door and Jack looked over to see the young couple he recognised from the fourteenth floor, that one directly below his. He’d seen them around but not spoken to them or interacted other than with a nod of greeting as they passed each other.  
 
    The man was tall, well-built and clearly someone who took his exercise seriously. Strong features and short black tight curls, with his arm around his partner protectively. He seemed ill at ease; brows drawn down as he looked into the flat with something close to suspicion.  
 
    She, on the other hand, smiled as she caught Jack’s eye. Her light brown hair was tied up in a ponytail and she wore the heavy makeup and hoop earrings that seemed popular with the girls her age.  
 
    A pretty face, with a trim waist and a clear liking of short skirts and tight tops and Jack, could see why her boyfriend was guarding her so jealously. She held several sheets of paper in her hand and Jack pushed himself up and went to greet her.  
 
    “Hi,” he said, extending his hand as he approached them. “I’m Jack. Sorry, I don’t know your names.” 
 
    “Ben.” 
 
    “Anna,” she said, voice low, almost shy.  
 
    “Is that your list of supplies?” 
 
    “Yah,” she said, glancing up at her boyfriend. “C-can we talk. Somewhere private?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jack said with a comforting smile.  
 
    He’d had a similar conversation already and he had no doubt she would be wanting to discuss the same things as the last few young women that seemed to make up a good proportion of the block's tenants.  
 
    “My room okay?”  
 
    They both nodded and he gestured for them to follow as he headed to his bedroom, stepping inside and holding the door until they entered and then closing it behind them.  
 
    His room was spartan, almost bare. The floor had a light blue carpet that was worn with age and a light-coloured wooden wardrobe and matching chest of drawers sat against one wall, while a desk and office chair were opposite.  
 
    The laptop that he used occasionally for work and most often for playing the occasional game to relax, was closed and cold. He’d not had the time to turn it on since the incident when he’d met Helen several days before and especially not since the meeting in Denis’ flat a day ago. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Jack said, sensing their nervousness. “I’ve already had this conversation and I can assure you that I have added on sanitary products and contraceptives. The last thing we want is-“ 
 
    “No,” Anna said, cutting him off, eyes flicking towards her glowering boyfriend.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jack said, “I thought…” 
 
    “There’s something you should know,” Anna said, licking her lips nervously and glancing at her boyfriend once more.  
 
    “What is it? If you’re pregnant then-“ 
 
    Her laughter cut him off, sharp and full of genuine amusement. Even her boyfriend lessened his glare as his lips twitched. Jack stared, mouth hanging open as he wondered at their amusement.  
 
    “I’m trans,” Anna said, and Jack shut his mouth with an audible click of his teeth banging together.  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I guess it’s kind of a compliment that you thought I was cis.” 
 
    “Cis?” 
 
    “It means… well, I guess it doesn’t really matter right now.” She looked up at her boyfriend and reached out to grasp his hand in hers, entwining her finger with his. “Look, we don’t advertise it because we don’t need haters, but I need my meds.” 
 
    “Your… meds? I’m sorry, I have little actual knowledge of what this entails so if I offend you, please be assured that it isn’t intentional. I will need to know some more details though.” 
 
    “Yah, it’s fine. I take regular hormones and if I stop, it won’t be pretty for me.” 
 
    “In what way? Is this a danger to your health?” 
 
    “A little. The changes I’m still going through are because of those meds they give me. I also have antidepressants, so stopping the hormones and the antidepressants at the same time and my mood will be all over the place.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “This isn’t your problem, I know,” she said, eyes wide and brimming with unshed tears. “But this is who I am, and those meds help me be this person. I can’t go back, not now.” 
 
    So far, there had been two diabetics, one resident with a serious heart condition, another with liver disease and two on blood thinners. He’d not stopped to think how many of the people around him had medical complications that were life threatening without their medication.  
 
    An entire day had passed since the soldiers had sealed them in and there had yet to be a visit from an officer or anyone, really. Jack was well aware though, that if they didn’t have someone visit them soon he would need to take matters into his own hands.  
 
    There was no way he was willing to let people die from easily preventable causes just because some soldier never turned up to ask them what they needed. If they didn’t come to him, well, he would go to them and damn the consequences.  
 
    “Are your medications listed on that sheet?” Jack asked, keeping his voice low and tone calm.  
 
    “Yah, but… I, I don’t want…” 
 
    “No one will see your list but me,” he told her gently. “And you can rest assured that anything you’ve shared with me here will go no further. I can promise you that.” 
 
    “T-thank you,” she said, lower lip trembling as she clutched those papers so hard they crumpled in her hand.  
 
    She passed them over and Jack took them carefully, smoothing them out and glancing down at them, reading quickly.  
 
    “Okay, it looks like you have a nice stock of food. I would ask that you take it down to the twelfth floor. There’s an empty flat down there that we are using to store it.” 
 
    “Why can’t we just keep it?” Ben asked, voice rough and almost angry sounding.  
 
    “You can if you like, but we have no idea how long we’ll be in here and there’s a lot of people to feed. We need to ration and share what we have so that we can all get through this.” He paused and eyed the couple, giving them a considering look. “We’re a community here and we need to stick together, watch out for one another. It’s the only way this’ll work.” 
 
    “We understand,” Anna said, glancing up at her boyfriend. “It’s fine, really.” 
 
    Jack nodded and went back to reading through the list.  
 
    “Candles, that’s good. No idea how long we’ll have power. Hopefully, it won’t go out but if it does, we’ll be prepared.” 
 
    “I can’t reach my mum,” Anna said. “I’ve tried, but she won’t answer.” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes and sucked in a deep, slow, breath before he looked up at her.  
 
    “Where does she live?” 
 
    “Harewood. Small place, just north of the city.” 
 
    “There could be any number of reasons. A lot of calls aren’t getting through and I saw something on the news about it. The networks are overloaded so it’s a struggle but keep trying and I’ll ask the soldiers about it when they turn up.” 
 
    She nodded thankfully and glanced up at her boyfriend again. He seemed a little more at ease but was still tense, ready for flight or fight and that wasn’t a good reflex to have when you were trapped in a block of flats with a load of other scared people.  
 
    “Is there-“ 
 
    He was cut off by a knocking on the door and he glanced over at it just as it opened, and Declan stuck his head through the gap. He noted Ben and Anna and greeted them with his usual cheer.  
 
    “Alright, love, Bennie boy, you two okay?” 
 
    “Yah, we’re good,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yes, mate.” 
 
    “What do you want, Dec? Kind’a busy here.” 
 
    “Ooh, well pardon me for thinking you’d like to see this.” 
 
    “See what?” Jack asked, a feeling of dread settling in the pit of his stomach.  
 
    “You’ll have to come out,” he said, grin fading and voice becoming serious. “But you need to see this. The shit has truly hit the fan.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    “What am I looking at?” Jack asked his friend as he looked down on the city.  
 
    “Across the way, that other block of flats,” Declan said, pointing with one hand through the open window.  
 
    Jack narrowed his eyes as he stared at the block of flats nearest to their own, still not sure what he was supposed to be seeing.  
 
    “I don’t get-“ His voice cut off abruptly as he saw it. “Oh, crap.” 
 
    “Yeah, told ya.” 
 
    It had taken him longer than it should have, but he’d finally seen it, there, three floors up. White net curtains flapped in the chill wind that blew through the broken window. Even late in the day, with the sun setting, it was clear to see the damp stain that covered those curtains.  
 
    “What happened?” Jack asked, voice low, to avoid spooking the other people in the flat.  
 
    “I was watching, mate,” Dec said. “Just keeping an eye on things, like. Anyway, I heard glass break and when I looked over, there was some guy doing his best to climb out through the broken window. One minute he was there, the next, whoosh, disappeared back inside like something had pulled him in.” 
 
    “Infected.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    There were lights starting to go on in that block of flats. He ran his gaze up the length of the building, wondering at the people inside. The stairs went from floor to floor allowing anyone to move between them easily.  
 
    If there was someone infected inside, then it could easily spill out onto other floors. The main entrance was sealed, much like their own block of flats, which meant the people inside had no way of escaping.  
 
    “Do you know anyone over there?” Jack asked his friend, who shook his head mutely. “Go ask the others. Someone in this block must know one of the people that live over there!” 
 
    “Why, mate?” 
 
    “We have to try and warn them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they won’t be able to do anything. They’ll still be stuck in there.” 
 
    Jacks large hands curled into fists and he trembled as the urge to lash out at something, anything, almost overwhelmed him. He felt powerless, useless, but more than that, he felt that if he didn’t try, he would be responsible for their deaths.  
 
    “Where’re the soldiers?” he snapped, not looking towards his friend.  
 
    “What? Er, I saw them set up by the road on the other side of the flats.” 
 
    “Damn, we need to get word to them.” 
 
    “How the hell we gonna do that then? We’re locked in here.” 
 
    “Could go out the windows on the ground floor.” 
 
    “They said they’d shoot anyone they caught outside.” 
 
    Jack’s fist connected with the wall with a solid thud and a burst of pain and he grimaced, hating just how helpless he felt.  
 
    He wanted, no, he needed to do something. He couldn’t just stand by and watch as the people in that block of flats were killed. 
 
    “Sun’s going down,” he said, finally, glancing out the window. “All I need to do is get across to that block and knock on their ground floor windows. Get a message to someone.” 
 
    “And if the soldiers come around?” 
 
    “Then I’ll hope they don’t shoot me before I can warn them too.” 
 
     He left his friends room and strode out of the flat, ignoring the questions called after him. He didn’t bother with the lift, since it had been in almost constant use since the block of flats had been sealed up, and jogged down the central stairwell, taking the steps two at a time.  
 
    Jack stopped at the bottom, chest rising and falling as he took in deep breaths, sweat beading on his brow. No matter how fit you might be, he thought, fifteen flights of stairs would take the wind out of anyone’s sails.  
 
    The front entrance had been locked up tight, the soldiers taking the time to attach a simple deadbolt to the exterior of the door that slid into a bracket attached to the wall. Not needing to worry about damage to the property, they had effectively blocked it from opening in a simple manner.  
 
    Knowing it was pointless to try to force the door open, Jack went along the hall and knocked on the first door that he came to. He waited with little patience until it was opened by a bearded man in a plaid shirt.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Hi, I’m Jack from upstairs. I need to ask you for a favour.” 
 
    “Who is it?” a voice called from further in the flat. “If it’s Jeremy, tell him we still aren’t done with our list.” 
 
    “Not Jeremy,” the bearded man called. “Some guy called Jack.” 
 
    There was a muffled sound and a moment later, another man came to the door. His dark skin glistened with sweat and his white t-shirt was soaked through. He flashed a grin as he saw Jack and gestured at his clothing.  
 
    “Sorry, mate. Exercising. Pretty much all there is to do besides watch the news.” 
 
    “Yeah, no worries. Look, I need-“ 
 
    “You were at the meeting, yeah?” the man said, interrupting. “I’m Daz, by the way, and this is Alan.” 
 
    “Hi,” the bearded Alan said.  
 
    “What you needing? We’re putting our list together and will have it for you in an hour if you can wait.” 
 
    “I’m not here for that,” Jack said, swallowing back his irritation. “I need to borrow your window.” 
 
    The two men looked at him as though he were babbling nonsense and Jack forced back a sigh before nodding in the general direction of the other block of flats.  
 
    “Look, we’ve seen something kicking off over at the Ballard Block and I need to climb out through your window and try to warn them.” 
 
    “What you seen?” Daz asked, forehead creasing as he stared intently at the other man.  
 
    Jack filled him them in quickly, aware that time was moving on. The two men exchanged looks after he’d finished, something passing silently between them and finally, Alan shrugged.  
 
    “Fine by me but we’ll close it after you. No offence, but we have to be careful.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that,” Jack said. “Just open it up when I come back, yeah?” 
 
    “He will,” Daz added. “Because I’ll be going with you.” 
 
    “You bloody won’t!” Alan snapped, turning on the other man. “Don’t you dare even think of it.” 
 
    “C’mon, babe. I can’t let him go alone. We’ll be there and back in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “You can argue later, for now, I need to get going,” Jack said before the two men could begin arguing in earnest.  
 
    Both men stopped their arguing and turned to stare at Jack for a moment before Daz shook his head as though clearing it of his last thoughts.  
 
    “Yeah, sorry, mate. Come in.” He stepped aside and gestured for Jack to enter the flat.  
 
    Inside it was sparsely decorated but neat, with plenty of pictures of the two of them smiling in various different locations. Mostly on beaches or hillsides, wearing camping gear and general outdoors type activities.  
 
    One picture had Daz grinning widely as he held up a large trout while he crouched beside the river. Clearly, Jack realised, they were people who would hate being stuck inside which was likely why Daz was burning off some energy with working out.  
 
    “Through here, mate,” Daz said, gesturing towards one of the bedrooms. “Ignore my gear.” 
 
    The bedroom had no furniture in it but had a treadmill and a good number of weights and exercise equipment. Jack nodded appreciatively, realising just how much he missed being able to exercise.  
 
    “You’re welcome to use this stuff anytime,” Daz said as though reading his mind. “Used to see you on a morning when you were out running.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t see you?” 
 
    “Nah, wasn’t running, mate. I was on my way to work. Bus driver, you see, which is why I need all this in here.” He patted his flat stomach and grinned. “If I didn’t work out, I’d be twice my size from sitting on my arse all day driving.” 
 
    Jack grinned and reached for the window. It was already ajar, likely to air it out while the other man was exercising and raising up quite a sweat. He would have to speak to them about it all the same. With the way those infected people acted, it just wasn’t safe to leave it open.  
 
    The window was narrow, barely wide enough to fit through and it had a metal limiter on it that prevented it opening too far. Ostensibly, that was for security but was easy enough to disable from the inside allowing it to open all the way.  
 
    His feet hit the grass verge and he sucked in a deep breath of cool evening air. It hadn’t even been that long since he’d last been outside, but he hadn’t realised just how much he had missed it.  
 
    “Shove over,” Daz said, pushing through the window behind Jack. 
 
    The two men stood for a moment, turning their heads this way and that as they checked the pavement that ran around the block of flats. No one was about.  
 
    Each of the blocks was separated by a flat carpark surrounded by grass and a pavement running between each. There was one for each block of flats and the arguments had been long and hard about who could park where.  
 
    Feuds had lasted years when people from one block of flats parked in the spaces reserved for the other block. Not to mention those problems caused by visitors to the flats who parked wherever the hell they pleased.  
 
    But, right then, the carpark was quiet. The cars obviously hadn’t moved for at least a day and in the early evening’s darkness, there was an ominous quality about them as the two men realised at the same time, that anyone could be hiding between them.  
 
    Jack swallowed back his fear and stared up at the block of flats opposite. A short run, a hundred metres across the car park and they would be there, able to bang on a window and raise a warning before rushing back to their own flats.  
 
    “Here,” Alan said, sliding a two and a half foot long solid wooden baseball bat out through the window. “Take this.” 
 
    “What the hell am I supposed to do with this you, daft bugger?” Daz asked, taking the bat anyway.  
 
    “Protect yourself,” Alan retorted.  
 
    “Anything for me?” Jack asked, cutting off what he suspected would be another loud argument.  
 
    “Sorry, no.” 
 
    Great, he thought before shrugging his shoulders and turning back to his objective.  
 
    Crouching low, he set off at a fast trot, towards the closest of the cars, a dark red Renault. He remained low, peering over the side as he swept his gaze across the open space between the three blocks.  
 
    Nothing moved out there in the darkness and he breathed deeply of the cold ill, listening as his heart thundered in his chest, fear and adrenaline rushing through him.  
 
    His mouth was dry, and he kept his hands clenched into fists to stop them shaking. Daz joined him and gave a quizzical look.  
 
    With a jerk of his head, Jack set off again with Daz following along behind. They scurried between the cars, stopping after each one, listening intently and watchful for danger. Still, nothing moved and on they went.  
 
    As they reached the edge of the carpark with a little over ten feet to the nearest window on the Ballard block of flats, they slowed their pace, finally stopping at the final car.  
 
    Jack couldn’t put his finger on just what it was, but he was sure there was something wrong. The evening air was still with little breeze, but the sky was clear. The streetlights were on, illuminating the world enough for them to see that there was no one nearby, but still, the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.  
 
    “What is it?” Daz asked in a hushed whisper.  
 
    “Somethings not right,” Jack replied, equally quietly. “Dunno what, but something.” 
 
    Daz cocked his head to the side, listening as he nodded his head slowly.  
 
    “Yeah, I get it. No sound.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’re in the city, mate. Not had a single night when there’s been silence like this.” 
 
    That was it, Jack realised. There was no sound of cars driving on the main road a short distance away. No trucks doing their evening deliveries, no people on their way to have fun in the city centre at the bars and restaurants.  
 
    At least he hoped that was what it was, as he looked ahead the flats.  
 
    There was a light in the nearest window, and he gestured for the other man to stay as he dashed over towards it, remaining low. He stopped at the wall, looking about to make sure he was unobserved before rising to his feet to press his face against the glass.  
 
    Lace curtains blocked his view, but he could see enough to note movement. He licked dry lips and tapped on the glass. Shoulders hunching with every tap as he imagined the sound bringing the soldiers.  
 
    No response. He looked back and Daz nodded eagerly, hefting the bat and gesturing for him to tap again.  
 
    Jack reached up and rapped his knuckles against the glass, a quick three times and then paused. He pressed his face to the glass, seeing the shadowed figures inside move towards the window.  
 
    “Yes,” he said as he realised he had their attention and could finally warn them.  
 
    A bloody hand slammed against the glass, right opposite his face and he jerked back as the rage-filled eyes of a woman met his own.  
 
    Scratch marks ran down her face and blood covered her mouth and chin. Her dress was torn, exposing her bare breast that had teeth marks and blood running down it. There was nothing in her eyes but madness and fury and as they stared into his, she opened her mouth and howled.  
 
    Jack staggered back, unable to tear his gaze away as a second face and then a third pressed up against the glass. More voices took up the call from the next flat over and then from above. The second floor, then the third, the fourth, the fifth.  
 
    The voices raised an unholy racket as they howled and screeched their rage, each voice a rallying cry to the others, telling them that prey was nearby.  
 
    Hands banged against the windows, open palms and heavy fists. The woman laughed maniacally as she reared back and slammed her forehead against the glass. A crack formed and a trickle of blood ran down from a cut above her eye.  
 
    A hand grabbed Jack’s arm and he jerked back, letting out a yelp. Daz reached out again, grabbing and pulling him back towards their own block.  
 
    “Come on, for fuck's sake! Run!” 
 
    Needing no further encouragement, Jack followed the other man, running at full speed towards the open window where Alan was waving them on, eyes wide as he looked behind them.  
 
    The sound of shattering glass filled the air as they reached their own block and Jack risked a glance back just in time to see bodies spilling out of the broken ground floor flat window behind them.  
 
    Whatever infection had them in its grip made them either immune to pain or simply uncaring when their bloodlust was up. Several bore lacerations that bled freely, but they rose to their feet and set off running straight towards the two men.  
 
    “Get in!” Alan screamed. 
 
    Daz went through first, tossing the bat inside and leaping up to grab the window's edge and pull himself through. His feet had barely slipped inside before Jack was clambering up, feet scrabbling against the wall in his panic.  
 
    He landed on the floor in a heap, wind expelled in one burst as he hit the floor and he struggled to move as Alan reached out, grabbing the windows handle to pull it closed. His scream echoed through the small bedroom as something grabbed his hand, pulling at him.  
 
    Daz was on his feet and his bat jabbed through the window, once, twice and then again and Alan pulled the window shut. He dropped down to the floor as Daz pulled the curtains closed, stepping back and standing, bat held ready as he stared at the windows.  
 
    “Think they’ll come in?” Daz whispered quietly.  
 
    “No idea, I think… oh, fuck!” Jack exclaimed as he stared at Alan who sat with back against the wall, tears in his eyes as he cradled his hand before him, blood staining his sleeves and a bite mark visible on his skin.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    They came out of the shadows, a dozen or more, all wearing the same looks of rage and hate on their faces. With blood-spattered clothing and grasping hands, they howled for blood and were determined to get it.  
 
    Smithy and Claire, fired their assault rifles, not holding back. Bullets peppered the bodies of those poor infected people as Sarah cowered low, hands pressed against her ears to drown out the howls and gunfire both. The acrid stench of spent gunpowder filled her senses and she fought down the urge to vomit.  
 
    “Fucking drive!” Claire snapped. “More of them coming.” 
 
    It was the third such group in the past hour as they drove through the Harehills district of Leeds. Row after row of terraced houses and an endless number of streets, side streets, ginnels and dark passages.  
 
    Entire blocks of houses had been sealed off with wire mesh fences topped with razor wire, creating something akin to a maze that needed traversing, making even the shortest journeys a test of patience. Soldiers patrolled the area with their weapons ready. While chokepoints had formed at the entrances, where the residents were being allowed through only after being tested.  
 
    Sarah had grown used to the idea of her fellow citizens being gunned down in the street. It hadn’t taken long and was likely, she thought, the moment she had seen three of the infected pull a man down to the ground and simultaneously assault him as they tore at his flesh.  
 
    That was when she had understood why the infected needed to be put down like rabid animals. And, as much as she might hate it, she knew there was nothing else to be done for them just then.  
 
    The infected had no real concept of clothing and many of them tore at their shirts and pants in an effort to free themselves of the confining cloth. She had seen more half-naked people in that first day than she had in her entire previous lifetime.  
 
    “How many more of these fucker’s we gotta put down?” Smithy yelled back. “I thought they were contained!” 
 
    “You and me both,” Claire replied grimly.  
 
    Sarah lowered her trembling hands and sucked in a deep breath as she squeezed shut her eyes. It had been a mistake to volunteer to go with the soldiers, she realised. One that she couldn’t take back.  
 
    “Where we going now?” she asked, not really expecting an answer. “I thought we were done.” 
 
    “Had a call,” Claire said, turning back to look at her. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you somewhere safe for the night, but first we need to stop off.” 
 
    “Why?” Sarah asked, reaching for the bag of supplies. She’d used a good quantity of them during the long afternoon. “What do I need to prepare for?” 
 
    “A sick kid, that’s all I know.” 
 
    Wonderful, she thought. That could mean anything from a splinter to a bite from the infected or so she had found from the many calls she had attended that day.  
 
    The jeep began to slow, and Sarah looked ahead, peering through the window, body tense. She sighed as she recognised a checkpoint and waited with little patience as they rolled to a stop and the windows were wound down.  
 
    “Can’t go this way,” a husky voice said as a soldier looked into the jeep. “Too many infected, it’s quarantined till we can get a clearance team.” 
 
    “Another?” Claire muttered. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The soldier looked at her, noting the chevrons on her arm. “What’s your business, Corp?” 
 
    “Medical aid,” Claire replied sourly. “Protecting this one.”  
 
    The soldier turned to look at Sarah and grunted, clearly sharing the corporal’s opinion of the task she had to perform.  
 
    “Gotta test you.” 
 
    “Go for it. No one’s been bitten.” 
 
    “Test?” Sarah asked and both the soldier and Claire looked over at her as Smithy snickered.  
 
    “Yeah. Lean forward so I can see you.” 
 
    Sarah gave a hesitant look at Claire before doing as she was told, leaning forward over the equipment and supplies so that her face was almost even with his. He didn’t so much as blink as he lifted a small penlight and shone it directly into her eyes.  
 
    “You’re good, next.” 
 
    Claire went next, letting him shine the light in her eye and then Smithy. Ron, the driver, was last and the soldier gave a sharp grunt as he put the light away.  
 
    “Good to go, folks. Head east down this road and then turn left. That will get you past the quarantine zone.” 
 
    “Cheers,” Claire said. “Watch yourselves, we had a pack of the fuckers come at us not far back.” 
 
    “We heard,” the soldier said, nodding gratefully for the advice. “The bastards are all over the place. Gonna be a long night.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for them to say more, turning away and banging on the door of their jeep with his fist, gesturing for them to move on. Ron started the jeep moving and they were away.  
 
    “What did that test do?” Sarah asked, not sure what had just happened.  
 
    “Ultraviolet. If you’re infected, it’ll show up under that light. Usually around the eyes and at the temples. No idea why that’s for the science guys to figure out.” 
 
    “Why haven’t they told everyone?” 
 
    “Why would they  bother?” Claire said with a shrug. “Would just have every idiot heading to the supermarkets to buy one.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” 
 
    “But nothing. Civilians stay inside. Those are our orders so that’s what will happen. If that means not telling them some stuff, so be it. Bad enough that we’ve given up on half the fucking country. We need to hold on to what we can which means keeping people fucking calm.” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean you’ve given up on half the country?” Sarah asked and the other woman’s lips twisted as she realised she’d slipped up.  
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “It’s really not, nothing. What the hell did you mean?” 
 
    “She meant we don’t have enough personnel to cover all the cities let alone the towns and villages,” Smithy said. “They’re on their own.” 
 
    “You’re joking?” 
 
    “Wish he was,” Claire muttered, glaring at the private. “There’s only so much we can do. We have patrols heading out and supply drops. That’ll have to do for now. If people stay inside, we can get this shit under control.” 
 
    As the jeep sped past another long fence topped with razor wire, Sarah doubted the corporal’s words but judged it best not to say that.  
 
    In truth, she was horrified at the idea. True, there were only so many soldiers and police and a great many civilians, but they couldn’t just abandon people to fend for themselves. What was the plan? When the countryside was overrun, and no food being produced?  
 
    All those they were saving in the cities would simply die of starvation. It was ridiculous and she had to believe there was some plan in place to bring order back to the country.  
 
    The jeep skidded to a halt as Ron slammed on the breaks and Sarah was thrown to the side, hitting the back of Claire’s seat with bruising force. She scrambled back, waiting for the inevitable sound of gunfire and blinked when it didn’t come.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked, hesitantly peering out past the soldiers.  
 
    “Idiots,” Claire replied, watching the procession of cars as they drove past.  
 
    Fifteen in total drove past the junction where Ron, not expecting them, had a need to brake quickly to avoid running right into the small convoy. Loaded down with supplies and personal belongings, they drove with headlights off, fear-filled faces staring out at the city around them.  
 
    Where they were going, Sarah couldn’t guess, but she hoped that they would find somewhere safe because she couldn’t believe that there were many such places left.  
 
    “Should we stop them?” Smithy asked, lifting his weapon ever so slightly.  
 
    “No,” Claire said. “If they want to risk themselves, more fool them. When they come back here as infected, we’ll deal with them then.” 
 
    Sarah was shocked at the callousness of the soldiers, which was a shock in itself considering the number of infected men and women they had gunned down in that one day she had been with them.  
 
    “Shouldn’t there be refugee centres or something?” she asked, voice small, hope almost completely gone. “I mean, somewhere people can gather to be safe?” 
 
    “Asking for trouble, that,” Claire muttered. “Would only take one infected to turn the entire camp before we could do fuck all about it. No, better to stay in their homes and let us clear the streets. Once that’s done, we can move on to the next stage.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    Claire turned, lifting her arm to rest it on the back of the seat as she studied the young nurse. Although older than the soldier, she didn’t have the weight of experience that Claire bore.  
 
    “Our orders are simple. We maintain order, stop panic and contain the threat. We do that by having people remain in their homes. That will stop the numbers of the infected growing and keep panicking civilians from stopping us doing our job.” 
 
    “Next,” she continued. “We divide the city into sections, with monitored routes between each section. Again, that lets us control the situation.” 
 
    “And then?” Claire asked. “When the streets are clear of infected?” 
 
    “We move to the next town, the next village, and we do the same thing.” 
 
    “What about food, water?” 
 
    “There’s plenty of that. The water and power plants are still running, and we have enough stored supplies to keep the country going for a while yet. The stuff tastes like shit, but it will keep people alive.” 
 
    “You were prepared for this, then?” 
 
    “You’re damn right we were!” 
 
    That was telling, Sarah thought without actually saying anything. If the government had so many supplies in storage then they knew this, or some other crisis was on its way. It did make her wonder just how long the contagion had been building before hitting critical mass with people being attacked in the streets.  
 
    “What about the infected?” she asked.  
 
    “They’re a cancer,” Claire said, lips twisting as though she tasted something sour. “And like cancer, there’s no cure. All you can do is cut out the disease and treat the symptoms.” 
 
    “By killing the infected.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Just that. A single answer, before she turned back and slapped one hand on Ron’s soldier. He didn’t need any further urging and the jeep started moving once more, on to the next house and the next medical aid request.  
 
    Sarah leant back in her seat, gaze distant and expression thoughtful as she wondered just how they had gotten to where they were and how far it would go before things improved.  
 
    If they improved.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Alan whimpered softly, lower lip trembling as he stared at his partner with panic-filled eyes. Daz, just stared, numbly, unable to process what had just happened. Outside, something scratched on the windows as though searching for a way inside.  
 
    Jack, swallowing back his own fear, rushed across to Alan and slapped a hand over the injured man's mouth before he could start to cry. In a hushed voice, he spoke reassurance that he knew to be a lie.  
 
    “Come on mate, we need to get you out of here.” 
 
    “W-what you doing?” Daz asked in a voice too loud for Jacks liking.  
 
    “We need to get him out of here before those things come in!” 
 
    Daz just stared, open-mouthed, not seeming to process what he heard as he just kept staring at the bloody bite mark on his boyfriend's hand. His head jerked up as a heavy fist hit the glass window above them and Jack’s words seemed to sink in. He gave a sharp nod and grabbed the bat before pushing himself up. 
 
    With a grunt, Jack heaved the injured man to his feet and half-dragged, half-carried, him into the living room. As soon as he started moving, Daz followed, closing the door quietly behind them as he did so.  
 
    “What do we do?” he asked, voice tinged with an edge of panic.  
 
    “Get him up to the next floor,” Jack instructed, looking around the flat. “We’ll lock up and I’ll warn the people in the other flats.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Those… things, saw us come in here. They know we’re here and there’s no reason to think they’ll just wander off. If they come inside, we’re all fucked.” 
 
    He said the last with a pitying glance towards the injured Alan whose face had already paled with small beads of sweat appearing on his face. The progression was fast and sometime within the next few hours, he would turn violent and Jack honestly had no idea what he would do then.  
 
    But that was a problem for later and for the moment, there were a great many more pressing concerns clustered outside the block of flats looking for a way in.  
 
    As if in answer to his thoughts, the sound of shattering glass came from the bedroom and the two men shared a look before hurrying towards the door.  
 
    Once outside, Jack headed towards the stairs as Daz rushed to the door of the flat opposite his. He knocked as quietly as he could while casting frequent glances back at his own front door. The heavy thud of bodies falling through the window was clearly audible and it was a sound that evoked terror in the man.  
 
    Jack, made it up the stairs as Daz spoke rapidly to his neighbours, impressing upon them the need to move before he went to the next flat and did the same. Jack laid Alan down on the floor beside the door and sucked in a breath.  
 
    The stairwell ran up the length of the building. Each floor had a landing and a fire door that allowed access to that floor. It would be pointless blocking the door from outside of the stairwell because the infected could just move up to the next floor anyway.  
 
    Which meant that they needed to somehow secure the door that led out to the ground floor. At least until the soldiers came. Which wouldn’t be as easy as it sounded.  
 
    Each of those fire doors opened inwards, towards the stairwell. Someone on the ground floor could push it open and would have access to all the floors. That meant the best way to block it would be to place something heavy behind it to prevent opening.  
 
    Jack gave Alan a considering look, noting the pale, clammy, skin and the beads of sweat on his forehead. His stare was distant, unfocused as whatever the hell it was infecting him worked through his system.  
 
    He left him there, on the cold linoleum floor and moved to the nearest door. His clenched fist hit it hard, the sound echoing through the hallway. He waited a bare few seconds and banged again.  
 
    “Hold on!” a voice called from within and he heard the sound of a chain being pulled back before the door was opened. “What?” 
 
    The man that held the door open glowered at Jack, clearly not appreciating the banging on the door. There was a rank stench of body odour coming from him as he scratched idly at his substantial stomach that was covered only by a white vest.  
 
    Jack didn’t know his name but had seen him sitting on the grass outside the block of flats, usually with a few mates and cans of lager. Obnoxious and loud, his face was puffy, and his wide nose had bright red veins showing, the sign of his dependence on alcohol.  
 
    “We need your help,” Jack said, quickly filling him in on what was happening.  
 
    As he spoke, the door behind him opened, the residents having heard the commotion. A young Asian couple, that kept to themselves and had often fallen afoul of their neighbour's drunken racism. They listened in silent horror as Jack finished speaking.  
 
    “We will help,” the man said, and though his wife gripped his arm fearfully, she too nodded.  
 
    “There. You don’t need me,” the alcoholic snapped. “Take them two Pak-“ 
 
    “Finish that sentence and I’ll kick your arse!” Daz snapped coming up behind Jack, face flushed with anger.  
 
    The alcoholic grunted before sneering and turning away, seeming not to care about the threat they faced. Jack watched the door close with an open-mouthed surprise and looked back at Daz who sneered and shook his head.  
 
    “Ignore him. The guy’s a prick.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack sighed, turning to the neighbours. “Thank you for your offer at least. We need anything you have that’s heavy enough to block the door downstairs.” 
 
    The young couple shared a look before moving aside and gesturing for the two men to come into their flat.  
 
    “I’m Aisha,” the young woman said. “This is my husband, Fahad.” 
 
    “Jack, nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Daz,” the other man grunted as he looked around the living space. “That chair might do.” 
 
    “Take it,” Aisha said without hesitation. “I have a door wedge somewhere. I can get that too?” 
 
    “Please,” Jack said as he moved across to help Daz with the chair. “We’ll need some heavy stuff. If you know your neighbours, might be worth asking them.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Fahad said.  
 
    Together, the two men lifted the upholstered chair and carried it out into the hall. Daz hesitated a moment as they passed Alan, but the woman sitting beside him waved them on.  
 
    One of the neighbours from downstairs, Jack thought as he twisted the chair, to get it through the door.  
 
    They put the chair in front of the door and stepped back as Aisha darted down the stairs. She handed them the wedge and Daz grunted as he shifted the chair just enough for Jack to reach down and shove the wedge of rubber beneath the door.  
 
    As Daz put the chair back in place, Fahad arrived with more of his neighbours, each of them carrying something heavy enough to help build the barricade. Jack nodded in gratitude as they formed a chain of sorts, passing things down from one person to the next so that Jack and Daz could pile everything up together.  
 
    When they were done, the rectangular window set into the door was no longer visible and there were enough piled goods to stop the door opening without a hell of a lot of effort from whoever was on the other side.  
 
    “Hope that’s enough,” Jack murmured.  
 
    “Me too, mate. What now?”  
 
    Jack looked at the other man and saw the fear and worry in his eyes. He needed someone to tell him what to do, to reassure him that things would be okay. Anything that would mean he wouldn’t need to go up and watch his partner turn into one of those creatures they had seen outside.  
 
    “We need to find somewhere secure for Alan,” he said, voice soft and full of regret. “We can secure him so that whe… if, he changes, he won’t hurt himself.” 
 
    Or anyone else, came the unspoken thought.  
 
    Daz clearly understood and nodded sharply, eyes red.  
 
    “We have a spare room,” Aisha said. “He will be safe in there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jack told her with a thin smile. “We need to-“ 
 
    His voice trailed off as a distant ‘ding’ announced the arrival of the lift. His eyes widened as he realised he’d forgotten all about that.  
 
    “Shit!” Daz said as he too realised the problem.  
 
    “We need to stop it,” Jack said, heading up the stairs two at a time.  
 
    He stepped out into the corridor just as the doors of the lift slid open and Declan stepped out. His flatmate looked around at the gathered people with a slight smile on his lips.  
 
    “Ah, wondered where you lot were. Why you up here and not on the ground floor?” 
 
    “Were you just there?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Christ,” Jack muttered as he realised just how close to disaster that had been. “We need to stop this lift moving.” 
 
    “Why?” someone asked, and Jack turned to the small crowd.  
 
    “The infected have got into one of the flats downstairs. The door to the stairwell is blocked but if they get into the lift, they could come out on any floor. We can’t risk it.” 
 
    “You can’t expect us to climb up ten flights of stairs to get to the food,” an elderly woman protested weakly.  
 
    “No,” Jack said. “We won’t expect that. I’m sure we can arrange some way to make sure everyone gets what they need. For now, though, we need to stop that lift moving so that we are safe.” 
 
    “Here,” Aisha said as she came back out of her flat. Jack hadn’t even noticed her leaving.  
 
    She carried a large knife and several heavy books. She dropped the books on the floor of the lift, pushing them up against the edge of the door, blocking it from closing fully. Then, she stuck the knife into the gap the door slid through.  
 
    “If the knife fails, the door still won’t close because of the books.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Jack said, approvingly. He looked back at where Alan lay. “Now let’s get him inside and we can figure out what happens next.” 
 
    “He’s been bit!” the elderly lady exclaimed as she recoiled away from him. “He’s one of them!” 
 
    “No!” Daz snapped. “Don’t talk about him like that!” 
 
    “Get him out!”  
 
    Several others took up the cry and Jack stepped forward, waving his arms for silence.  
 
    “We won’t do that. We’ll put him somewhere secure and then we can sort out rooms for those who had to abandon their flat on the ground floor. Please, I can assure you that you’ll be kept safe.” 
 
    Or as safe as you can be, he thought grimly.  
 
    It wouldn’t take long for the infected to break out of the flat below and then they would have the ground floor to themselves. The residents of the block of flats were cut off from the front entrance and any supplies that might be brought to them.  
 
    If and when the soldiers came, there was a good chance they would just leave them be rather than fight the infected and that thought scared Jack more than any other.  
 
    His first priority, after securing Alan and getting the displaced residents settled, was to find a way to contact the military that was supposed to be protecting them and get them the help they badly needed.  
 
    Not that he had any idea how he would do that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Denis watched the chaos in the open space between the blocks of flats and grimaced as he realised the danger he was in. Even as he watched, more of the infected spilt out of the other block of flats and joined the small crowd below.  
 
    The police and the military were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “It’s his fault,” Denis murmured, more to himself than to anyone else, though there were several people gathered in his flat.  
 
    Allies, or potential ones, that he believed he could count on when it came to making the decisions that would keep them all alive. Clearly, by the way, the Jack had screwed up and brought the infected to their door, he was unfit to lead them.  
 
    Denis just had to make sure everyone else saw that too.  
 
    “Where’s t’bloody soldiers?” Chester demanded, looking around at the others and getting no response other than shrugs. “They said they’d be here if we needed them.” 
 
    “A good question,” Darcy agreed.  
 
    Her voice tended to grate on Denis’ nerves but since she was likely to support him and not the other man, he gritted his teeth and did his best to ignore the urge to take her by the scruff of the neck and force her to her knees.  
 
    Which was, he had long understood, the only real place for a woman to be when men were in the room.  
 
    It irritated him no end that he needed her support and had to put up with her high pitched, grating voice, and stupid stories about her kids. All of which had long since fled the nest as soon as they were able to do so, visiting only when they absolutely had to.  
 
    “I heard one of them puffs was bit,” Seth added, scratching at his nose and glancing nervously at the door as he said that.  
 
    It seemed that even he was aware of how easily the wrong person could hear what you said and create a fuss. A week ago, it would likely have resulted in a report to the council, but since the council were either in hiding or dead for all they knew, Denis didn’t think it mattered.  
 
    “Probably have died of HIV or some other queer disease anyway,” Darcy agreed. “Dirty people. Always putting their thingy’s in… well, you know.” 
 
    “We do, my dear,” Denis said, turning with an ingratiating smile on his face. “But now is not the time to worry about them.” 
 
    “No,” Seth agreed. “We have other things to consider like where the hell am I going to get insulin for my Gracie when hers runs out?” 
 
    “A problem, to be sure.” Denis put on an exaggerated display of concern and crossed the room, moving away from the window to where the others sat on his sofa. “But a more immediate problem is the food.” 
 
    “What about it?”  
 
    Denis turned his attention to the portly Chester and smiled grimly. He’d guessed that Chester would have been the first to respond to that.  
 
    “We don’t have enough,” he said. “I’m looking at the lists of what everyone has said we have and even if we are careful, we have a few weeks at best. Certainly, no more than a month.” 
 
    “Some buggers are keeping stuff back,” Seth snapped, as the others nodded. “Must be.” 
 
    “More than likely. Unfortunately, we can’t force people to open their flats to be searched.” 
 
    “We should do,” Darcy muttered.  
 
    “One less to feed with that puff being bit,” Seth added with a short bark of laughter.  
 
    Idiots, Denis thought as he gritted his teeth and waited for the laughter to die down. Fourteen floors with the same number of representatives and he could count on just the three before him to side with him for certain. With his voice added, that still left ten other people to outvote him on any suggestion he could make.  
 
    He needed more people on his side but wasn’t quite sure how to do it. Kyra, that bitch, would never side with him and the young slut with the squalling brat on her hip would be the same. As for the others, it was hit and miss with most of them being younger and more inclined to go the way of the charismatic Jack.  
 
    “The soldiers aren’t coming,” Denis said, and silence fell in the room. His smile widened as he realised he had their full attention. “Those crazed people have been out there for almost two hours and no one has come. We have to surmise we are on our own.” 
 
    He caught Seth’s eye, seeing the pain there and the worry and softened his tone as he directed his words to the other man.  
 
    “We may not get the supplies and medicine we need which means we need to ration what we have. Use it as sparingly as possible until we can get more.” 
 
    “Won’t get more,” Seth said, voice hollow and full of fear. “Won’t be able to just find it.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but there is some out there. The city is under martial law with people being kept inside. Just across the road over there.” He waved in a roughly south-western direction. “Just over there is the city centre which is full of shops including chemists.” 
 
    Seth looked up at that, mouth hanging open as a surge of hope hit his eyes and Denis smiled slyly, knowing he had their full attention.  
 
    “I want you all to go out and speak to the representatives of the other floors. Convince them that we need to send someone out to either contact those soldiers or to get the supplies we need ourselves.” 
 
    “Who would go?” Darcy asked. “Would be crazy to go out there.” 
 
    “Jack had already done it once,” Denis said, barely able to contain himself from crowing with delight. “He mucked it up but deserves another chance. He can go with a few others and get what we need.” 
 
    The others exchanged looks and began to talk excitedly amongst themselves. Denis listened, trying to gauge whether his words had worked, his smile growing as the realisation came that they had.  
 
    In one move, he could get rid of Jack and several others, freeing up more of the supplies for Denis. He was sure that things would get back to normal in time and was equally determined to be alive when that time came.  
 
    If doing so meant that he had to send a few of the more worthless people to their deaths, then that was something he was more than willing to do. If he was really lucky, he would be able to persuade Jack to take the other queer and some of the darkies too.  
 
    Not that he would use such a term with the younger man, oh no, it was considered non-politically correct to do so these days. A useless term for a useless generation and one he didn’t believe in but was smart enough to know that it was better to keep such thoughts to himself.  
 
    “It’s decided then,” he said, cutting through the chatter of the others. “Off you go then and we will call another meeting of the floor representatives in the morning.” 
 
    “What’re we gonna do about those infected?” Chester asked. “Can’t go out if they are down there.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that,” Denis said. “You just worry about persuading the others to vote with us when its time.” 
 
    If nothing else, the small group understood a dismissal when they heard it and they were soon on their feet and shuffling out of the flat as Denis turned back towards the window, eyes narrowed as he considered the problem of the infected.  
 
    They had, for all intents and purposes, taken over the ground floor. As far as he knew, they were still contained in the one flat, and to the immediate area surrounding the building but that wouldn’t remain that way for long.  
 
    One thing he had noticed though, when watching the news reports, was that the worst of the attacks always came at night. In the daytime, there were some but not as many as you’d expect.  
 
    He couldn’t help but wonder then, what would happen in the morning. If he was right, he believed that many of those infected would go and take shelter somewhere, out of the light. And, if they did, that would be the perfect time for him to insist that Jack go out.  
 
     Denis smiled slyly at the thought of getting rid of the younger man, before crossing to the window once more and leaning out to stare down at the milling crowd of infected below as he considered the possibilities the new day would bring.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Screams filled the air, mingling with the repeated sounds of gunfire as the soldiers fired into the crowd, trying in vain to aim for the infected and not the foolish people that had taken to the streets under the cover of night.  
 
    Crouched beside the Land Rover, Sarah hunched over with her hands pressed over her ears and tears in her eyes. Fear gripped her as she struggled against the urge to just leap to her feet and run as far and as fast as she could away from the chaos.  
 
    Smithy stood over her, watchful and protective as he took careful aim at anyone that came near. All the while, cursing at the stupidity of people. Something he had seen far too much of in his young life.  
 
    Claire and Ron were nowhere to be seen, having taken off towards the milling crowd with some vain hope of actually rescuing people.  
 
    “Back off!” Smithy yelled before pulling the trigger and firing a burst of rounds that peppered the chest of the approaching woman.  
 
    She didn’t stop, though her steps slowed as damage and blood loss began to take their toll. She collapsed to the ground a dozen feet from where the young soldier stood, and he licked his lips nervously as he waited for the next to approach.  
 
    There was something about the infected that set his teeth on edge. He’d grown up watching horror movies and was well aware of what the infected acted like. Zombies.  
 
    It was a word he’d never dare to say out loud. Not risking the mockery of his comrades or his corporal, but there it was. They acted like all the ones he’d seen in those movies.  
 
    They weren’t undead, but they were immune to pain and ignored most wounds as they attacked in their mindless rage. A shot to the head would kill them instantly, but anything else and you would be waiting for them to bleed out before they finally stopped trying to bite you.  
 
    A whimper escaped Sarah’s lips and he glanced down, feeling something akin to sympathy for the nurse. As much as he found her to be attractive, her attitude irritated him and he couldn’t escape the thought she was judging him, all the damned time.  
 
    “Stay down,” he snapped at her as another figure stumbled into view.  
 
    “W-wait! Please! Help me!” a man cried, and Smithy relaxed his finger on the trigger.  
 
    “Step forward,” he ordered, voice harsh. “You been bit?” 
 
    “N-no, I-I swear.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    A young guy, barely more than a teenager with a scared expression stepped into view. His tracksuit bottoms were stained and torn as though they had been ripped when something grabbed at them and his t-shirt was covered in so much blood it clung to his thin frame. 
 
    Smithy immediately placed his finger back against the trigger, eyes narrowing. The young man saw and raised his hands before him, waving them.  
 
    “Wait! Please, I wasn’t bitten. This is from a f-friend.” His eyes widened as he gestured at the blood and his hands shook. “Oh god! Please don’t shoot me.” 
 
    “Get up,” Smithy snapped at Sarah. She looked up at him with wide eyes and he jerked his head towards the youth. “Check him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me. Check him for bites or cuts!” 
 
    Sarah looked from the soldier to the other man and then the milling crowd beyond. She swallowed past the fear that had formed a lump in her throat and nodded slowly. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Come closer, but make one dumb ass move and I will shoot, you hear me?” 
 
    “Y-yes.” 
 
    Smithy moved to the side as the man took the first tentative steps towards Sarah, all the while keeping his gun raised and pointed directly at the other man.  
 
    “What’s your name?” Sarah asked, licking dry lips and casting nervous glances at the gun  
 
    “Mark.” 
 
    “Take your top off,” Smithy ordered, before flicking his gaze towards Sarah. “Check him thoroughly.” 
 
    She nodded and pulled on a pair of latex gloves as Mark pulled his shirt over his head and dropped it onto the ground. It landed with a solid thump, so thoroughly soaked with blood it was.  
 
    “What happened here?” Sarah asked as she gestured him closer.  
 
    The only light was coming from the streetlights and that wasn’t good enough for her to be doing any sort of real inspection, but with only an hour or so before dawn, it wasn’t like she had many options. Using a torch could well bring the attention of the infected.  
 
    “W-w didn’t think it would be this bad,” Mark stammered softly. “We thought we c-could get some cool stuff, you know?” 
 
    “How many of you were there?” 
 
    “Just a few at first. Then more from the estate joined us and we were only gonna hit some shops. Get some food and booze. We didn’t think…” 
 
    They didn’t think they would be attacked by a large group of infected, Sarah finished with a sigh. She ran her fingers over the young man’s torso as she used both them and her eyes to check for wounds.  
 
    From what they had seen as they arrived, the gang of youths had been fighting the infected with anything they could use as a weapon and were giving as good as they got, until another pack of almost fifty infected arrived. 
 
    Soon enough there were over a hundred people in the street, fighting and struggling against one another. The infected were winning and Claire had made the choice to try and save as many of the idiots as she could.  
 
    Sarah’s fingers stopped moving and she sucked in a deep breath of cold night air.  
 
    “What?” Mark asked, fear filling his voice.  
 
    “Turn around,” Sarah said, crouching down so that she could better see.  
 
    Mark did as instructed and he turned as Sarah kept her finger on the raised flesh she had found. As soon as his back was towards her, she could see it clearly. A cut low down on his back, barely more than a graze but enough to raise the edges around it.  
 
    Already it was an angry-looking red with a darkness around the outside that she had seen too many times before. It was definitely infected. She looked up at the soldier and nodded slowly.  
 
    “What is it?” Mark asked again. “Please! I’m gonna be okay, ye-“ 
 
    His voice cut off abruptly as Smithy fired a single round that entered the back of his head, spraying blood across the side of the Land Rover. Sarah gave a yelp and scrambled back as the body fell to the ground.  
 
    “Why?” She yelled, but the solider just turned back to watching the street.  
 
    Sarah sat back against the side of the vehicle, eyes fixed on the young man who had just died and fought the urge to burst into tears. It was all so bloody stupid to her. He’d gone out to loot, but he hadn’t deserved to die for that.  
 
    Smithy fired again and grunted as he reloaded his weapon. The Land Rover was stocked with supplies, but Sarah wasn’t sure how long they could keep using their ammo. This was the third encounter since it had become dark and she had seen more people die in the one night than she had in the past three months at the hospital.  
 
    “I see you,” Smithy said, replying to a voice over his radio. “All clear here.” 
 
    Claire came jogging up, weapon held across her body and ready to be raised in an instant. There was blood on her uniform and her eyes were cold and empty of emotion. Behind her came a handful of people barely old enough to be out of school and behind them, bringing up the rear was Ron.  
 
    The corporal glanced down at the body and the terrified Sarah and didn’t comment as she turned back to the crowd behind her.  
 
    “All of you, get your arses moving and get home, now! We’ll follow you as best we can.” 
 
    Without further urging, the group ran on, straight along the street without looking back. Claire eyed the crowd further back in the darkness and gave a short grunt.  
 
    “Anyone left in the midst of that will be dead soon enough. We need to move before they stop feeding and come this way.” 
 
    “Feeding?” Sarah asked. “You can’t mean…” 
 
    “Yeah, they don’t just bite to infect you. Fuckers are hungry too.” 
 
    “Bite you, fuck you, eat you,” Ron said with a snicker that brought a glower from the corporal.  
 
    “Get in,” she ordered sharply. “Now.” 
 
    Needing no further urging, Sarah was first into the Land Rover, settling back into her seat and feeling something close to being safe for the first time since she’d got out. Claire was next and then Ron and Smithy took up their usual places.  
 
    The engine burst to life and Ron put it into reverse as the lights flashed on. Sarah gasped as caught sight of the mass of infected, climbing over one another like maggots writhing on the rotting carcass of a bird.  
 
    Flesh was torn from bodies and stuffed into mouths red with blood. A few of those bodies still moved, still struggled against those holding them down. Screams of torment and horror filled the night air and Sarah pressed her hand to her mouth to stifle her own cries.  
 
    “Keep shooting,” Claire snapped at Smithy as she had her own weapon up against her shoulder. “Pick your shots and take down as many as you can.” 
 
    Sarah couldn’t take her eyes off of it. Like a scene from hell conjured up by a preacher, she couldn’t tear her gaze away. Hating everything she was seeing but needing to know, to understand just how far the infected had fallen.  
 
    They weren’t anything resembling people anymore. They were animals, pure and simple, all humanity burnt out of them by the fever that overtook their bodies before they changed. They cared only to fill their most basic needs, not seeing the uninfected as anything more than a source of food or a way to sate their lusts.  
 
    A woman tried to pull herself to her knees, dress torn and soaked with her own blood. Three fingers of her left hand were missing and there was a bloody hole where her nose had been. She reached out imploringly towards the soldiers as she dragged herself forward.  
 
    One of the infected rose up behind her, both fists clenched together as it raised them up above its head. With one mighty swing, those fists were brought down against the woman’s back, a look of manic glee crossing the infected man’s face.  
 
    She screeched in agony as she collapsed, legs twitching but no longer under her control. The infected leapt atop her, hips thrusting even as it beat at her with its fists.  
 
    “Fucker,” Claire muttered as she took careful aim.  
 
    The first shot ended the woman’s misery. She stopped moving, but the infected man either didn’t notice or just didn’t care. The second shot blew a hole in his head and he dropped down atop her.  
 
    “Get us out of here,” Claire said, reloading with quiet efficiency. “We’ve got their attention.” 
 
    Across the street, the infected were rising to their feet, faces turning towards the soldiers. Smithy fired a few more shots as they reversed further, then Ron turned the Land Rover and they were off, speeding away from the crowd.  
 
    Behind them, a few of the infected set off to give chase while the others continued to feast. A few of the people still alive had already begun to change and were ignored. Something in the infected allowed them to recognise the same in others and realise that the taste was not as good as that of the uninfected.  
 
    If anyone had stopped to count, they would have found almost sixty had been killed and more bore wounds that would likely kill them soon enough. But it wasn’t enough. More would join their numbers and before the dawn came, they would continue to look for more prey.  
 
    The city was dying, an inch at a time, but soon enough the infected would be the majority and the streets would run red with blood.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
     Jack pushed open the door, wincing at the cold wind and rain that hit his face. Raising one arm to shield his eyes from the light, he stepped out onto the flat roof of the block of flats and sucked in a deep breath.  
 
    He knew, rationally, that the air was no different than that which he breathed through the window in his flat, but it somehow felt cleaner, better, just because he was outside. Even in the short time they had been locked in the block, he’d been feeling the walls pressing in on him.  
 
    “Bloody cold up here,” Dec complained as he followed him out. “Why we doing this again?” 
 
    “Best way to survey the surrounding area,” Jack replied without looking at his friend.  
 
    He stifled a yawn and rubbed at his eyes, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling around his shoulders. He’d not slept that night, instead, he’d waited with Daz as Alan had slowly become less responsive.  
 
    All the while he’d been listening for sounds of the infected breaking through the two men’s flat door and spreading out to take over the entire ground floor. It had been a harrowing night and in the predawn light, Alan had turned.  
 
    “Hey,” Dec said, clapping him on the shoulder. “You good, mate?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.”  
 
    He wasn’t, not by a long shot, but he wouldn’t admit that. He needed to be strong for his friend, for the people of his block of flats. But mainly, for himself. Because deep down he knew that Alan had become infected because of his actions. He couldn’t shake that guilt.  
 
    His hands still trembled as the memory of that moment when the change came over Alan. When he had struggled in Daz’ arms, when he had snapped and snarled like some wild animal desperate to be free.  
 
    How he had gone limp as Jack reacted by grabbing the bat and swinging it all in one smooth motion. The sound made as the wood hit bone was not something he would ever forget, nor how it had taken several swings before Alan had gone still.  
 
    “I feel sick,” Jack muttered, shaking his head to clear them of the images.  
 
    Dec squeezed his shoulder, providing what comfort he could. Not that there was much you could do for a man who had just taken a life. 
 
    Jack led the way across the open roof to the north-western end. There was a raised wall that ran around the top of the building and a few of the block residents used the roof as a place to smoke when they couldn’t be bothered going all the way down to the ground.  
 
    At least one couple had been caught, drunk and naked as they celebrated an anniversary beneath the stars one warm summers night. It had been the talk of the block for weeks.  
 
    “What the hell?” Jack said as he reached the edge of the roof and stared down.  
 
    Along the road that made up the western border, a fence had been erected. Wire mesh with rolls of barbed wire running along the top. Jack could follow it with his gaze all the way to Grafton street that was the southern border.  
 
    There, the fence turned, following the other road all the way along as far as Jack could see. Likely all the way to the main road that ran north to south beyond the small housing estate to the west. When he looked north, he saw more of the same.  
 
    “We’re caged in,” Dec said, surprise filling his voice. “The fuck have they done that for?” 
 
    He was right, Jack realised. The three tower blocks of flats and the housing estate had been isolated from the rest of the city. But they weren’t the only ones. Even as he watched, soldiers were erecting more fencing, creating yet another small zone.  
 
    “They’re dividing the city into smaller sections,” he said. “Must be as a way of controlling the spread of the infected.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s all well and good, mate. But all they’re doing is keeping the infected inside with us.” 
 
    He had a point, Jack had to concede. Not that he was even sure where the infected were. When he’d looked out of the window sometime after dawn, the area between the blocks of flats was empty.  
 
    They could still hear movement from Daz and Alan’s flat, but it seemed the rest of the infected had scurried away. To where, no one knew, but it was more than a little alarming to know they were out there but hidden.  
 
    “Soldiers have seen us,” Dec said, pointing down at the road.  
 
    Jack followed the direction he was pointing and grunted. A small group of uniformed people stood by what looked to be a gate and several of them were staring up at the two men. Dec, grinning, raised an arm and waved, but got no response.  
 
    “You think they’re gonna come help us?”  
 
    “No,” Jack said, voice low as he watched them work. “I don’t think they will.” 
 
    Which was a huge problem as they had people who would be needing medicine and not to mention the fact that the food they had didn’t look like it would last too long for a hundred and thirty odd people.  
 
    They both turned their heads to look up at the sky as a helicopter flew past, almost right above them. It was the first aircraft they had seen for days. Everything had soon been grounded by the government when things had become bad enough to send the army in.  
 
    “Not many cars moving about,” Dec said. “Best as I can see, most of em are in army colours.” 
 
    Jack sighed, lifting his gaze to look out over the city. From where they stood they had quite a view and what a view it was.  
 
    To the north were the huge housing estates that made up Chapeltown and Harehills and with them, St James University Hospital. A place where Jack had spent a little time himself a few years back.  
 
    South was the River Aire and the train station. Surrounding that and on both sides of the river were the shopping centre and hotels, places to dine out and entertainment. The thriving heart of the city.  
 
    West they could see as far as the General Infirmary and the University buildings. More shops and supermarkets, hotels and museums, along with the First Direct Arena. A place for all kind of events.  
 
    When he turned his gaze to the east, Jack had a view over more houses, schools and businesses. Along with the army reserves centre that was the focal point for a whole host of people all moving around with some sense of purpose.  
 
    The city was a large place and one that Jack loved like nowhere else. It was his home and he hated seeing it so quiet, so devoid of movement, of life. The streets should have been teeming with people, the roads filled with cars and lorries, while overhead there should have been an endless parade of planes flying in to land at the airport, bringing visitors to the city and people coming home.  
 
    He gripped the top of the wall hard, knuckles whitening as he finally saw some movement in the streets. There, to the south, a green painted Land Rover had stopped, and a group of people had converged on it.  
 
    Dashing out from the shadowed places beneath the taller buildings, they ran at the vehicle howling for blood. Their attack was answered by the roar of automatic weapons and few made it as far as the Land Rover.  
 
    “What the hell is happening,” Jack muttered, shaking his head.  
 
    The military were gunning down citizens in the streets. Even infected, they were still people and should be helped as much as possible, he thought with more than a little guilt at the memory of Alan that came surging into his mind.  
 
    “What do you think they’re burning?” Dec asked, looking beyond the soldiers.  
 
    Across the river, in one of the city parks, great plumes of black smoke were rising. The sight sent a shiver running through Jack who could guess what was being burnt but didn’t want to voice that out loud.  
 
    “Let’s go in, mate,” he said instead. “I’ve seen enough.” 
 
    “Okay, but what’re we gonna do?” 
 
    “I’m going to go and speak to the soldiers,” Jack said grimly. “And hope they don’t shoot me on sight.” 
 
    The two men walked back down the stairs to their floor and stopped, seeing the group of people waiting outside their flat. They exchanged a look that conveyed their mutual irritation before Jack raised his voice and spoke.  
 
    “Can we help you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kyra said, as she turned around at the sound of their voices. “You can talk some sense into this old fool!” 
 
    The old fool in question was Denis. He looked much as he always did, dressed in a neat suit, a dark shade of green, with a tie and shirt as well. For a man who had retired, it seemed he hadn’t yet discovered the joy of not having to wear a suit every day. 
 
    Kyra, on the other hand, seemed well aware of how to dress for comfort. In just some skin-tight grey yoga pants and a white t-shirt and trainers, she certainly looked a great deal more comfortable than the other man.  
 
    “About what?” Jack asked, carefully keeping his eyes fixed on her face.  
 
    “This idiot wants you to go outside looking for food and medicine.” She waved her hand in the general direction of Denis, who wore a look of utter disgust for the young woman.  
 
    “It’s necessary,” he said. “We have people who need that-“ 
 
    “Don’t matter,” Dec chimed in, cheerily. “No one’s going anywhere. There’s a big fence set up all around the estate.” 
 
    “What?” Denis and Kyra said at the same time, before pointedly ignoring one another and giving their full attention to the two men.  
 
    Behind them, the other three people, quiet up until that point, added their own questions and it took Jack a moment to get them to quieten down as he waved for silence.  
 
    “Look,” he said.” We’ve just been up there, and they’ve sealed us in. It could be so that they can control the infected when they come in, or it could be to keep us all in one place. We don’t know.” 
 
    “What the hell can we do about it then?” Kyra asked.  
 
    “They said that someone would be coming. Now, with the infected out there, I don’t see that happening so we will have to go to them.” 
 
    Jack didn’t miss the look of cunning malice that crossed Denis’ face as he heard that. The man was unpleasant, Jack knew that, but the more time he spent in his company, the more he suspected he couldn’t be trusted at all.  
 
    “And you will be going, will you, lad?” Denis asked, almost rubbing his hands together with glee.  
 
    “I wouldn’t ask anyone else to.” 
 
    “No!” Kyra snapped. “That’s just stupid. You can’t go out there.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice, love,” Dec added as he openly stared at her with a salacious smile. “Now, if you ask are we heroes for going, you’d be right.” 
 
    “Idiots more like,” she snapped back, crossing her arms beneath her breasts and glaring at him.  
 
    “It’s no secret that some of our residents need medicine and we all need more food,” Jack said, cutting Dec off before he could say anything else. “To get that, we have to speak to those soldiers.” 
 
    “Have you forgotten all those infected?” 
 
    “No,” Jack replied to her. “I’m all too aware that they are down there but I don’t think they like to be out in the daylight.” 
 
    “They do attack during the day,” someone said, and Jack looked over to the man who’d spoken.  
 
    Short, around five foot eight, he had a shaved head and tattoos on his neck with the names of either his girlfriend or a family member inked there. His black t-shirt bore the image of some rock band that hadn’t performed in years.  
 
    “Why do you say that, Charlie-boy?” Dec asked.  
 
    “Saw it on the news, like.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Kyra agreed. “They might prefer to avoid being in the light but if they see you, they’ll go for you.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to make sure they don’t see us,” Dec said with an evil cackle.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    The TV was on, showing some worried-looking news presenter as he rattled off statistics and dire warnings about the state of the world. The army had lost control of Birmingham and people were being urged to stay inside until order could be restored.  
 
    It wouldn’t happen, Jack was sure of that. After a certain point, there were simply too many infected. The images were there on the screen for anyone to see. Apparently, they had given up any pretence of trying to hide what was happening in hopes of scaring people enough they wouldn’t leave their damned houses.  
 
    Because that was the problem. People didn’t take the warnings seriously or thought it didn’t apply to them. They tried to leave the cities in great convoys that ended up in a snarled mass of traffic that left them sitting ducks when the infected came upon them.  
 
    The soldiers, standing firm behind their barricades and fences, would fire into the massed crowds of infected that charged at them and killed hundreds, perhaps even thousands before sheer weight of numbers caused them to be overrun.  
 
    Soon enough, those crowds of infected men and women had new members wearing the uniforms of the British army.  
 
    It was no wonder cities were falling across the globe. People were too selfish to be saved from their own stupid actions.  
 
    He sighed and tore his gaze away from yet another video that was playing in the background behind the news presenter. Images of screaming children being torn from their parent's arms and devoured even as their parents were infected in turn.  
 
    There seemed to be no pattern or reason to how the infected acted. Some people were ripped apart by the crowds, others would be bitten, often several times, but otherwise left alone. Though, those that were turned quickly, in minutes rather than hours.  
 
    Perhaps, he thought, it was due to the number of bites. The infection spread faster and the change occurred much sooner. Not that it mattered. One bite was enough and if you were bitten, there was no cure.  
 
    Once again, Alan’s face surged up from the dark recesses of his mind where he had tried to stuff it down and he swallowed past the nausea that threatened to have him emptying the contents of his stomach across the Campbells living room floor.  
 
    “We ready?” he asked, hoping to distract himself.  
 
    Dec looked back over his shoulder and shrugged. He was standing beside the couch as Melissa Campbell attached a harness over his clothing. Her husband, meanwhile, was lowering a rope out through the window of their second-floor flat.  
 
    He’d tied it securely around his living room chair and had assured them that he would keep hold of the rope as he lowered them to the ground below.  
 
    Avid climbers, both he and his wife seemed to know what they were talking about and had enough pictures of themselves on various rockfaces around the world, that Jack was inclined to believe them.  
 
    It didn’t make him feel any less worried though.  
 
    “Should be just one person,” he said for the sixth time in as many minutes. “If anything goes wrong out there, one of us will be stood waiting down there while the other is pulled up.” 
 
    “Not one of us,” Dec said with a grin. “You’ll be waiting as I get my pretty ass back up here to safety.” 
 
    “We’ll lower a second rope,” Alex Campbell said with a great deal more confidence than Jack felt. “If the shit hits the fan, you can both start climbing and we’ll pull you up at the same time.” 
 
    “Trust us,” Melissa said, her smile showing the same confidence that filled her husband's voice. “We’ve done this before.” 
 
    “What? Hauled up two idiots with a crowd of infected people chasing them?” 
 
    “Maybe not exactly this,” Melissa replied with a smile as Dec laughed. “But we’ve had to haul friends up a cliff as a storm blew in. We can do this.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” Kyra muttered, and Jack turned to see her leaning against the wall beside the front door.  
 
    She’d followed them down, talking constantly as she berated them for the fools they were being in even attempting to do something so stupid. Her vocal opposition to their plan had been almost refreshing.  
 
    They needed someone to tell them when they were about to do something truly stupid and Jack was happy to have her along with them. If nothing else, if he was about to be torn to shreds at least the last people he saw would have been nice on the eyes.  
 
    “You now,” Melissa said, carrying over another harness to Jack.  
 
    He followed her instructions as she fastened the harness around him. It was a simple enough item that fitted around his waist like a belt with two straps that hung down far enough to be secured around each upper thigh.  
 
    It had a plastic-sheathed loop where the rope would be attached and that was it. Man-made fabric that was tough and durable and more than enough for a small climb down to the ground from a second-floor flat.  
 
    Even so, Jack was more than a little nervous as the rope was fed through the loop and tied off. His mouth was dry and a thin sheen of sweat covered him as he approached the window, climbing up on the back of the couch, before settling on the window ledge with his legs hanging down.  
 
    “You don’t need to do this,” Kyra repeated. “We can find another way.” 
 
    “There is no other way,” Jack replied as he sucked in a deep breath.  
 
    “Here,” Alex said. “Take this.” 
 
    He handed Jack a long-handled ice axe. Sixty centimetres long with a bright blue handle, it had a hardened steel head that ended in a vicious looking spike on one end and a wide adze on the other. He looked at it for a moment before taking it and hefting it in his grip.  
 
    “We had a couple from our trip to France. Not sure how much use they’ll be to you, but they helped us on the mountain.” 
 
    “Pretty sure the mountain wasn’t trying to bite you,” Jack replied sourly. “Thanks anyway.” 
 
    Alex placed his hand on Jack’s arm and when he turned to look back, said, “You have to be prepared to use that, yeah?” 
 
    “I am,” Jack lied and pushed himself out of the window.  
 
    He hung from the window ledge for a moment until he felt the slack in his rope. With the ice axe in one hand, he grasped the rope with the other and set his feet against the brick wall. He pushed back, until he was standing out from the wall, held up by the rope and Alex inside the building.  
 
    Slowly, oh so very slowly, he began to descend with Alex letting more of the rope go slack with every step so that Jack was supported all the way down.  
 
    Up above, Dec watched silently, eyes narrow as his friend went down into danger, all the while knowing that he was about to do the same. As soon as Jack reached the ground, he swung his legs out of the window and followed him down.  
 
    Jack, safe on the ground, stood on legs that trembled a little. It wasn’t even that high, but he knew that if he had fallen he would have been done for. A feast for the infected. Another shiver ran up his spine at the images that conjured, and he cast aside the rope and raised the axe as he looked around.  
 
    No danger in sight, no rage infused madmen running out to tear at his flesh. His breathing was shallow as he turned to look through the window of the flat.  
 
    There was no movement within, and he swallowed back his fear as Dec came down to the ground beside him.  
 
    “We good?” Dec asked, voice barely above a whisper. Jack nodded in reply, not trusting himself to speak.  
 
    Together, the two men set off at a brisk pace, along the path that ran around the building and towards the car park beyond. In the distance they could make out the fence and the soldiers standing behind the gate, watching them.  
 
    “You think they’ll shoot?” Dec asked, licking his lips nervously.  
 
    “No idea. They’re waving?” 
 
    He slowed his pace as he watched the soldiers behind the fence. They weren’t raising their weapons though they always had one hand on it, they were all using their other arm to wave at them.  
 
    Four soldiers, all frantically waving silently, their arms going back and forth as though they were warning them to go back.  
 
    Jack reached out one hand as they moved up past the carpark, taking hold of Dec's arm and tugging on the thin material of his shirt. He couldn’t help but notice that the soldiers weren’t shouting at them and more than that, there were no birds singing in the trees that dotted the open spaces between the car parks and tower blocks.  
 
    In fact, the world had taken on a silently eerie quality that set his teeth on edge and had him gripping the ice axe all the tighter. Jack turned his head, scanning the surrounding area as he looked for the reason they were waving them off.  
 
    “Could be warning us they’ll shoot,” he muttered softly as he saw nothing out of the ordinary.  
 
    A cold breeze was rustling the branches of the trees and the long strands of grass that were overdue a cut. There was no movement anywhere around them. The tower blocks were all quiet and the cars hadn’t moved from their parking spots in several days, with a thin layer of blown dust on their roof and bonnets.  
 
    Behind them, fifty metres or so away was their own tower block. They’d descended on the opposite side of Daz and Alan’s flat, so they didn’t expect any movement in the windows of the ground floor flats and were gratified to see none.  
 
    Alex and Melissa were watching from their window, the ropes hanging down to pool on the grass below. Everything seemed okay, with nothing out of place, yet both men could feel the hairs on the back of their neck rising along with a sense of impending doom.  
 
    Something was off. They couldn’t say just what it was or where the feeling was coming from, but it was there and it was activating that primal lizard part of the brain, which was screaming at them to run, to hide, to get away from the danger.  
 
    “Shit’s not right,” Dec said, voice quiet.  
 
    The soldiers were still waving but in between were pointing at the carpark. Jack followed the direction of their gestures but could see nothing out of place. No reason for them to be alarmed. The cars all sat empty, their doors closed, and windows clear enough they could look inside to see no one was there.  
 
    Why then were the soldiers so alarmed? 
 
    “I think we should go back, mate,” Jack said, his voice trembling with a tinge of fear.  
 
    “Y-yeah, I reckon we should.” 
 
    They took a cautious step back and stopped, Jack’s head whipping around to look at the closest cars as he said, “you hear that?” 
 
    “No, what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Something-“ 
 
    His voice cut off sharply as he had a sudden thought that made his testicles try to climb right back up into his body and forced him to keep a tight hold on his bladder lest he lose control entirely.  
 
    Where would the infected go to avoid the sun when there were few places available for them to get to? The answer was painfully simple, and he wanted to curse himself for not realising it sooner.  
 
    They wanted a place in the shadows, in the darkness and away from the light. A place they could see any potential prey passing and launch themselves out like a trapdoor spider, reaching out to grab their prey and drag it down with them.  
 
    Slowly, oh so slowly, Jack lowered himself down until he was crouching. The fingers of his free hand touched the dew-wet grass as he lowered himself further, head turned to peer into the dark places beneath the cars.  
 
    His breath caught as a pair of eyes, thick with malice met his own. His mouth opened, a burble of fear clawing its way up his throat. The infected man’s own mouth below those dead eyes opened as wide as his own and a howl like something from a demon being dragged from hell came bellowing forth.  
 
    “Fuck!” Dec screamed, head twisting this way and that as the cry was answered from all around them.  
 
    “Run!” was all Jack could say as he leapt to his feet and set off running back towards the flats as fast as he could.  
 
    Behind him, scores of the infected crawled out from the cool, dark, place beneath the cars and gave chase.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    The Land Rover pulled up outside the St Patricks Catholic Primary school and Ron shut off the engine with a weary sigh. The other two soldiers were just as exhausted, but the corporal chivvied them up and had them moving.  
 
    What had once been the playground had become a carpark and was full of military vehicles. Barricades of sandbags had been arranged around the outside of the building with armed soldiers standing watchful guard over the place.  
 
    Sarah blinked and shaded her eyes against the morning light. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept, and her body ached in places she’d not thought imaginable after being cramped inside the Land Rover for so long.  
 
    After rescuing the looters, they had moved from checkpoint to checkpoint to get through the city. What should have been a ten-minute journey had taken several long and terrifying hours. All through the night, she had heard the hooting and wailing of the infected as they sought prey.  
 
    More than once trucks had passed them by, loaded down with bodies. So many had died that they had stopped putting them in body-bags and instead, just tossed them in the back of the trucks to be taken for burning.  
 
    In just two short days, she had seen ever more proof that the military was fighting a losing battle against the infected. Ample evidence of that had been seen as they moved past entire rows of houses that were devoid of life.  
 
    Blood spattered walls and doors, shattered windows and the endless howls of the victorious infected. Not to mention the bodies that lay everywhere. Those poor souls that were killed before they could turn. Though, for many, death would have been preferable to becoming a monster. 
 
    Sarah wanted to weep.  
 
    So much death in such a short time. The world was going to hell and if it was so bad there, in the city, she couldn’t imagine what it was like in the smaller towns and villages where the soldiers weren’t going.  
 
    “Can sleep here,” Claire said, snapping Sarah back to the present.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Sleep, eat, get some rest,” Claire repeated. She’d been in the same state as the young nurse enough times to not be angry at her for not hearing the corporal the first time she’d spoken. “You’ll feel better, I promise.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Sarah doubted it but didn’t have the energy to argue. Instead, she followed the soldier’s instructions and went with them towards the front entrance of the school.  
 
    There was another check to make sure she wasn’t infected before they would let her inside and then another before they let her into the sleeping quarters. Which, judging by the work tacked to the walls and the whiteboard, had once been a classroom.  
 
    The windows had been covered over to allow those using the room to rest without the sun shining in their eyes and all of the tables and chairs had been moved with rows of simple cots taking their place.  
 
    Sarah chose the closest empty cot and laid down, falling asleep in moments. The kind of sleep that was so deep that it was like falling effortlessly into an eternal darkness with nothing able to reach you, not even the nightmares that she had feared would come.  
 
    She slept for a little more than an hour before being jerked awake by the sound of gunfire close by. Blinking her eyes as she tried to bring them into focus, she pushed herself up, looking around to see soldiers rushing to their feet and grabbing their weapons before rushing from the room.  
 
    The gunfire didn’t let up and she felt the cold hand of fear grip her throat once more. Rising to her feet, she took a tentative step after the soldiers but stopped. She had no weapon and no fighting abilities which would make her more of a hindrance than a help.  
 
    But, a small voice said in the back of her mind, she was a nurse and people might need help. Sarah let out a soft bark of laughter at that thought as she realised that anyone hurt by the infected would likely be beyond anything she could do anyway.  
 
    Even so, she moved quickly towards the door and poked her head out. The corridor had several soldiers’ running towards the entrance, guns in hand and faces set. Sarah swallowed back her fear and followed after them.  
 
    While she might not be able to be any use in a fight, she didn’t want to be sat on her ass waiting for the infected to burst into the room and eat her either. No, better to find out what was actually going on first.  
 
    She paused at the end of the corridor, more than a little alarmed by the fact that the guards at the internal checkpoint had gone too. Taking a deep breath, she pushed open the door and recoiled as the sound of battle intensified.  
 
    Some of the soldiers had formed a line behind the barricades further along the road and were shooting into a large crowd of infected men and women that were running straight at them. Sarah placed a hand to her mouth and shook her head silently as she tried to count their numbers.  
 
    But there were simply too many. They filled the street with their numbers and when those leading the charge fell, the others behind simply ran over them. In moments, they were at the barricade and poured over like water spilling over a dam.  
 
    Men and women screamed as the infected leapt upon them, beating at them with their fists and biting at any exposed flesh they could find. Where so many had come from, Sarah couldn’t guess, but she stood, paralysed with fear and unable to do anything but watch as the soldiers were decimated.  
 
    Those still alive, retreated, guns firing ineffectually into the crowd. Without a headshot, the creatures just kept coming until blood-loss forced them to stop. Minor wounds were ignored, and they seemed to delight in seeing their own blood spilt as much as that of their prey.  
 
    An infected man, shirtless and bearing a bullet wound to the upper arm laughed maniacally as he waved that arm around, heedless of any pain. His blood was cast free from the wound and splashed across the face of a soldier who shrieked as it hit his eyes.  
 
    Wiping an arm across his face, he fired back in response and the infected man was down, but the damage was done. The soldier just didn’t know it. He fired until his weapon ran out of ammunition and then he reversed his grip on it, holding it like a club and screaming his fury at the infected as they rushed towards him.  
 
    His eyes widened and mouth hung open as the tide of infected parted around him, moving on to other targets. The soldier stared, watching them with his foolish and dumbfounded expression. Sarah could only shake her head as she realised what was happening.  
 
    In moments, the man began to tremble as he lowered his gun, dropping it to the ground. His cheeks were flushed, and he raised one hand before him, staring at it in confusion. The soldier looked up, gaze meeting Sarah’s for just a moment, despair and understanding reaching his eyes and then he was gone.  
 
    He fell to the ground amidst the infected, whole body shaking and Sarah turned away, knowing the next time she saw him would be when he was howling for her blood.  
 
    On the roof above her, a heavy machine gun had been mounted and it was firing continuously into the crowd as they reached the front of the school, the former playground the only thing between them and the building.  
 
    They were cut down in large swathes as they pushed and pulled at each other, each vying to get through the school gates and in amongst the cars where the remaining soldiers waited, firing into the mass of bodies.  
 
    It wasn’t enough.  
 
    The fence to either side of the gate began to buckle and then the wire mesh split, the thin posts tilting under the weight of the bodies and they were through. First, a handful, and then a flood. They moved in amongst the cars and trucks, crawling over bonnets and scrambling beneath.  
 
    A soldier screamed as she was pulled down by something grasping her legs and her scream turned to a long shriek of pain as she was dragged beneath the truck, her skin torn, and flesh devoured.  
 
    Another died yelling for help as one of the infected launched itself off of a car bonnet and straight at him. He was bowled over by the weight of the creature and his screams of pain soon cut off. 
 
    Orders were shouted, commands ignored as the sound of the guns overwhelmed Sarah. She staggered back, letting the door slam shut, a sob escaping her as she realised what was coming her way.  
 
    There was nothing to block the door with and even then, she doubted it would hold them back. How so many of them had managed to get so close to the base, she didn’t know, but it was too many for them to fight.  
 
    Slowly, then with increasing speed, she backed away from the door. There was nowhere for her to go, but she couldn’t just sit and wait for them to come in and take her. She couldn’t just passively accept the things they would do to her as they tore at her flesh.  
 
    A shudder ran through her and turning, she began to run.  
 
    The screams of the dying grew distant as she ran down first one corridor and then another turning this way and that, searching for a way out. She ran past dark classrooms filled with empty cots and piled stashes of equipment.  
 
    Her breath came in shallow gasps as her heartbeat like a drum, loud enough for her to hear as the terror she felt threatened to overwhelm her. She didn’t want to die. It was a realisation that hit her hard as she passed another empty classroom.  
 
    She wanted to live! To meet someone, to fall in love and have a family. She wanted a chance to have something close to happiness and she’d never realised just how badly she wanted that. Not until the chance of never getting it seemed to be the most likely option.  
 
    A yelp escaped her as somewhere behind her, inside the school, a gun was fired. Several shots, quick, one after another. The pop-pop-pop of the soldier’s assault rifles. A sound she was becoming far too familiar with.  
 
    It meant that some of the soldiers had made it inside and the infected too. She stopped running, pressing one hand against the wall to steady herself as she sucked in a deep breath, fighting the urge to panic.  
 
    Sarah tilted her head, listening as best she could over the thunderous roar in her ears, hoping to hear sounds of the battle continuing. There! She heard it, the staccato beat of the machine gun on the roof.  
 
    Someone was still fighting. She wasn’t alone and she had a chance. But, as a howl echoed around the walls, she realised the infected were inside too. 
 
    The wall she leant on had a door a short way further along and she headed for it. She pulled it open, revealing an office and she slipped inside, closing the door behind her. Pressing herself back against the wall, she kept one hand firmly on the door handle as the sound of feet slapping against the linoleum came closer.  
 
    A shadow moved past the door and she sucked in a breath, holding it, afraid to breathe, to make a sound. Another shadow, then a third. A thump against the wood had her pressing her free hand across her mouth to prevent herself from crying out.  
 
    She pressed herself back, trying to make herself as small as possible as a hand slapped the glass panel set into the door, leaving bloody streaks on the glass. Despite everything she was trying to do, a whimper escaped her mouth as the door handle shifted in her hand as something tried to move it.  
 
    Who, or what was trying to open the door seemed to understand they needed to use the handle but not how to work it. After a few moments of ineffectual pawing at it, the movement stopped, and Sarah released the breath she’d been holding.  
 
    Another howl came from just outside the door and was answered by many more voices, all inside the school.  
 
    And from outside the building.  
 
    Her eyes went towards the window opposite the door. The office overlooked a smaller playground that was surrounded by hedges and as she watched, a blood-streaked infected woman strode into view.  
 
    She was hunched over, head tilting as she listened for the sound of her prey. She’d not noticed Sarah standing in the office and she walked on past without looking up into the building. Even so, Sarah froze in terror.  
 
    Another infected came into view and then another. A quiet sob escaped Sarah’s mouth as she slid down the wall to sit on the floor, tears filling her eyes as she realised just how trapped she was.  
 
    She kept her hand pressed firmly against her mouth as she released her hold on the door and wrapped her arm around her legs, pulling them up close to her chest, body shaking as she sobbed as quietly as she could.  
 
    There was no way out. The infected all around her and the soldiers’ either dead or walking around like the other monsters out there. She was all alone and at any moment they would discover her, and then she would become food for them.  
 
    Hope fading, she wept and waited for the end.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Dec hit the ground with a grunt as one of the infected grabbed at his shirt and pulled him down. Without hesitation, Jack swung the ice axe in a wide arc and winced as the crunching of bone followed the jarring of his arm.  
 
    He set one foot against the infected man’s chest and pulled the axe free as Dec pushed himself up.  
 
    “Run,” Jack told his friend as he watched the steady approach of the other infected.  
 
    They were in a group, but singular, he realised. Each one of them was rushing to be the first to reach him, the first to taste his flesh. Their faces were all twisted in something he could only describe as total, unfettered rage.  
 
    Time stretched out as he sucked in a deep breath and raised the ice axe. I just killed another man, he thought for just a moment before forcing that away. He couldn’t think of them as humans, not anymore.  
 
    They were creatures, monsters, twisted caricatures of the men and women they had once been. Each of them would defile his body and feast on his flesh. There was no humanity, no compassion nor empathy left in them.  
 
    To kill them would not be a sin, it would be a favour. A chance to end the misery they must surely be feeling, somewhere deep down in what passed for their souls. They had become something none of them would have ever wished to be.  
 
    And, to save his friend, to save himself, he would stand firm.  
 
    The axe swung, tearing through the shoulder of a half-naked infected woman. She howled, though, with glee or pain, Jack couldn’t tell. She reached for him as he drew back the axe and he swung his left arm swiftly, clenched fist catching her in the jaw and knocking her off balance.  
 
    She tottered, shaking her head. While she didn’t react to pain, it seemed that a good solid blow to the jaw would still leave their ears ringing and vision blurred. A useful thing to know, he thought as he brought the axe down onto the top of her head.  
 
    As she collapsed, he cursed and released his grip on the axe before turning and running. A handful of infected was almost upon him and there was no time to waste. Back at the block of flats, Dec was already being pulled up the side of the building.  
 
    Jack swung his arms, breathing easily as he outpaced the infected. Not that it would be enough, for as soon as he stopped to grab the rope, they would close the distance between them and pull him back down.  
 
    He turned sharply, moving along the side of his block of flats and leading the infected away from his friend. A glance back assured him that they were all following along, hooting and hollering, fit to raise the dead, but following still.  
 
    They seemed inclined to give chase for as long as they could see him and that was fine by him. A seasoned runner, he had no doubt in his mind that he could outrun them given enough space to do so.  
 
    The only problem was, there was nowhere near enough open space for him to do that. All too soon he was past the block of flats and running alongside the fence that bordered the road. Past the handful of trees that provided shade and privacy for the houses on the end of the estate and then he was in amongst them.  
 
    Another sharp turn to the left as he came upon the southern border fence. Sweat beaded his brow and while he’d increased the distance between the infected and himself, they were still back there, still running tirelessly after him.  
 
    The houses of the estate were dark and silent, with no movement in their windows. A few of the doors hung open and more than one window had been shattered. He couldn’t help the small twinge of fear as he realised that while he’d been secure in the tower block, the infected had been smashing their way into the houses on the estate.  
 
    With no one to protect them and no help coming, they were sitting ducks for the infected. He swallowed past the lump in his throat as he thought of the children he’d so often seen playing in the same street he was running down.  
 
    Another turn to the left and he skidded to a halt on the road, almost falling, so sudden and abrupt was the stop. He licked suddenly dry lips as a handful of voices were raised as one, calling out his presence.  
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”  
 
    He set off running again, back towards the street he had just turned off of. Behind him, the small group of infected gave chase as more poured out of the houses around them. 
 
    With those on the side street behind him and the original group coming fast from the west, Jack set off running to the east, along the street. There wasn’t much more left of it before he had to turn back towards the north as he reached the eastern border fence.  
 
    His breath was coming faster as the strain of the chase began to be felt. The sound of the infected followed him, sending a shiver down his spine with every damned cry that issued forth from their mouths.  
 
    At the end of the street, there was a raised banking that led down to the road beyond. Trees and bushes covered the banking with plenty of used plastic and old bottles hidden amongst the grass. Red brick houses sat opposite it, with low wooden fences and neat gardens.  
 
    Jack leapt the fence in one bound and was across the still-damp grass in a heartbeat. He twisted the door handle while issuing a silent prayer and then swore loudly as it refused to open. A few steps more and he grasped the top of the side fence, pulling himself up and over.  
 
    He landed atop a small, round, barbecue sending it crashing to the patio paving stones, charcoal spilling everywhere. Jack, cradling his side where he’d hit the barbecue, pushed himself to his feet and limped across to the back door of the house.  
 
    It opened the first time and he was inside and closing the door behind him in an instant. He rested his back against the cool wood for a moment as he sucked in a breath of air and only then looked around.  
 
    He was in what had once been a neat kitchen. But with growing horror, he noted the overturned chair beside the small table set against the wall. The open cupboards with food packets and tins spilt across the worktops and floor.  
 
    Several mugs had been broken and their shattered remains added to the mess that covered the floor tiles. The kitchen door that led further into the house had a brown smear of old blood near the handle.  
 
    Beside the sink was a wooden block with just the handles of some kitchen knives visible. Taking a careful step away from the door, keeping low to avoid the window, Jack crept over towards them. He stopped for a moment as a smell came to him. Urine and faeces.  
 
    Another step, and then another, with one hand pressed against his face to cover his nose and mouth. He reached out with his other and gripped the largest handle, then pulled out a sharp carving knife.  
 
    Sharpened on one edge, it had a comforting weight to it and moving cautiously, he headed for the door as outside, the howling of the infected announced their arrival. He risked a quick glance towards the window before stepping through the door and away from the view of those running past the garden.  
 
    He pulled the door silently closed behind him and stood in the hallway. Ahead of him, beside the stairs leading up to the second floor was the front door. A key sat in the lock and several pairs of shoes littered the floor beside it.  
 
    Men's, women’s and children’s he guessed from the sizes. A family home. He swallowed hard, knowing what he was likely to find and hating what he would need to do to stay safe. He raised the knife and took a step towards the doorway in the wall to his left.  
 
    A living room. Three-seater sofa and two armchairs of brown leather, worn and cracked from long use. Framed pictures filled the walls and sat on shelves, showing a happy and smiling family. Holiday snaps and pictures of the kids in their school uniforms. 
 
    There was a TV and game system and all the usual things you would expect to find, but no people. Jack breathed a quiet sigh of relief and turned his attention to the stairs.  
 
    In the back of his mind, he wondered if he could just stay quietly downstairs until the infected outside moved on and he could head back to the flats. But, another part pointed out that he would be safer upstairs, out of sight of the infected should they wander past and get curious.  
 
    Besides, he didn’t exactly fancy the idea of having god knew how many infected people hiding up above him. Should any come downstairs, he would be well and truly fucked. So, with that in mind, he tightened his grip on the knife and headed up the carpeted stairway.  
 
    At the top of the stairs, there three doors, all closed, though only two fully. One was slightly ajar, and he licked his lips once more before creeping across to it. Nudging it open with the toe of his shoe, he couldn’t help but gag at the stench.  
 
    What remained of a woman lay on the king-sized bed. Her blood had soaked through the sheets and the floor was littered with scraps of her clothing. Her ribs were fully exposed along one side and the ragged edge to the flesh was enough to make Jack think it had been chewed.  
 
    Her eyes were open and seemed to be staring straight at him, unblinking and empty of life though they were. His hand trembled and he forced himself to take a step inside the room.  
 
    Blood covered everything. She had died screaming, judging by the way her mouth was contorted and there were deep gouges on her inner thighs. Jack shuddered as he realised her death had been horrific beyond measure.  
 
    There was no one else in the room and he left quietly, pulling the door shut behind him. It closed with a barely audible click, but even that was enough to elicit a response from the next room along. A high-pitched whine, like that of a dog wanting to be let out.  
 
    Jack hesitated as he reached for the door handle, his eyes drawn to the too small, bloody, handprints on the wall. There was no need to open it, he tried to tell himself, but he couldn’t not do so. The image of the dead woman was burned into his memory and he couldn’t leave the creature that had done that, alive.  
 
    One hand on the door handle, he raised the knife and sucked in a deep breath of the foul air. He turned the handle and pushed on the door. It swung open silently and to his surprise, nothing jumped out at him.  
 
    Cautiously, he took a step into the room, heart sinking as he saw the toys scattered around and the brightly coloured sheets on the bunk beds. A child’s room.  
 
    Another whine had him turning his head sharply to the right. There, in the corner, crouched a small body with its back to him. Jack was not too familiar with children but guessed the one before him was around eight.  
 
    Dressed in bright blue pyjamas with red and green race cars on them, he hadn’t noticed Jack’s approach. Crouching low, almost gagging on the stench, he reached out one hand, hoping against hope, that the child wasn’t infected.  
 
    The child’s head whipped around as soon as Jack’s hand touched his shoulder. Old blood coated his face and there was madness in his eyes. He leapt at Jack, teeth-gnashing and the whine turning to a growl.  
 
    Jack staggered back, eyes wide in shock as the child stopped, arms falling to his side and eyes rolling up into his head. With shaking hands, Jack gripped the infected boy’s shoulder and held him firmly as he pulled free the knife that he had, instinctively, thrust up through the chin and into the brain.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered to the dead child before rising to his feet and staggering back across to the door.  
 
    One more room to check and likely the bathroom. He sucked in several breaths of the foul air, gagging on the stench and tried to calm himself. One more room to go, he repeated to himself, and then he would be safe.  
 
    He didn’t bother to wipe the blood from the knife and tried not to think of the fact that the children’s bedroom had bunk beds.  
 
    The bathroom door opened easily, and it swung inward. A boy stood there, naked with bloody streaks running from his face all the way down to his groin. Barely ten years old, there was a manic grin on his face and nothing in his eyes but hate.  
 
    He ran at Jack, arms outstretched and without even thinking about it, Jack clenched his fist and lashed out, striking the infected boy square in the nose.  
 
    Blood spurted out and he staggered back. There was no mercy in Jack’s eyes as he plunged the knife into the boy’s chest and straight through his heart.  
 
    As the boy dropped lifeless to the floor, Jack staggered back, shoulder hitting the wall. With a sob, he sank down to the floor, unable to take his eyes from the small body before him. In the space of a few hours, he had killed three adults and two children.  
 
    No matter how many times he repeated that they were infected, he couldn’t shake the fact that they were people and he had killed them. He was a murderer. That was something he would have to pay for in due time, but just then, sitting on the landing at the top of the stairs, all he could do was lower his head and fight the urge to weep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    The infected prowled around the outside of the school. In groups, small and large, they howled and cackled as they sought first food and then refuge from the harsh light of day. They crawled into the dark places around the outside of the building, though the majority made their way inside.  
 
    Which was the only thing that gave Sarah a chance of getting out alive. Or so she hoped.  
 
    Her crying had ended after just a short while. The human mind was resilient and would only allow terror to grip it for so long. Humans were not meant to maintain one state for a substantial period of time without a break and be that happiness, sorrow or gut-wrenching terror, all too soon the surge in chemicals in the body would fade and some form of equilibrium would be reached.  
 
    For Sarah, that meant a kind of numbness, a disassociation from what was happening. While she could see out of the window, from where she sat, two infected people playing a game of tug of war with a human leg, she didn’t really feel anything about it.  
 
    She watched them argue with a series of grunts and growls for several minutes before one of them released its hold on the leg and leapt on the other. A short fight ensued where they clawed and bit one another, each vying for dominance.  
 
    The instigator of the fight won, eventually managing to climb atop the other and slam its head against the ground until it lay still. Then, with the spoils of victory clutched in its bloody hands, the victorious infected man scurried away to find somewhere dark and cool to feast on its prize.  
 
    In the corridor beyond the office where she cowered, there was an almost deathly silence. The machine gun had ceased its firing and the howls and gibbering of the infected had faded away not long after the last of the screaming had ended.  
 
    They were out there though, she knew that, could feel it almost. Every now and then would come a brush of cloth or skin against the door as one of them moved past. Random scratching would come through the walls as though they were peeling off the paintings for some ungodly reason.  
 
    Sarah was afraid to move, to even breathe too heavily, just in case she attracted their attention to where she was. Instead, she sat, with her back against the wall as she listened and desperately hoped that they wouldn’t try the door handle again.  
 
    She had no weapons with her and still wore her pale blue scrubs from the hospital. She’d not changed her underwear in almost two days, a fact that she was well aware of, as the pressure on her bladder grew and the fear of losing control of it grew with it.  
 
    There was no other choice, she decided, she would either have to move or spend the next few hours until her death sitting in a puddle of her own urine. Something that she was not prepared to do.  
 
    Pushing herself slowly to her feet, she kept her eye on the window. At the first sign of movement, she would drop back down to the floor and hopefully avoid notice. Fortunately, with the bright sunlight shining down on the small playground beyond, there weren’t any infected anywhere near.  
 
    The office was small with a couple of metal filing cabinets beside a plain wooden desk. A computer sat on the desk and beside it was the usual bits of stationery and pieces of paper, notepads, etc that were used. 
 
    There was even a phone, with a cord that connected to a socket in the wall. Her own mobile had died several hours past as she’d had no chance to charge it and so she reached for that phone, praying for a signal.  
 
    With a short gasp of relief, she heard the dial tone and punched in the triple nine number for police and emergency services. There was an immediate high-pitched beep that kept repeating indicating the system was busy and couldn’t take her call.  
 
    There were no other numbers that she could remember. Her parents had passed on and she had no brothers or sisters. While she remembered her last boyfriend’s number, she was pretty sure he still wanted nothing to do with her and wouldn’t be much help anyway. He’d been a useless prick when they were together, and she couldn’t see that he would have changed that much.  
 
    Sarah carefully set the phone back down, chewing her lower lip in frustration. Her friends might have been some help, but their numbers were stored in her phone. She’d never needed to remember them because she always had her mobile with her.  
 
    She had no one to call for help.  
 
    With growing frustration, she moved across to the window. It was small, barely two-foot square and set into a metal frame, but it opened. She flipped the locking catch and grasped the bottom of the frame, pulling upwards. The window slid up and she almost smiled as the cool air hit her skin.  
 
    Ever so carefully, she edged her head out through the window, being sure to look around fully first, scrutinizing everywhere that was in shadow. The infected liked the dark and they could sit so still that they were easy to miss.  
 
    Once sure she was alone and unobserved, she turned her head and looked up towards the roof. The school was a single storey structure and so the roof wasn’t that far away. Should she climb out onto the window ledge, she could, in theory, reach the roof and pull herself up.  
 
    Not an ideal situation, of course, but it would allow her to see if the soldiers up there were still alive and give her a birds-eye view of the surrounding area. Once she could pinpoint where the infected were, she could figure out the best place to descend before running like hell away from the school.  
 
    With that in mind, she started moving. She went slow, pulling herself through the window until she was sat on the window ledge. Then, grasping the top of the outside window frame, she pulled herself up and out until she was stood on that window ledge, arms trembling as she held herself close to the wall.  
 
    It felt more than a little unsafe to her. She was no climber, after all, and a strong gust of wind could well have sent her tumbling to the ground. But, she was determined and released her hold with one hand, reaching up to grasp the ledge that ran around the edge of the roof.  
 
    Sarah could just about reach it and once she felt that she had a firm grip, she reached up with her other hand and did the same. Then, she pulled herself upwards, feet scrabbling against the window frame, seeking purchase.  
 
    Slowly, her head rose up above the edge of the roof and she caught her first glimpse of what was up there. Which was very little.  
 
    Machine-gun posts surrounded by sandbags had been set up above the entrances to the school. One at either side of the building and they stood empty. The soldiers that had been manning them were clustered together in a rough circle in the centre of the roof. A dozen in total, which was more than she expected.  
 
    Her arms trembled, reminding her that she was holding herself up with a small, yet still dangerous, fall to the ground below should she let go. With a grunt, she pulled herself further up, high enough she could rest her elbows on the roof edge and then heave herself all the way up.  
 
    She released a heavy breath as she lay for a moment on the roof. It was a nice feeling, to have extricated herself from danger and get to somewhere relatively safe. She felt like she’d accomplished something and now, all she needed to do, was find a way off of the roof safely.  
 
    “Get up!” A voice commanded harshly, and she turned her head to stare directly into the barrel of a gun that was pointed her way. “You bit?” 
 
    “I’m not infected,” she said wearily. “You can put the gun away.” 
 
    More soldiers joined the first. They were all dressed in the same military fatigues she had seen them all wear and they each carried an assault rifle. Several of them had blood stains on their clothes and haunted looks that suggested they had climbed to the roof to escape the infected as she had.  
 
    “Where the hell did you come from?” 
 
    Sarah looked at the man who’d asked, noting the anger and distrust worn openly on his face and raised herself up on her elbows. 
 
    “Hold up,” Claire interrupted before she could speak. “I know her. She’s the nurse we were carting around all bloody night.” 
 
    “Nice to see you too,” Sarah murmured as the other woman came into view.  
 
    “I got it, Scotty,” Claire said, tapping the distrustful soldier on the shoulder. “I’ll make sure she’s clean.” 
 
    “Fucking better or I’ll end the bitch right here.” 
 
    “Pull that trigger and we’ll have the fuckers riled up again,” another soldier said, older than the others and sporting a days’ worth of growth on his face. “You do that, and I’ll feed you to them.” 
 
    “C’mon, Sarge.” 
 
    “Shut it and get your arse back over to the centre of the roof.” The sergeant ordered, pointing back to where they had been sitting. “And keep your bloody voices down.” 
 
    The men grumbled but did as they were told and in moments, there was just the sergeant, Claire and Sarah. She looked at the two soldiers and felt a shiver run down her spine. Neither of them had actually really lowered their weapons, just moved the barrels a little more towards the ground than to her.  
 
    “Sorry, love,” the sergeant said. “We have to check you.” 
 
    He scratched at his chin and glanced at the corporal beside him who nodded at his unspoken command.  
 
    “Come on,” Claire said. “We need to see.” 
 
    Knowing what they wanted, Sarah sighed and rose slowly to her feet, careful not to make any movements that could be seen as aggressive and would end up getting her shot. Once upright, she lifted her scrubs top, letting them see that there were no bite marks on her back or stomach.  
 
    She dropped it down and slid up the sleeves revealing her arms to be free of bites. Sarah then bent forward, letting her hair fall down around her face just so that she could show that there were no bites hidden beneath it.  
 
    Finally, she dropped her scrubs pants, with a slight glare for the soldiers. They exchanged another look and nodded at each other. Claire gestured for her to pull her trousers back up and the sergeant sighed.  
 
    “Glad you made it. So many others didn’t.” 
 
    “What happened?” Sarah asked. “One minute I was asleep and the next there was a lot of shooting going on.” 
 
    “We’ve been trying to contain any areas with too many infected,” Sarge said. “Get the non-infected out and keep the infected in. Some areas have too many for us to get in and pull those non-infected out, so we just have to contain them.” 
 
    “You’re kidding? Right? Surely you aren’t leaving people to be fucking eaten!”  
 
    “We have our orders,” Sarge said, giving her a hard look. “There aren’t enough of us to contain this fucking city, let alone rescue everyone. So, we do what we can, and we try to contain the areas with more infected than people.” 
 
    “The areas of containment are kept small,” Claire added. “As small as possible anyway. That way, we only need a few soldiers to guard them and for a lot of the areas, we just leave them be. If the infected don’t see people to chase, they don’t gather in enough numbers to pull down the fences.” 
 
    “Unless some fucktard drives past with a bunch of civilians in tow,” Sarge muttered. “Like a fucking walking buffet to them! Dumbass drove right between two containment areas and had them all riled up enough to push straight through the fences and give chase.” 
 
    “All the way here,” Sarah finished, with a heavy sigh.  
 
    “Aye, all the way to here where we lost nearly fifty fucking men.” 
 
    “We’ll lose more too,” Claire added. “Some of them stayed here in and around this place, but a lot more carried on walking up the road. They’ll pull more in with them and we’ll have containment areas all across the city falling apart.” 
 
    “Aye,” Sarge said, face set and voice grim. “Domino fucking effect. Once one falls, the rest follow and soon the entire city will be full of the infected running around loose.” 
 
    “What do we do then?” Sarah asked, voice full of fear.  
 
    The sergeant shrugged his wide shoulders and gave a mirthless grin.  
 
    “Nothing we can do, love. Except sit here and watch the city die.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Kyra chewed absently on a piece of toast as she lounged on her sofa, watching the news on TV. It wasn’t anything good and even from the limited stuff they were showing, it was clear that things were worsening.  
 
    Pakistan, claiming somewhat dubiously that India had been almost completely overrun, opted to use a large portion of their nuclear arsenal to protect themselves. It wasn’t too crazy an idea, Kyra conceded to herself, if you shared a border with more than a billion potential infected people then you would do what needed to be done.  
 
    Unfortunately, since India still had a government that was very much in control, they retaliated. A short and, thankfully, localised nuclear exchange took place that decimated both countries and likely irradiated all those surrounding them.  
 
    While she knew she should feel something for those tens of millions of people that had died, there were far too many other things closer to home for her to worry about instead. So, she focused on them.  
 
    The infected were running wild throughout Europe. With little to no border protection, there was nothing to stop people travelling as they pleased at the beginning. This meant the infection spread faster than in other countries and all too soon, those countries were losing control.  
 
    Belgium had fallen silent; France had their own military on the streets and the country under martial law and Switzerland had reactivated all of the bunkers they had built during the cold war and were moving anyone who wasn’t infected down into them.  
 
    They were also in the process of destroying all of the bridges that led into the small, mountainous country and were effectively pulling up the drawbridge and preparing to wait out the disaster that was befalling the rest of the world.  
 
    It was the same everywhere. China, with it’s one and a half billion people, was struggling to maintain control. The Americans were busily shooting at one another as their infrastructure crumbled and the African nations were in a state of war with the infected.  
 
    The world, as Kyra knew it, was dying and it seemed like there was no way to stop the spread of the infected. Anywhere they went, they increased in number and no one seemed able to stop them.  
 
    With all air and seaports closed, the government in Scotland had stationed what police and military forces they had available along the border with England and were stopping anyone from moving north.  
 
    The Isle of Man had sealed itself off and were actively destroying any boats that tried to land on their shores.  
 
    Video after video, showed people fleeing their towns and cities and flocking towards the coast, hoping for a boat that would take them away from the infected. Not that there were many left. Most had loaded up with as many supplies as possible and set to sea days before.  
 
    A shiver ran up Kyra’s spine as she watched yet another video of the infected running through the streets of a city, overrunning the military that was trying to maintain some sort of order. She reached for the remote and turned the TV off before another of the presenters came on screen with the same useless information.  
 
    They didn’t know what caused it, they didn’t know how to cure it, they didn’t have any news or instructions other than for people to stay in their homes. Useless, all of them. 
 
     Her little black and white terrier, Archie, named after Kyra’s father who she truly believed the terrier resembled, looked up as she rose to her feet and stretched. Dressed in plain black yoga pants and an oversized woollen sweater, she brushed aside a strand of ash brown hair and padded on bare feet over to the kitchen.  
 
    She dropped the plate she had used to rest her toast on into the sink and glanced once more at the list of food and supplies she had written out. It wasn’t as impressive as she had originally thought it would be.  
 
    Kyra worked part-time as a fitness instructor while attending university. The flat, conveniently located near the city centre, was paid for by her parents and the income from her job was purely for her spending money. Most of which went on clothes, eating out with friends and travel. 
 
    Which meant that her cupboards were not especially overstocked and the majority of the food she did have was perishable. At best, she had enough food for a week and perhaps a few days, two weeks if she rationed it. Anything beyond that and her food would be inedible anyway.  
 
    The one thing she did have plenty of was dog food. Dry biscuits mainly, but enough to keep Archie well-fed for a month or so. A few days before and she would have considered that to be enough time for things to get back to normal, but she was soon coming to the realisation that normal wasn’t likely to be happening.  
 
    She held back a sigh and walked across her neat living room to stare out of the window. The day was wearing on and as the sun dipped towards the horizon, the sky grew darker and the infected had begun to come out of wherever it was they had been hiding.  
 
    Even so, she stared down at the ground and hoped that she would see Jack come running over, alive and well. As much as she knew it wasn’t likely to happen, she still hoped it would.  
 
    His funny little friend had been furious when the others had refused to follow him out on some idiotic attempt at helping him. It had been all Alex could do to keep him from leaping out the window and going on his own.  
 
    While Kyra didn’t really know him, she had realised in that first meeting that Jack was more than a handsome face and set of shoulders. He was someone people almost instinctively looked towards when they needed someone with answers.  
 
    He didn’t even seem to know that they did it, but still, he had been willing to put his life on the line to get answers from those soldiers and help for the other people of the tower block. That was something many wouldn’t do, and she could admit to a little admiration for that.  
 
    With him gone, it left that old prick Denis to do as he pleased since most people would rather go along with him than argue and end up on his shit list. Too many in the block of flats had seen what happened to people who had ended up on his list and not least, how he had treated his wife.  
 
    It just wasn’t worth that hassle, though, with the world gone to shit, Kyra wasn’t going to put up with his tyrannical behaviour. Unfortunately, she was young, pretty and a woman which seemed to mean that most of the people in the block of flats didn’t take her seriously.  
 
    Which made it doubly irritating that Jack had gone and gotten himself killed or infected.  
 
    She glanced down at her coffee table and gave a slight shake of her head. It was covered with every mug that she owned, each one filled to the brim with water and covered over with clingfilm. The worktop in the kitchen was the same, as anything that could hold water had been filled and set aside.  
 
    If things were going as badly as she suspected, then it was only a matter of time before the water went off and likely the electricity and gas too. Once that happened, they would be truly screwed, and she desperately hoped it wouldn’t come to that.  
 
    A heavy hand banging on her door caused Archie to rise up to his feet and start yapping. She shushed him as she crossed to it and pulled it open.  
 
    “Hey,” Dec said. “You got a minute?” 
 
    “Sure, come in.” 
 
    The strange man stepped past her and she closed the door. She could guess why he was visiting her, and she pushed down her irritation, reminding herself that he had lost a friend and was in deep denial.  
 
    “What’s up?” she asked, gesturing for him to take a seat.  
 
    He ignored her and began pacing as she settled down on the sofa beside Archie, holding him close and gently stroking his wiry fur.  
 
    “Jack’s not dead.” 
 
    “I know you want to believe that but-“ 
 
    “No!” he snapped, cutting her off and glaring at her with those strange, mismatched eyes of his. “I know him. He’s not dead.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do about it anyway,” she said, gently. “It’s getting dark and the infected are coming out.” 
 
    “We have to do something!” 
 
    “What? Come on, what can we do?” Kyra did sigh then, tilting her head as she watched him pace. “You know we are stuck here. Maybe when it’s light we could try, but who would go? No one wants to risk going out with the infected out there.” 
 
    “I’ll go. If no one else has the balls, then I’ll go alone.” 
 
    “And what? Die? I really am sorry for your loss, but we have bigger problems to deal with.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “All these people living here and nowhere near enough food to last us for long? How about water, or heat with the winter coming on and medicine too! Someone needs to be talking about this and discussing what our options are.” 
 
    “Jack was doing that,” Dec said, softly. His lower lip trembled as he said it and he refused to look her way. “That’s why we were going to the soldiers, to ask for help.” 
 
    “Then that’s something we need to figure out how to do and something else too.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She rose to her feet, gesturing for Archie to stay put and led Dec towards the window. He followed curiously and she gestured across the car park towards the opposite tower block. 
 
    “We know that one has been ravaged by the infected, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’ve been watching the estate and I think most of those have been attacked too. Might be some people still hiding out there, but most will be dead or infected.” 
 
    “Right, that sucks for them but what’s your point?” 
 
    “There’s still that third tower block.” 
 
    Kyra pointed out the window where the third tower block could just be seen past the one that sat directly opposite. Many of the lights were flickering on in that building and she knew that indicated that people were still alive in there.  
 
    “So, there’s people there too. So what?” 
 
    “What’s going to happen when they start running low on food? There’s another hundred people in there at least and they’ll be facing the same problems we are.” 
 
    “Yeah, so what? Not like they’re gonna come over and try and steal ours.” 
 
    “Can you be sure of that? Hunger makes people desperate. Before that though, there’s another place they can loot first.” 
 
    Dec’s eyes moved towards the block of flats opposite and he shook his head.  
 
    “Are you fucking serious? Why the hell would you think anyone would go in there if they won’t go out looking for Jack with me?” 
 
    “Because I have an idea of how to distract the infected,” Kyra said, lowering her voice as though afraid of being overheard. “Once we get them out of the way, we can go in and grab all the food and water containers we can carry.” 
 
    Dec crossed his arms as he stared across at the dark tower block. As much as he wanted to focus on his friend, hoping against hope that he was alive, he knew that if he wanted people to help him then he needed to give them a reason to leave the flats.  
 
    If her plan worked and they could get rid of the infected, then it would mean he could go and look for his friend himself.  
 
    “Tell me the plan,” he said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Sarah shivered as much from the cold night as from the seemingly unending barrage of howls and moans from the infected that surrounded the school. As soon as darkness had fallen, they had scurried out of hiding to feast on the remains of those soldiers and infected people that had died during the attack.  
 
    The surviving soldiers had broken off into smaller groups and all sat as close to the centre of the roof as they could, wary of alerting the infected to their presence on the roof. Each of them was so wrapped up in their own loss, that they sat in silence.  
 
    Sarge and Claire, sat next to each other with their heads together as they spoke in low voices. From the way the sergeant was gesturing with one hand, Sarah guessed it to be quite heated. With a wary look at the other soldiers, she left her place on the edge of the group and crossed over to join the two of them.  
 
    “Mind if I sit?”  
 
    Claire looked up, brow furrowed, and irritation worn openly. “Yes,” she said before turning back to continue her argument.  
 
    “Sit if you want,” Sarge said, ignoring the corporal's glare.  
 
    The other soldiers paid her no attention as she settled down onto the hard, tarred roof of the school, wrapping her arms around herself. She rubbed at her arms, wishing she’d had the good sense to grab a coat before running for her life.  
 
    “What’s your plan?” she asked, keeping her voice low.  
 
    The two soldiers looked at her and then each other, some unspoken conversation happening that Sarah couldn’t begin to understand.  
 
    “Sarge,” Claire hissed warningly.  
 
    He cut her off with a wave of his hand and looked directly at the nurse.  
 
    “We don’t have one. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “Can’t just sit on this roof forever.” 
 
    “No one is suggesting we will,” Claire snapped.  
 
    Her dislike for Sarah was clear in her voice and while the young nurse couldn’t understand the cause of it, she certainly wasn’t going to put up with it. As such, Sarah pointedly ignored the acidic tone the other woman had and kept her attention on the sergeant.  
 
    “Do you have contact with your base or whatever?” 
 
    “Command has gone quiet,” Sarge admitted. “Which could mean anything,” the last was said with a warning glance towards the corporal who sneered.  
 
    “We know what it means. These fuckers are running loose and gaining in numbers. If lieutenant Avery hadn’t been such a pussy and signed the order so late, we’d have cleaned this mess up by now.” 
 
    “What order?” Sarah asked, curiosity piqued.  
 
    Again, the two soldiers shared a look and after a moment, the corporal shrugged and looked away, while Sarge grimaced and answered her.  
 
    “He was in command of the operations here in the city. Was supposed to authorise the use of lethal force against the infected but held out as long as he could before he signed the order.” 
 
    “Then the weak bastard shot himself,” Claire added with a sneer. “Couldn’t stomach it. Just our luck to get a career prick from HQ.” 
 
    “Anyway.” Sarge sent another glare the corporal’s way, not that she seemed to notice or care. “The order came too late. By that point, the infected were too many for us to do much more than contain them and all that’s done has created small zones where the infected can quietly grow in numbers with no one to stop them.” 
 
    “As soon as they were confirmed, we should have gone in and cleaned the infected out,” Claire spat. “Instead, we built a fence and sat and watched. The infected would roam around their confined area and kill or turn all the poor bastards stuck in there with them.”  
 
    “Then,” she added. “Poof! All of a sudden we’ve got a thousand or more of the fuckers all looking to get out and hunt for more food. The small squad we have watching the quarantine zone can’t do fuck all to stop them either, which is why we’re stuck on this fucking roof as we listen to our mates getting eaten.” 
 
    Sarah sat in silence as she digested those words, a shiver running up her spine that had nothing to do with the night’s cold.  
 
    “Will help be coming?” 
 
    “No,” Sarge said, no hesitation in his voice. “Last I heard, the government had been ferried off to some secret bunker along with all their rich buddies and the rest of us have been left to fend for ourselves.” 
 
    He made a sweeping motion with one arm, gesturing to the greater city beyond their hiding place.  
 
    “This, what’s happening here? It’s happening everywhere. It’s been a month since the first reports of people being attacked were noticed by the powers that fucking be, and by all of their projections, the infection should have spread across the world fully by now.” 
 
    “All we’ve done is slow it down a bit,” Claire added. “Not that it matters.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Before the radios went dead, we were just getting reports of containment zones across the city failing. The streets are full of the infected now. Any of our guys that are left aren’t gonna be distributing supplies to people trapped in their fucking houses, so they will have two choices. Stay in and starve or go out looking for food and get eaten by the infected.” 
 
    She shook her head slowly, hand trembling as she touched her assault rifle, as though for comfort.  
 
    “A couple more weeks and the world will be infected or dead, with no one else in between.” 
 
    It was a pessimistic view and one that Sarah wasn’t ready to agree with. People were survivors and while, yes, the majority would likely die, she had to believe that some would survive. They would survive and they would rebuild.  
 
    The soldiers though, they clearly didn’t see that and had lost some of their fight. It was understandable, since they had listened to their friends cries for help as they were overrun by the infected. Hard to keep optimistic as that happened.  
 
    “Two months,” Sarah said, and the two of them looked at her.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re still people,” she said. “Infected or not, they still have to live by the same basic rules as us.” 
 
    “The hell are you talking about?” Claire snapped.  
 
    “As a general rule, an adult human can go a few days or possibly up to a week without water. It’s a few weeks to months without food.” 
 
    Still, the soldiers stared at her, not quite grasping her point.  
 
    “Once the infected are everywhere, what then?” She cocked an eyebrow as she glanced from one to the other. “They won’t be farming or living off of tinned food, will they?” 
 
    A spark of understanding burst to life in their eyes and they both leant forward, just a little, but enough for Sarah to know she had their interest.  
 
    “They don’t remember how to use things, not properly. Those that can’t manage to get their trousers or underwear off are going to end up sitting in their own filth. That will bring infection and death to a lot of them.” 
 
    “Then, once their main source of food is gone,” she swallowed hard after saying that, well aware what that source of food was. “Well, then, they will turn on each other. How long do you think it will be before they are wiping each other out?” 
 
    “Not long,” Sarge agreed, nodding thoughtfully.  
 
    “Water will be a bigger problem. Either they won’t find any or they will drink from unclean sources and become sick.” 
 
    “You’re saying that they will die out?” Claire, asked, thoughtfully.  
 
    “Not all of them,” Sarah clarified quickly. “But the majority. Some will survive and hang on, but there’s what? Six billion people in the world. They won’t be able to sustain that number for long on scavenged food.” 
 
    “All we have to do is survive for a few months and we’ll have a chance,” Sarge mused. “Maybe sooner. Winter won’t be easy on them.” 
 
    “Or us,” Claire added. “The worlds officially fucked and that means in a couple of weeks at best, there’ll be no water or power.” 
 
    “Then before that happens we need to find somewhere secure and stock it with as many supplies as we can,” Sarge said, an eagerness in his voice that had been absent before. “We could have a chance.” 
 
    He rose to his feet and turned to go, but not before he looked directly at Sarah and gave her a sharp nod.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Welcome.” 
 
    He moved to the nearest group of soldiers and crouched down beside them, speaking quietly for a few minutes before moving on to the next. There was a new energy to his steps that had been missing earlier and Sarah couldn’t help but be pleased with herself for bringing some measure of hope back to him.  
 
    “You look pleased with yourself,” Claire said, shooting Sarah a look from beneath lowered lashes.  
 
    “As much as I can be with this all happening.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you forgot one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Look around, what do you see?” 
 
    Sarah lifted her shoulders in a shrug not knowing what the other woman was getting at. Claire snickered nastily in response.  
 
    “There’s thirteen of us up on this fucking roof, including you,” she said with a sneer. “Eleven men and two women. What do you think our main role’s gonna be while we wait for the infected to die out?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sarah asked with a sinking feeling in her stomach.  
 
    “These boys aren’t gonna be sitting around wanking each other off, you stupid bitch. No, they’ll be taking it in turns with us. So, well fucking done. You’ve survived the infected just to become a sex slave for whatever group of fucking survivors you end up with.” 
 
    “It won’t be like that,” Sarah said, though her mouth was dry, and she couldn’t help the way her eyes flicked from one group of soldiers to another. “It won’t.” 
 
    “You keep telling yourself that, love. But when civilisation is dead, there’s no rules for these fuckers to play by anymore. They can do as they please and there’s more of them than there are us.” 
 
    Claire snickered softly again before looking away from Sarah. She tapped her gun with one finger before looking back at the nurse once more.  
 
    “I’ll be eating a bullet before I let that happen to me. You might want to figure out what you’re gonna do.” 
 
    There was a churning in her stomach and a feeling of dread creeping over her, as Sarah stared at the corporal in disbelief. She didn’t want to believe what she had just heard, but she couldn’t quite dismiss it.  
 
    She sat in silence for some time as the night slowly drew on, her thoughts plagued by all of the nasty things that could happen to her. She was vulnerable, more so than ever before and she couldn’t quite see a way to avoid a fate such as the one the corporal envisaged.  
 
    The night was long, and she didn’t sleep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    There was a scratching at the front door. Light, but there, a definite sound of fingernails on wood as something beyond probed for weakness or perhaps a way in. Jack, sat at the bottom of the staircase, his head in his hands and didn’t react.  
 
    He didn’t know how, but he was sure that they knew. They knew that he was in there and all alone with nowhere to go and nothing to do but sit and think about the children he’d had to kill. Not a violent man by nature, he was appalled with himself at how easily he had responded with violence when threatened.  
 
    How easily he had taken their lives, when for all he knew a cure could be found any day and those kids would have been given a chance at a life. It was a harsh burden to bear, and he wasn’t entirely sure whether he could carry it.  
 
    Jack had sat on the stairs, staring at those bodies and breathing in the stink of piss and shit that filled the house. Darkness had come and gone, and it was only as the light of morning filtered through the half-closed curtains of the bathroom that he had shaken himself free of the malaise that gripped him.  
 
    He had to return home, back to the block of flats. There would be people there, waiting and wondering about what had happened to him. His friend would be beside himself with worry and he realised that he needed to be doing something.  
 
    There was only so much wallowing in self-pity that he could put up with, after all.  
 
    However, as he found out when he descended the stairs, he wasn’t going to be able to get out of the house without being seen and attracting the attention of a few infected. Which would then no doubt lead to him being in the same situation as before, being chased with nowhere to go.  
 
    With that in mind, he had sat down on the bottom step as he considered how to get himself out of the predicament he was in.   
 
    He’d not brought his mobile phone along, why would he? The phone lines were almost constantly busy anyway. So, he couldn’t call his roommate for help and there was no point looking for a landline in the house as he didn’t know anyone’s number.  
 
    One of the problems with carrying a smartphone around with you everywhere was that you simply didn’t need to remember anyone’s phone numbers, birthdays or even addresses. You had countless apps to do those things for you.  
 
    There came another brief scratching at the door, and he pulled a face as he pushed himself up to his feet. The Infected, apparently, with nowhere to hide from the sun would crawl beneath hedges and bushes or, if nothing else suitable was nearby, would crowd together in a huddle at the corner of the house wall where it met the fence.  
 
    Which is what he had found when he looked out of the kitchen window and he was pretty sure it would be the same at the front. Judging by the ineffectual scratching at the door, the infected were outside and wanted in.  
 
    If he waited until nightfall, then they would all be out in force. During the day though, if he could just avoid any of them seeing him directly, then he could well be able to make his way back the block of flats. It wasn’t even far, just a couple of hundred metres at best.  
 
    All he would need to do would be to clear away the infected from near the house and he would be good to go. Jack grinned mirthlessly as he looked down at the knife he still held. It was still stained with the blood of those infected he had already killed, and he was afraid that he would need to use it again.  
 
    He set the knife down on the bottom step before he turned and headed back up the stairs, moving slowly to avoid making any noise that would be heard from outside the house. As he passed the bathroom, he studiously avoided looking through the open door and moved straight over to the main bedroom.  
 
    The body was as he had left it and he gagged at the stench. Somehow, being in the room with it made it so much worse than when he’d been sitting on the stairs. It was all he could do to avoid vomiting and it was with a pale face that he pulled open the curtains a little and glanced out.  
 
    Nothing moved out on the street. The few cars about were parked in driveways or in the designated parking spaces at the end of the rows of houses. Those, he would need to avoid as the infected were likely hidden beneath them.  
 
    He couldn’t see any of the infected, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Too many gardens had hedges and more than one of those homes had their door hanging open. Those houses would be filled with the infected.  
 
    With a hand that shook slightly, he pushed open the window and waited, listening for the sound of any movement below. After a few, seemingly endless, minutes, he leant out and looked down.  
 
    There were two infected beside the door. One was fully clothed, still in a stained business suit with shirt and tie. It had angry red bite marks on its neck and cheek that looked to be infected with more than just whatever it was that sent them crazy.  
 
    The other was entirely naked but for one shoe. It pressed up against the other, head down against its chest as though trying to hide itself from seeing as much of the light as possible. Their bodies moved in unison as they breathed heavily, backs rising and following as though they were gasping for air.  
 
    Knowing what he needed to do, Jack turned back to the woman lying on the bed. There was too much of her missing for him to be comfortable looking at her for long, and she had clearly been dead for a couple of days.  
 
    Grimacing, he lifted the corners of the blankets and folded them over her, hiding her accusing stare from him. Then, with a feeling of disgust, he slid his hands beneath her foul-stinking body and lifted.  
 
    Staggering beneath the dead weight, he carried the body out onto the landing and then, carefully, down the stairs. At the bottom, he paused as a renewed scratching came at the door from one or both of the infected cowering outside.  
 
    As soon as it stopped, he carried the cloth-covered body to the far end of the hall opposite the door and placed her down with her back against the kitchen door. He pulled aside the covers to reveal her full body and sent a silent apology her way as he went back to the front door.  
 
    Retrieving the knife, he reached out with his other hand gripped the door handle. He twisted it and pulled. The door opened towards the stairs providing him with some cover as well as allowing the infected to look straight down the hallway to the dead body.  
 
    The sound of movement came to him and he gripped the knife so hard he thought his fingers might break. If the infected didn’t take the bait he would have to fight them and hope he killed them before others noticed. 
 
    It was the naked one that came first, moving slowly with back bowed and head tilted up as it sniffed at the air, making an animalistic snuffling sound reminiscent of something Jack had seen on an animal documentary once.  
 
    The infected man’s hands touched the wall, then the carpeted floor and then the wall again, as though unsure of where it was. Or perhaps, it didn’t remember what they were and couldn’t remember the feeling of carpet or wallpaper.  
 
    It paused a moment, fingers moving over the wall, before scurrying forward towards the body. It didn’t look to either side or back towards where Jack hid but kept focused on the body. It crouched before it, fingers running over the rigid limbs, feeling the cold, lifeless, flesh beneath it.  
 
    Then, to Jack’s disgust, it leant in, teeth sinking into the stinking skin, tearing a strip off. As it threw back its head, chewing noisily, its companion came into the hallway. Without the hesitation of the other, it moved straight towards the body, elbowing aside the other to reach the meat.  
 
    The naked one hissed at the other, but the infected man in a suit growled low in his throat and the naked one subsided. With a shake of his head, Jack slipped out of the doorway and pulled it closed behind him.  
 
    He didn’t wait around, moving briskly out of the garden and along the street. He kept low and avoided any house that had a car in the driveway or an open doorway. Keeping below the walls and fences wherever possible.  
 
    At the end of the street, he turned, swallowing hard as he noted that several cars had been parked up beside the road. With little choice, he carried on, dropping as low as he could to try and peer beneath those cars from a distance.  
 
    Unable to see anything but darkness, he worked on the assumption that there would be infected hiding there and stuck as close to the garden walls as possible. If anything saw him, he hoped he’d have enough time to use the knife before it raised a call to alert others.  
 
    With heart pounding in his chest and mouth dry, he made it to the end of the road and there, to his left was the block of flats. His home, his safe place. All he needed to do was figure out how to get up to the second floor without attracting the attention of those that had made the ground floor their home.  
 
    He jogged swiftly along the street with his gaze fixed on his destination. He didn’t see the infected woman until it was too late. She leapt out from behind the tree where she had been hiding from the sun, arms extended, and blood-smeared mouth opened wide.  
 
    She hit him hard enough to knock him to the ground, the knife skittering away across the tarmac. Her teeth snapped together mere centimetres from his face, and it was all he could do to grip her wrists and keep her away from him.  
 
    Then, to his horrified surprise, she straddled him, legs at either side of his body as she ground herself against him. It was the same overly sexual actions he’d seen from some of the males on the TV, but it caught him totally off guard.  
 
    With a horrified expression, he kept pushing back on her, unable to respond to the assault mentally. It took him a confused moment before he twisted his hips, pushing her off of him and to the side. She fell hard against the ground and he scrambled to his feet mere moments before she did.  
 
    His fist caught her square on the chin, sending her staggering back and he followed it up with a kick to her stomach. A high-pitched keening came from her damaged lips as he stared at her in horror.  
 
    The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end as her call was answered and without waiting, Jack set off running as fast as he could towards the block of flats. He couldn’t shake the feeling of disgust from what she’d done to him and he had to fight a desperate urge to tear off his stained trousers and cast them aside.  
 
    “Help!” he screamed as he rounded the tower block. “Alex, throw me the bloody rope!” 
 
    He skidded to a stop, staring up at the window of the climber and hoping that he’d been heard. He almost wept with relief as the window opened and a head poked out.  
 
    “Crikey! You’re alive. Here, catch!” Alex called down as he tossed out a length of rope.  
 
    Without needing any further urging, Jack grabbed the rope and began to pull himself up, feet scrabbling against the wall for purchase as he focused on the task, afraid to look back and see a horde of infected running towards him.  
 
    A hand reached out to grasp his arm as he neared the open window and he grunted his thanks as he was pulled inside to drop on the couple's floor. Jack stared up at the ceiling for a moment, breathing heavily as he counted his lucky stars for making it back at all.  
 
    “The hell happened to you?”  
 
    Jack burst into laughter at the question, knowing that it sounded more than a little hysterical but not caring. He was back in his tower block, with friends and safety.  
 
    That’s all that mattered.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Sarah blinked bleary eyes at the sun as it made its slow way above the horizon. A night sat out in the cold had been made doubly unpleasant when it had started to rain. So, wet, cold and miserable, she had spent the night awake and thinking about the corporal’s words.  
 
    The world had gone to hell, that was for sure. She couldn’t see any particular way it could be righted, not without major military action that no nation had the manpower for. At three separate points during the night, the streets running past the school had been filled to overflowing with infected men and women as they passed on by, further into the city.  
 
    Three-quarters of a million people lived in the city alone, with more in the surrounding boroughs. With every man or woman that became infected, the numbers grew and the chance of anyone surviving was rapidly dropping.  
 
    Already she had seen evidence of that. Just a little way along the street was a row of houses. One of the groups that passed had decided that prey might be inside, and they had battered on the windows until they shattered.  
 
    Those first infected had left a trail of blood where they sliced their bodies open on the broken glass, but they had gone into the house. Then the next one too. It seemed that if they had any inkling that someone might be inside, they would try and break their way inside.  
 
    If there were enough of them, then they would manage it too.  
 
    Fortunately, there hadn’t been anyone in those houses, and she was spared having to hear or see more people die. Though, she could have almost appreciated the distraction.  
 
    Her eyes flicked towards the group of men the sergeant was speaking quietly with. He’d been making the rounds through the night, checking on the smaller groups of men and sharing a few words, perhaps a joke or two.  
 
    Now and then, one or more of the soldiers would look her way and she’d get that involuntary shiver of fear, imagining desire in their gaze. Rationally, she told herself she was letting her fear make her see things that weren’t there. But, there was a part of her that couldn’t shake that feeling.  
 
    Claire was right, after all. Even if they managed to find somewhere safe, what then? Those young men, fit and in the prime of their health, all hormones and high libidos; were they just going to sit around and be content with pleasuring themselves? 
 
    No, she couldn’t imagine that they would. While she wasn’t one to believe that all men were evil rapists, like some of her younger and less experienced colleagues were wont to do, she had seen enough in the ER to know that people were generally bastards when they wanted to be.  
 
    Eleven men, two women. Sure, she could find one of them attractive physically, with a personality that appealed to her, but even then, she couldn’t see the others being happy with empty blankets when one of their fellows had someone to warm his.  
 
    Sarah shook her head, trying to clear those thoughts. It had been the same thing all night, again and again, going around and around in circles. All it had done was leave her with the realisation that she needed to get away from the soldiers and try to find somewhere safe by herself.  
 
    Which was ludicrous, of course. She wasn’t a fighter and would be vulnerable on her own. She had no weapons and no idea how to use them anyway and had seen first-hand how well-armed soldiers fared against the infected.  
 
    There were enough parts of bodies still lying on the ground below as evidence of that.  
 
    Claire yawned and gave Sarah a knowing look, smiling mirthlessly as though she knew exactly how miserably sleepless her night had been and why.  
 
    “I need to piss.” 
 
    A reminder to Sarah that she’d been fighting that urge for the past two hours, but with nowhere on the open rooftop to go in private, she was determined to keep holding it.  
 
    “You should go too,” Claire said as she stood up and stretched. She walked a few yards away and lowered her pants before squatting without a care in the world.  
 
    “I’ll wait, thanks,” Sarah muttered, glancing at the other soldiers. There were a few leers, but most ignored the corporal.  
 
    “Up to you.” Claire shrugged as she pulled her pants back up. “You’ll just end up pissing yourself though.” 
 
    “What happened to Smithy and Ron?” Sarah asked, changing the topic primly.  
 
    “Some infected bitch took two of Smithy’s fingers off and just after Ron shot her, Smithy bit his ankle.” 
 
    “He turned that quick?” 
 
    “It’s the adrenaline.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look, you get bitten by some wacko and you get pissed off and go to the hospital, yeah? A few hours later your fever is spiking and shit hits the fan. But, when  you know exactly what that bite means, the adrenaline ramps and everything goes into overdrive.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make much sense.” 
 
    It was possible, adrenaline was known to affect some viruses and it had long been known that the adrenaline levels dipped when a person was asleep, which was why sleep helped the body fight off infection.  
 
    But, for it to work so fast meant it couldn’t be anything natural. And that thought scared her more than any of the others had. If it wasn’t a naturally occurring virus then some madman had created the damned thing.  
 
    The only people with the facilities to do that would be the nation’s governments and if that was the case, it was either released by accident or on purpose. She didn’t know which she would prefer it to be but hoped that it was by accident and not some insane plan to wipe out everyone.  
 
     “Heads up, we’re gonna be moving out today.” 
 
    Sarah looked up, eyebrows rising as she stared open-mouthed at first the corporal and then the empty rooftop around them.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “They hide in the daytime. We’ll create a distraction on one side of the building and when the few hidden on the other side are drawn around, we’ll slip away.” 
 
    Seemed awfully simplistic but it could give Sarah a chance to get away, she reasoned, so wasn’t going to raise a fuss about it. Besides, the need to empty her bladder was growing ever more painful and she would be glad to be down from the roof.  
 
    There was a small playing field at the back of the school. It was crowded with pallets full of goods and equipment, trucks and some tents, for overspill when the school had been full of soldiers. A wire mesh fence topped with barbed wire had been erected around it, allowing entry from only one side.  
 
    To either side of the school were small housing estates and beyond them, larger ones. Sarah was fairly certain that with the huge number of infected that had been passing through them, anyone still alive would be hidden away and not willing to show themselves to offer aid.  
 
    Which left the front of the school, which faced to the south. There was a car dealership a little way along the road, some of the usual shops that were common around housing estates and a number of larger businesses which could have been anything at all, judging by the size of the buildings and lack of signage.  
 
    Nothing indicated there was a way for Sarah and the soldiers to get to safety and she couldn’t figure out exactly where they would go. So, she looked back at the corporal who was busily ignoring her and asked.  
 
    “Slip away to where?” 
 
    “West,” Claire said without looking up from checking her weapon. “There’s a reservist’s bases that way and it was the main C&C for this op. If anyone’s still alive, it’ll be there.” 
 
    Once again, Sarah stared at the young corporal with visible confusion. There was a huge flaw in that plan, and she couldn’t understand why the other woman couldn’t see it.  
 
    “If there was anyone at that base, you’d be in contact wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Coms have been shit for a while,” she replied with a slight shrug of her shoulders. “Shit happens on ops, can’t plan for everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you can plan not to walk into a place that is likely overrun with the infected.” 
 
    “We’ll grab a few of the jeeps and take a sortie. If the place’s fucked, then we’ll find somewhere else.” 
 
    “We’re in the middle of a city! Where the hell else do you think will be safe?” 
 
    The corporal looked up then and just grinned at her, before shaking her head going back to her task of checking her equipment.  
 
    “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “Look,” Claire said, sighing audibly to show her irritation. “I don’t give a fuck if the base is overrun or not. As soon as we get there, I’ll leave these pricks to it and head off on my own. This is one situation where safety isn’t necessarily gonna be about the size of your group.” 
 
    “Will you…” Sarah trailed off and licked her lips as she glanced back over her shoulder at the other soldiers. None of them seemed to be paying attention but even so, she lowered her voice. “Will you take me with you.” 
 
    Claire flashed her teeth in a grin and stopped her task to look up at the nurse. Her gaze moved over to the soldiers and she shook her head mirthlessly.  
 
    “Nah, won’t happen.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Sarge is a decent bloke. I’ve been on a few ops with him in the past and I’d reckon he’d have your back in a fight. Some of these others though? Nah, they already know the score and the way they’ve been watching you when you aren’t looking…” 
 
    The corporal sucked on her teeth and shook her head, smile fixed in place though it didn’t touch her eyes. A chill ran through Sarah at that look and she couldn’t help but glance back once more at the soldiers.  
 
    “Yeah, they have plans for you and there’s no fucking chance they’ll let the two of us get in a jeep together, let alone without some of them.” 
 
    Sarah swallowed past the tightness in her throat and could feel the tears welling up in her eyes as her vision blurred. That was her future then, to be gang-raped by the soldiers she thought would protect her and kept as a sex slave to sate their needs just to keep herself alive, or gang-raped and then eaten by the infected.  
 
    Neither option particularly appealed, and it rammed home the fact that she needed to get away from the soldiers sooner rather than later.  
 
    “Here,” Claire said, pulling a small blade from her pack. She tossed it across to Sarah who caught it with both hands. “Won’t do much against them pricks, but you get the chance, you can open a vein.” 
 
    Sarah looked down at the small knife. The blade was folded into the handle and it was, at best, four inches in length though more likely three. Not that it would matter how long it was. She wasn’t a fighter, wasn’t a soldier trained in how to fight and to kill.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, numbly. She couldn’t take her eyes from the blade and her hands trembled.  
 
    “Don’t thank me for that,” Claire said with her usual sneer. “Just keep it out of sight and don’t let on what’s happening when you see me drive away.” 
 
    “Yeah… I won’t.” 
 
    Not that she owed the corporal any favours. She was pretty sure that if she wanted to, Claire could help her escape the soldiers too. She just didn’t want to.  
 
    “Heads up,” Claire said, nodding in response to a signal from the sergeant. “We’re about to go. Get your ass up.” 
 
    Without speaking, Sarah did as instructed slipping the knife into a pocket in her scrubs. It wasn’t much, but it was all she had, and she would be damned if she would let them do anything to her without a struggle.  
 
    Her eyes met the corporals for just a moment, seeing little empathy or compassion there, just pity. The other woman thought she knew what was in store for Sarah and didn’t care because it meant she would be able to more easily slip away if the others had someone else to occupy them.  
 
    Which, Sarah thought with a coldness that scared her, could be the same sort of situation that she could exploit to escape. After all, why would the soldiers bother chasing her if they had Claire to keep them occupied? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    The water was hot against Jack’s skin, but not hot enough to wipe away the memory of how the infected woman had tried to grind herself against him. He’d tossed his clothes into the bin as soon as he’d got back to his flat and hadn’t wasted a moment of time before stepping into the shower and turning the water's temperature up as high as he could stand it.  
 
    For ten minutes, he stood there, letting the water wash down over his body as he leant against the tiled wall and tried to forget the past couple of days. Steam soon filled the room and his skin reddened from the heat, but he didn’t move.  
 
    He’d killed people. Not just people, children too. That they were infected didn’t matter. He had still taken away their lives and he would have to answer for that. While, rationally, he could tell himself that he was defending himself, it didn’t take away that guilt.  
 
    But, he couldn’t deny that he would do it again if he needed to and the way the world seemed to be going, he would probably have to.  
 
    He shut off the shower and remained where he was for a moment as the water sluiced off of his skin, before stepping out and grabbing a towel. The bathroom door opened as he was reaching for it and Dec had him in an embrace before he realised what was happening.  
 
    “Erm… mate? You know I’m naked, yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t care. Glad to see you’re alive.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m happy to see you too but I really would prefer to be dressed, y’know?” 
 
    Dec released his grip and stepped back with a wide grin plastered on his face. It was clear to Jack that his friend was genuinely pleased to see him again, which did help make him feel a little better. He’d done what he had to do to ensure he got back to the people who loved him.  
 
    “What happened?” Dec asked. “I was starting to doubt you were coming back.” 
 
    “Yeah, Alex told me he was only sitting by the window waiting because you insisted. Thanks for that, mate. If he wasn’t there, I would likely be a gonna.” 
 
    The infected that had chased him had hung around for a short time, howling and muttering amongst themselves before disappearing back into whatever dark and hidden places they could find. Jack was sure they would be waiting nearby though. Watching.  
 
    He shook himself as though to chase away that feeling and brushed past his friend. While he towelled himself off, he told Dec what had happened to him after leading the infected away.  
 
    Declan was silent as he listened, waiting while Jack got pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt before glancing down at his watch, noting the time. He nodded as Jack finished speaking. 
 
    “Glad you made it, mate. I really am and I know you’re feeling shitty about what you did, but we have bigger problems.” 
 
    “What?” Jack asked, holding back a groan.  
 
    “TV isn’t working.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jack glanced at the TV on its stand in the living room, a frown forming. “You broke it?” 
 
    “No, I mean no one’s TV is working. Went dead about three hours ago. Just static now, no channels, no cable, no satellite stations being picked up. It’s just… dead.” 
 
    “Internet?” 
 
    “Can still access some sites but it’s slow as fuck loading them. Can’t call anyone though, just either get a busy signal or nothing at all.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Gets worse.” 
 
    He did groan then and shook his head as he pulled on his spare pair of trainers and laced them up.  
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Those soldiers, the ones that watched them fuckers try and eat us without doing anything?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, they’re gone. Took off last night and no idea where they went but you can bet your arse it’s not to get us any help.” 
 
    Jack could feel the tension build between his shoulder blades and in his neck. It was one problem after another, and he could honestly say he had no idea what to do about it. Everything indicated that things were progressing badly and society, such as it was, had pretty much collapsed.  
 
    “We’ve still got running water,” he said. “Which is a bonus. Power too.” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “Count your blessings when you can, mate. No idea how long we will have it, but while we do, we can make use of it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Anyway, Kyra, you know her, yeah? That hot chick from the meeting.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, I think so. She had a dog with her?” 
 
    “Aye, well she was reckoning that we go over to that other tower block and take everything we can get our grubby little hands on before those, folk in the Carter block decide to do it.” 
 
    Jacks frown deepened as he considered that. It was a stupendously foolish thing to do and considering how many of the infected were still out there, it was something that would get a lot of people killed.  
 
    “I get that we need more supplies, but that’s not a great idea.” 
 
    “She has a plan and she’s gonna put it to a vote in about fifteen minutes at the block meeting.” 
 
    “What meeting?” 
 
    “Denis called it. Figured you were dead, and the world is fucked so he wants us to have a vote on someone being in charge. That way we can all survive together or some shit. Personally, I just reckon he wants to be the big man in charge.” 
 
    That was entirely likely, Jack thought to himself as he clenched his jaw and shook his head. No matter how fucked things would get, you could always rely on someone to try and make it work for them. Denis was a bully and like all bullies, he needed to feel important and wanted to boss everyone around.  
 
    “Okay, his flat, yeah?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Come on then.” 
 
    Jack led the way out of the apartment and down the stairs to the floor where Denis had a flat. He didn’t bother knocking on the door, just pushed it open and stepped inside. The living room was crowded with a representative from each of the fifteen floors.  
 
    A few turned to look as they heard the door opened and Jack received a few smiles and nods of greeting from them, as well as a couple of looks of pleased surprise.  
 
    He pushed through the crowd until he came to the front, grimacing once again as he caught sight of Denis seated on the sofa with Lennie Pearce, Darcy Carter and Chester Shaw seated beside him. They were firmly in his camp; it was clear to see and that likely meant Seth was too.  
 
    That gave Denis five of the fifteen floors on his side, which was more than Jack could effectively count on. He would be the first to admit he was an unknown to most of the people in the tower block and they had no reason to follow him. He had to try though.  
 
    “You’re alive,” Denis huffed as he noted Jack’s arrival.  
 
    “Seems that way.” 
 
    “Well.” The scowl on the old man’s face disappeared as soon as it appeared, but it was there long enough for Jack to notice it. “Glad you made it, lad.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jack replied, dryly. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re voting to see who should be in charge,” Kyra said, and Jack glanced over to where she stood against the far wall.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes slightly and pursed her lips as she looked him over and he couldn’t help but feel like she was weighing him and unsure whether or not he measured up.  
 
    “Is that necessary?”  
 
    “Aye, lad, it is,” Denis said before anyone else could speak. “Times have changed, and we need strong leadership to get us through. Can’t have everyone doing as they please.” 
 
    “Recipe for disaster, that,” Chester agreed. “We need strong leadership, which is why I nominate our Denis here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Denis said, with a thin-lipped smile.  
 
    His eyes glittered with malice as he glanced around the crowded room. Few met his stare, and fewer still seemed inclined to challenge him. All too many of them had seen how tenacious he was when it came to getting his way and they had other things to worry about.  
 
    Besides, few wanted the role of being in charge. The world was going through an upheaval unlike any before and no one knew what new challenges and problems that would bring. Being in charge would require a fortitude that many simply didn’t have.  
 
    “Well,” Denis said, smile widening. “I humbly ace-“ 
 
    “I nominate, Jack,” Dec said, loudly and all eyes turned to him.  
 
    “You are not a representative of your floor, young man,” Denis snapped. “You shouldn’t even be here.” 
 
    “I’m a representative,” Kyra said, smiling sweetly at the old man. “And I nominate, Jack.” 
 
    “Do I get a say?” Jack asked, but was ignored.  
 
    “Fine, vote then!” Denis said, voice full of his anger. “Raise your hand for me.” 
 
    Chester, Darcy, Lennie, Seth and two others raised their hands. The old man’s eyes glittered with malice as he glared at each of those people who didn’t raise their hands.  
 
    “Who votes for, Jack?” Kyra asked and then smiled as she raised her own hand and counted the others. “Seven to six for Jack. Seems like we have a new leader.” 
 
    “Fine,” Denis acquiesced, forcing a fake smile to his face as he lowered himself back to his seat. “I suggest you appoint some people to take care of certain aspects of keeping us alive. You can’t possibly do it all yourself.” 
 
    “Later,” Kyra said, eyes fixed firmly on Jack. “You can weasel your way into being in charge later. For now, we have something else to discuss.” 
 
    Jack, reeling from suddenly finding himself responsible for the lives of more than a hundred people, blinked and looked across at the young woman.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Our supplies are limited and there won’t be more coming. At this moment in time, we are enclosed in an area with some infected people, but with a great many more outside.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jack knew what was coming next and, still reeling from being suddenly placed in charge without any say in the matter, he wanted to pre-empt it. “I’ve been out there twice now and I’m telling you now, you go out there to loot that building and people will die.” 
 
    “People will die if we don’t get more food and supplies,” Kyra pointed out, primly. “People will die without medicine and water. Winter is on the way and we won’t have heat, so we need every blanket we can get.” 
 
    “I went out there,” Jack said, raising his voice and looking around to ensure everyone was paying attention. “To survive, I had to kill people.” 
 
    He licked his lips, seeing the horror and shock on the faces of those people around him. His hands shook at the memory of the knife entering the little boy’s chest.  
 
    “I was out there for just a short time and I killed five of those infected people. Anyone who goes out there will need to do the same. Can you do that? Can any of you say you will be able to kill them to survive?” 
 
    Once more he looked around the room, ensuring he met each and every person’s gaze.  
 
    “They are infected, but they are still people and taking their lives shouldn’t be something easy.” 
 
    “But they’re not,” Kyra said. “People, I mean. I’ve seen them out there. Seen what they do to anyone they catch. They are barely animals in their behaviour, and they won’t stop and wonder about right and wrong when they get hungry.” 
 
    “That might be,” Jack said through gritted teeth. “But when you are standing there, facing them, ask yourself this. Could you kill one of them?” 
 
    Most of those in the room looked thoughtful or disgusted at the very thought of it. Generally speaking, most people weren’t violent and taking a life was no easy thing. There were hundreds of the infected stuck inside the perimeter of the fence with them and he couldn’t see anyone being content with the idea of killing so many others. 
 
    “What else can we do?” Charlie asked.  
 
    A tall man with narrow set eyes and a permanent frown, he was a dour fellow by nature and as he looked at Jack, there was a pain in his eyes and in the way he hunched his shoulders that hadn’t been there previously.  
 
    “My daughter, Lisa. She’s diabetic.” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes and bit down on his lip. How was he supposed to respond to that? He wondered. The man had essentially just told him that his daughter had a death sentence.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “But-“ 
 
    “There might be insulin in that block of flats. I’ll go. If I don’t get some she dies, and I can’t watch that. Better to take my chance getting her the medicine she needs.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to die,” Kyra said, voice rising as sensed a change in mood. “Neither does anyone else. We can do it without needing to fight the infected.” 
 
    “How?” Jack asked, sensing that same shift in the crowd and knowing she was winning the argument.  
 
    “They followed you,” she said, excitedly. “We go out there and make enough noise to attract their attention and then lead them away. When they’re distracted, we go into that block of flats and get everything we need.” 
 
    “How will you do that?” Someone in the crowd asked. “Will be dangerous.” 
 
    “Not in a car,” Kyra said, pulling her own car keys from a pocket and holding them up. “We go down there, make a load of noise and jump in the car. Then we drive around in circles keeping them chasing us.” 
 
    “Us?” Denis asked, suddenly. “You’re volunteering.” 
 
    “Yes.” She raised her chin as she looked at him, a sneer on her pretty face. “I’m not scared to face them. I’ll drive the car if someone will go into the flats.” 
 
    “Jack should,” Denis said, with a cunning look crossing his face. “He’s in charge and he should be the one to do this.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the reluctant leader and his shoulders slumped as he realised that he was defeated.  
 
    “Great,” he muttered. “We’ll need volunteers.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Glass windows shattered and a hedgerow was torn asunder as the grenade exploded with a thunderous roar. Sarah crouched, hands pressed over her ears, at the opposite side of the rooftop from the soldier that had just tossed the grenade to the ground and waited.  
 
    The effect was immediate. Above the ringing in her ears, came the howls and yips of the infected as they raced around to the source of the explosion. Sarge, watching from the front of the rooftop, stared down intently, face still and hand on his weapon.  
 
    Slowly, he raised his free hand, arm out at the shoulder and elbow bent, his fingers curled into a fist. It appeared to be some signal that the other soldiers understood, as they leapt to their feet and hurried over to where he watched.  
 
    Without words, three of the soldiers, lowered themselves down while those above kept a careful watch, weapons raised to their shoulders. That first group split, moving through the narrow aisles created by the parked jeeps and trucks until they neared the road.  
 
    Each of those three went to a separate jeep, all parked alongside the road. Moments later they were each inside and the sergeant turned to the others. His eyes met Sarah’s for a brief moment, and something flashed there that she couldn’t possibly understand.  
 
    “Go,” was all he said, and the soldiers burst into motion.  
 
    One after another, they lowered themselves down. The first to touch the ground, stood guard as the others lowered themselves. Sarah was one of the last to approach the edge of the roof. She couldn’t help but feel that the two soldiers behind her were there to ensure she did actually go down.  
 
    “Stay close,” Sarge said as he reached out to steady her. His eyes flicked back towards the men behind her. “Near me, yeah?” 
 
    “Y-yes.” 
 
    She didn’t really know what else to say or do other than crouch down and let her legs hang over the edge of the roof. It wasn’t a long drop, only a dozen feet, but she felt vulnerable there on the edge of the roof, as though something would reach up and grab her leg, dragging her down to be devoured.  
 
    It was with shaking hands that she gripped the edge of the roof and lowered herself down. She let herself drop the last few feet and landed with a thud on the tarmac as one of the soldiers reached out to stop her from falling.  
 
    Sarge landed next to her and tapped her on the shoulder, before gesturing for her to follow him. With no other choice, she did as he instructed and set off after him.  
 
    The trip through that maze of narrow aisles between the parked trucks was nothing short of terrifying for her. With each step, she expected something to reach out and grab at her legs or leap out from one of the gaps between vehicles that she passed.  
 
    All along she could hear the yipping and howling of the infected like some band of animals arguing over a feast. At any moment, she expected them to hear the soldiers passing and come running, searching for fresh meat.  
 
    She almost yelped, only just slamming her own hand across her mouth, as someone reached out to touch her shoulder. It was only the sergeant though and he smiled grimly as he nodded approval at her keeping silent.  
 
    “You get in the Land Rover with me, yeah?” His voice was so low that she doubted anyone, but she could hear, and she nodded in reply, not trusting her own voice. “Good. Stay close.” 
 
    The soldiers split into smaller groups without needing to be told who was in which group. They all climbed into the waiting Land Rovers as they waited for everyone to arrive. Sarah followed closely behind the sergeant as he headed for the middle Land Rover of the three.  
 
    A hard-faced man turned to watch her climb in, eyes veiled and face still, giving nothing away. She clambered over the seat and into the rear compartment amongst the stacked supplies that had been left untouched by the infected when they attacked.  
 
    Another soldier seated himself in the back seat and then the sergeant climbed in beside the driver. Sarah swallowed hard, not knowing what to expect, but fearing the worst. She reached into her pocket and gripped the knife that was hidden there.  
 
    “Room for one more,” Claire said, joining the other soldier on the back seat. She didn’t so much as glance at Sarah and instead, kept her eyes on the school. “Need to get a move on, noise is dying down.” 
 
    It was true, Sarah realised, the howls were becoming fewer as the noise that had attracted them didn’t provide them with prey. They were likely heading back into whatever dark little holes they had been hiding in.  
 
    “Soon as we start the engines, get ready for the shit to hit the fan,” Sarge said, voice calmer than Sarah would have thought possible in such circumstances. “Ready?” 
 
    “As we’ll ever be,” Claire said.  
 
    The sergeant reached his hand out of the window and up to tap loudly on the roof. All three Land Rovers engines growled as the soldiers started them as soon as the signal was seen. The howls that had died down renewed their fury and, much to Sarah’s alarm, were coming closer.  
 
    “Go,” Sarge ordered as he raised his assault rifle to his shoulder.  
 
    Scores of the infected came spilling out from between the parked vehicles as the three Land Rovers pulled away from where they’d been parked. The soldiers began to fire immediately, and blood sprayed into the air as those infected leading the charge were gunned down.  
 
    “Aim for the fucking heads you, muppets!” Claire shouted as she took careful aim and squeezed the trigger on her own gun.  
 
    The lead Land Rover was headed west, past the houses that Sarah had watched the infected break into during the night. Some of them had stayed.  
 
    They came out of the buildings in a rush, leaping onto the lead vehicle, slamming their fists and skulls against the windscreen as the soldiers inside began to panic, shooting wildly into the crowd. Glass shattered and someone screamed before the car swerved to the right, running over a number of the infected before crashing to a stop against a parked car.  
 
    “Keep driving,” Sarge said, voice hard as he fired into that crowd.  
 
    Sarah had a momentary glimpse of a soldier being dragged from the side window of the Land Rover, face streaked with blood and mouth open wide as he screamed. He disappeared into the crowd and his screaming continued for far longer than Sarah could bear to hear.  
 
    An explosion came from behind them and Claire swore, lowering her gun long enough to glance back at the following vehicle.  
 
    “Fucking idiots will bring more of them.” 
 
    “Like the gunfire won’t,” Sarge said. “Ignore them and keep the bloody bastards away from us.” 
 
    She needed no further urging, raising her weapon and firing once more. The Land Rover picked up speed, drawing away from the crowd of infected and Sarah had a moments hope that they would be safe.  
 
    It didn’t last.  
 
    Drawn by the sound of the fighting, hundreds of the infected spilt out of the nearby housing estates, running towards the sound. At sight of the two Land Rovers, they ignored their dislike of the sun and ran straight at them.  
 
    In moments they were surrounded, the Land Rover powered over the first ranks and began to slow, the bodies crushed beneath the wheels and crowd in front of it, forcing the driver to slow down.  
 
    “Keep shooting,” Claire muttered to herself, over and over again as she fired into the crowd.  
 
    An infected woman climbed onto the bonnet and howled as she raised her fists above her head and slammed them down on the windscreen. It cracked audibly, even over the sound of the infected, and Sarah couldn’t stop the tears.  
 
    She pulled the knife from her pocket and released the blade. It wasn’t much, but it would be enough to open a vein should she need to. There was no way she would fall into the hands of the infected.  
 
    The Land Rover shook as a grenade exploded amongst the crowd of infected and then a second explosion followed. Sarah screamed and ducked instinctively, her ears ringing from the blast.  
 
    “Front!” Sarge yelled. “Clear a fucking path!” 
 
    Another explosion tore through the infected, scattering body parts and spraying blood across the windscreen, but opening a gap just beyond the front of the vehicle. The driver, taking his chance, pressed down hard on the accelerator and the Land Rover began to move once again.  
 
    The sound of the guns firing, and explosions were overwhelming, and the stench of blood and death filled the air around her. Sarah, heart pounding in her chest and hands shaking, dared to look up and almost wept with relief as the Land Rover burst out from amongst the crowd and sped along the open road.  
 
    With the majority of the infected behind them, the driver avoided those few coming late to the road, driving around them for the most part while the others took careful aim and put down any that came too close.  
 
    “The others still with us?” Claire asked, loudly, as she fired once more. She swore as she squeezed the trigger, and nothing happened. “I’m out.” 
 
    “Check in back,” Sarge said before leaning out the window beside him and looking back. “They’re still with us but are banged up.” 
 
    Claire reached behind the seat, checking the stacked boxes and webbing wrapped bags that Sarah hid behind. She muttered and swore as she looked and her eyes met Sarah’s for a brief moment, filling with disgust at the tears she saw on the other woman’s face.  
 
    “Got nothing here, Sarge.” 
 
    “Bollocks! Better hope the base isn’t too fucking crowded then.” 
 
    Sarah tuned them out as they bickered over ammunition and leant her head back. Hundreds of the infected had swarmed their vehicle and it had taken everything they had to get through. If they came upon another crowd of that size, they would likely die.  
 
    Which terrified her as that crowd was small compared to some of those she had heard the others speaking about during that long night on the rooftop. Armies of infected, thousands strong, were heading out into the areas surrounding the city in search of fresh prey.  
 
    There was no way she could see anyone surviving those numbers without serious weaponry and most people just didn’t have that. Even with guns, there were just too many and people would become overwhelmed in moments.  
 
    Even if she left the soldiers, there was nowhere for her to go, nowhere safe. Her own home was on the other side of the city and she highly doubted she’d get to it unnoticed, not that it mattered. There was little there that was of value to her.  
 
    She wiped her eyes and looked at the soldiers as they checked on their supplies. There was no doubt that if she stayed with them it would be unpleasant for her as she was reduced to being nothing more than a plaything for them, her only value being what was between her legs.  
 
    But, without them, she wasn’t at all sure she could survive.  
 
    Her choices then were to stay with the soldiers, where she had little to no value, or head out on her own where she would have no protection and a minuscule chance of survival. Her eyes dropped down to the knife she gripped so tightly, and she realised she had a third option.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, she laid her head back against the stacked boxes and slipped the knife back into her pocket. That was no real option, not for her at least. Which meant she had to choose, and soon.  
 
    Protection from the soldiers in return for her autonomy or freedom to live and likely die out in the city with the infected. Hardly a great choice, but she wasn’t at all sure that staying with the soldiers would be any way to survive.  
 
    “Turn right up here,” Sarge said to the driver, pointing at the road ahead. “By the park, yeah? We’ll come up behind the base and have a look before we try and go in.” 
 
    Claire, turned her head, just enough that she could see Sarah and grinned mirthlessly as she said, “get ready.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Jack hefted the knife in his hand and gave the signal to Daz. The other man grunted as he pulled aside the last remaining weight from before the door to the ground floor. Knowing that if he hesitated, he wouldn’t be able to avoid thinking about how stupid he was being, Jack sucked in a deep breath and pulled open the door.  
 
    The stench hit him first. Piss and shit covered the floor, causing him to gag behind the scarf he’d wrapped around the lower part of his face. He reached up with one gloved hand and adjusted the shades he wore, wishing he’d found something better to protect his eyes.  
 
    With a thick coat, jeans and a woollen hat that he’d dug out of the back of his cupboard, he was as protected as he could be from any blood or fluids the infected might spill over him. Even so, he couldn’t hide his nervousness.  
 
    Anna’s boyfriend, Ben, followed him out with a heavy wrench clutched in one hand and a kitchen knife in the other. Then Daz stepped through the door, pulling it closed quietly behind him. The other two men wore similar clothing to Jack, and they both looked to him for guidance.  
 
    “Check the doors to the other flats,” he said, wincing at how loud his voice sounded in the unnaturally quiet hallway.  
 
    The two men nodded, heading off to the right to check the two doors that way, while Jack stared at the broken door of what had been Daz and Alan’s flat. The infected had broken through it and spent at least some time in the hall but didn’t seem to have made it into any other flats.  
 
    There were smudges around the handles of those doors though, including the one that led to the stairwell. They had tried to get through and that scared him a little. The thought of the infected managing to break through while people were sleeping was a thing of nightmares and he reminded himself to have someone watching the stairwell from then on.  
 
    Cautiously, with each step taken as slowly as possible to avoid making any noise, he approached the open flat door. There was shit on the walls beside the door, as though someone had covered their hands in it before running them over the wall.  
 
    Flies filled the hallway and the light flickered. Jack glanced up, frowning, at the cracked cover over the light. It looked as though someone had been hitting it and he guessed that would be the infected, trying to destroy the hated light.  
 
    At the doorway, he leant in, trying to breathe through his mouth as the stench intensified. He swallowed hard, shaking his head as he saw them.  
 
    The infected were sleeping, bodies pressed together, they covered the floor of the flat and sprawled on sofa and chair alike. There were so tightly packed that he couldn’t see the floor and the stench was horrendous.  
 
    Their chests rose and fell rapidly, breathing heavier even while asleep than that of a normal person. Most of them had pulled off some or all of their clothing and the few that hadn’t, had ripped and torn their own.  
 
    Dried blood covered many of them and it was clear that when they relieved themselves or had a bowel movement, they didn’t even attempt to clean up afterwards. Flies crawled over them and filled the room, landing on every surface.  
 
    That was another immediate worry for Jack. If the flies could transmit whatever had infected those people, then they would be in trouble. Another mental note to remind himself to make sure every bit of food and water was covered over and all surfaces kept clean with disinfectant before letting food anywhere near them. 
 
    Daz and Ben returned, walking quietly along the hallway and Jack raised a hand to wave them back before he retreated to meet them near the stairwell door. Keeping his voice low, he leant in close.  
 
    “Room is full of them. Thirty, forty, maybe.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Daz breathed, eyes widening in horror. “The hell are we gonna do?” 
 
    Jack looked down at the knife he held, the last time he’d used it had been to carve a joint of beef and he was pretty sure he’d never expected to use it for what he was about to do.  
 
    “You two wait beside the door. I’ll go in…” he swallowed past the sudden lump of fear in his throat. “I’ll go in and start killing them as quietly as I can. If they wake up, I’ll run like hell and we’ll kill them as they come through the door, yeah?” 
 
    Both men nodded, though Jack could see they were as scared as he was. Neither of them had killed anyone, at least so far as he knew, and neither realised just how easy, and hard, it was to do that.  
 
    “Good. Be ready, guys. This will be hard to do, but if we fail then we’re done for, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Daz said, while Ben nodded.  
 
    “Come on then.” 
 
    Turning before he could change his mind, Jack headed back to the flat. He peered in once more and satisfied that they were still sleeping, he waited for the other two men to get into position before taking that first step into the flat.  
 
    It was the hardest step he’d ever taken, and he almost bolted back out of the flat then and there. He forced himself to stillness and only when the surge of panic began to recede, did he move again.  
 
    Choosing a naked, infected, woman with stringy blonde hair and teeth marks across her breasts and belly, Jack approached as close as he could. He held the blade above her, fingers aching from the strength of his grip, and said a silent prayer asking for forgiveness before he plunged the knife down.  
 
    Her eyes opened wide, remarkably human-looking, and her mouth worked but no more than a few grunts came out as her hands clawed at his arm. Jack placed a foot against her chest and pulled the knife out of her chest as he watched her die.  
 
    Horrified at the ease with which he had taken another life, he licked his dry lips behind the scarf and looked around the room, watching for signs any of them had noticed. No movement, other than the rise and fall of their chests and the only sound, the random grunts they made as they slept.  
 
    He looked back over his shoulder at the other two men, unable to see their faces properly but knowing he would find horror there if he could. His hand’s shook, but he forced himself on to the next nearest infected and raised his knife.  
 
    It was long, hard, bloody work and by the time he’d killed the fifth infected, he wanted to be done with it. He had to fight to take each step, and the urge to flee. There was nowhere for him to walk, so he found himself standing on the bodies of those he’d just killed as he discovered a newfound horror for what he was doing.  
 
    Another died, and then another. Mouths filling with blood as his blade pierced lung and heart both. Choking and spluttering, blood spray filling the air, as they died. He felt unclean in a way that he never had before, and he hated himself for what he was doing.  
 
    Worse though, was the knowledge that it wouldn’t end. Once those in the flat had been killed, he would go out into the world and do it again. An endless number of infected people filled the city and he would have to kill again and again before he was done.  
 
    It was a burden he would never wish for anyone to have and it was one he would have to shoulder to protect those he cared about. It was something that was necessary, and he couldn’t ask others to do it if he couldn’t himself.  
 
    His knife sank into the chest of another infected, but something was off. Its eyes opened and a howling screech burst from its mouth as Jack could only stare in horrified surprise. The effect was immediate and all around the flat, the infected men and women awoke.  
 
    One of them was on its feet and leaping at Jack before he could his knife out of the chest of the one he’d just killed. It hit him full on and he went down, the infected clawing at his clothes. He reacted without thinking, twisting his hips and throwing it off of him before he scrambled to his feet and reached for his knife.  
 
    All around him the other infected were getting to their feet and so Jack swung the knife, slicing clean across the nearest infected throat, more by accident than design, and ran like hell. He made it out of the flat moments before the nearest infected and he slammed against the wall, turning to watch their approach.  
 
    The infected man ran straight into the Ice Axe that Daz swung with all his strength. It pierced the creature's skull and with a firm yank and spray of blood, he pulled the axe free and waited for the next.  
 
    There was no cooperation amongst the infected. Like wild animals, they each pushed and clawed at each other to be the first through the door, which made a handy chokepoint for the three men. Each of them swung or stabbed with their weapons and the infected died.  
 
    Blood sprayed across the walls and their clothes. As Ben’s wrench crashed down on the head of an infected woman, her blood sprayed up and across his face. If not for his glasses and scarf, he would have had it in his eyes or mouth.  
 
    A shudder ran through Jack at the thought and setting his jaw, he pushed away from the wall and joined the other two men in their bloody work. It wasn’t long before the bodies filled the doorway and Jack had to pull the corpses out into the hallway to allow more of the infected through.  
 
    Time stretched out as all he could see; all he could think about was those infected. One after another they came through the doorway and each of them died. Men and women, young and old, it didn’t matter.  
 
    They all wore that same look of hatred and rage on their faces. Each of them tried to claw their way over the bodies of the dead to reach the men and each of them died trying to do so.  
 
    Eventually, they stopped coming, and the men lowered their weapons, breath coming in great gasps behind their scarves as their chests rose and fell, arms trembling with the exertion. None of them were unfit, but each of them knew their bodies would ache from the exertion in the morning. 
 
    “What now?” Daz asked.  
 
    He placed his hands on his hips and arched his back, stretching the aching muscles there as he rolled his head from side to side. Ben just leant against the wall though he did turn his head wearily to listen for the answer.  
 
    “Now we go out there and into the other block of flats. That’s when the real nightmare will begin.” 
 
    Fifteen floors with plenty of infected still inside. Nowhere to run, and with scared people in tow. It would be an absolute nightmare, but the only other option was slow starvation with no help coming.  
 
    “Should we, you know, say a prayer or something for these?” Daz asked, gesturing at the piled bodies.  
 
    “No,” Jack said, grimly. “They weren’t people, just animals in need of putting down.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    They left their tower block a short time later, a dozen men all armed with whatever they could lay their hands on and use as a weapon. Grim-faced and scared, but knowing that what they did, they did for their families.  
 
    Each of them wore several layers of clothing and had taken the time to cover every part of their exposed skin with hats, scarves, masks and glasses. They all knew that should they carry the infection back into their block of flats, they would be dooming their families as well as themselves.  
 
    Jack led them with Daz and Ben beside him. They climbed through the broken window of the ground floor flat and went around to the front, pulling back the deadbolt the soldiers had put in place and releasing the door.  
 
    Inside the entranceway, twice as many men and women waited. Once the infected had been dealt with, they would be the ones to go into that block of flats and gather everything they could carry before taking it back to their own tower block.  
 
    “We ready?” Kyra asked as she approached Jack. Declan walked beside her, nervous and unusually subdued.  
 
    “Yeah, we’re good. You pull as may away with you as you can, and we’ll get this done.” 
 
    Kyra nodded slowly, squinting as she looked up at the sun. It was almost midday and she was pretty sure the infected would be hiding for a good few hours more. All being well, the plan would go off without a hitch and they would be done before night came.  
 
    “Look after my mate,” Jack said with a nod towards Dec. “Poor bugger can barely tie his shoelaces as it is.” 
 
    “Screw you,” Declan replied, though without any real rancour. He gave a lopsided grin and stuck his tongue out at his friend.  
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Kyra assured him. She breathed out a deep sigh and clasped Declan’s shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “C’mon then.” 
 
    The two left, picking up speed as they headed towards the car park. They each had a kitchen knife in their hand, though Jack wasn’t sure how much use that would be. He held his breath as he watched them run.  
 
    They reached the cars and had the door open and inside before anything that might have been hiding beneath it could grab them and Jack breathed a sigh of relief. He kept a careful eye on them as the engine started, the sound overly loud in the silence that had fallen over the city.  
 
    Jack gestured the others back towards the door as the effect of the engine coming to life was immediate and terrifying. The infected came out of every dark and hidden space surrounding the car park.  
 
    They pulled themselves out from under the cars, not caring for the cuts and scrapes they received in the process. From behind the large metal bins at the edge of the carpark and then, as Jack watched, they came out of the lower floor windows of the tower block opposite his own.  
 
    With an alarming amount of speed, they raced towards the car as Kyra pulled out of her parking spot, the car rising and falling as she drove right over one of the infected that had been beneath her car.  
 
    One of the closer infected leapt onto the boot of the car as Kyra reversed it and she slammed on the brakes, unbalancing it, before setting the car moving again, the infected man falling to the ground.  
 
    She drove fast, but not so fast that the infected would lose their interest, revving the engine and kicking up enough noise to keep them focused on the car. Jack watched them until they disappeared behind the back of the furthest block of flats before turning to the others.  
 
    “We good to go?” Daz asked.  
 
    His voice was flat, devoid of any real emotion and he didn’t look too long at Jack. He blamed him for the death of Alan and Jack, in good conscience, couldn’t deny that it was his fault that Alan had been bitten in the first place and it was his hand the wielded the bat that took his life.  
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said, head turning as he looked over the area. It was as clear as it could be. “Come on then.” 
 
    They crossed the open space between the tower blocks at a brisk jog, Jack leading the way, and all eyes watching warily for danger. None of them were truly fighters, but they all had family and friends that would need the food in the tower block if they were going to survive.  
 
    Bad times were coming, and the world had shifted. Each of them knew that to survive, they would need to do things that they otherwise wouldn’t have considered. Any doubts they may have had were left behind as they gripped their weapons and prepared to fight.  
 
    They ignored the lower floor windows and went straight to the door. Speed would be of the essence and they had only a few minutes before the car, driven by Kyra, would pass by the block of flats again. There was only so much road available after all.  
 
    Jack slid back the deadbolt that had been bolted to the door much like the one on their own tower block, and he pulled it open before stepping inside. He wouldn’t ask anyone else to go first, it just wasn’t in him to step back and let others take the risks.  
 
    The stench hit him first. He’d once spent three days at an open-air music festival with some girl he had been dating at the time. The stench rising from the port-a-loos there, at the end of the three days with tens of thousands of people using them, paled in comparison to that of the infected waste in a confined space.  
 
    “Jesus,” Daz said, clamping one hand to his mouth and coughing as quietly as he could.  
 
    “Aye, it’s fucking rank,” Ben said, looking around. “Filthy bastards.” 
 
    “Not exactly their fault,” Jack added, as he stepped around a puddle of urine in the centre of the hall. “Group up. Three to a floor, stay together and take the flats one at a time. Clear each one before moving to the next, got it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Daz said. “We heard you the first ten times you told us.” 
 
    “Just trying to make sure everyone makes it back.” 
 
    Daz’s face twisted at that and he turned away as Jack swore softly. He reached out a hand to the other man but hesitated, knowing that nothing he said would help him.  
 
    “Whoever’s with me,” he said instead. “Follow me.” 
 
    Two men he didn’t know glanced at each other and then set off after Jack as he climbed the stairs. There was ample evidence of the infected using them from the stains on the stairs and the wall as well as the stench.  
 
    He led the way to the third floor, leaving Daz to lead his group on the second, Ben on the first and an older, steady seeming, man by the name of Robert to take the ground floor, the one most likely to be empty of infected.  
 
    Jack reached out one hand and rested it on the handle of the door to the third floor and looked back at the two men that had followed him up. He recognised them from the flats but that was about all he knew about them.  
 
    The first, Dobbs, was brusque in manner and had a thick, ginger, beard covering most of his face. He’d tucked it beneath the scarf and glowered out from beneath the hood he had pulled up to cover his head.  
 
    Stocky, with thick arms and legs, he was clearly a man who had lifted weights at some point in his life, though he had seemingly stopped as he was slowly going to fat.  
 
    Jim, the other man, was the polar opposite. A hooked nose and eyes that glittered with humour, he smiled often and told jokes to try to calm the nerves of the people around him. Slim physique, but soft, little real muscle to him. Likely had a desk-based job that required long hours and didn’t allow for the time to exercise.  
 
    “We ready?” Dobbs asked.  
 
    “Stay close and be ready to use those weapons,” Jack said, nodding towards the two-foot-long crowbar Dobbs held, and the hammer in Jim’s hand.  
 
    Both men nodded nervously, and Jack pulled open the door, before stepping through, his head turning from left to right quickly to check for threats. There were none, though a door to his right hung open.  
 
    Without a word, he led the way towards the open door. He slowed as he approached it, pausing beside the open doorway and peering in. The stench was stronger in the flat and light flickered through the open bedroom door.  
 
    The curtains were shut and there was little to see in the living room but an overturned chair and disarray. Someone, or perhaps something, had ripped the photos from the wall and smashed each and every breakable item in there.  
 
    It was new and confusing behaviour if done by an infected and jack swallowed hard as he reached out and gently pushed the door open.  
 
    Moving slowly, each step placed carefully to avoid standing on some of the broken glass that littered the carpet, Jack went inside the flat.  
 
    The walls had streaks of blood and shit running across them as though someone had dipped their hands in it and wiped them on the wall. Flies buzzed everywhere, settling on the fouled surfaces before leaping into the air to buzz around Jack’s face.  
 
    He tried to breathe through his mouth, but it was only marginally better and left him feeling as though he could taste the odour. With a grimace, he scanned the kitchenette and living room, seeing no signs of an infected.  
 
    Jack went towards the bedroom next and stopped at the doorway, stomach-churning. A man lay on the floor beside the bed. There was no way to know what he looked like as all that remained of his face was bloody patches of flesh and bone.  
 
    The dead man’s fingers were missing, and blood had pooled beneath him. He’d been dead a little while at least, likely when the infected had first rampaged through the tower block. The light came from the lamp that lay beside his hand and Jack guessed he’d died trying to use it to defend himself.  
 
    Something shifted in the darkness beside the bed and Jack raised the knife, fear gripping him. Out of the darkness, it came, a woman with long dark hair that hung down across a face streaked with blood.  
 
    A manic grin formed on her face and a growl came from low in her throat. The white nightdress she wore had dark patches of old blood and the stench that filled the flat seemed to emanate from her.  
 
    She watched him for several long seconds, not rushing in as the other infected he’d encountered had done. Instead, she watched him, swaying gently and growling. Jack couldn’t bring himself to move first. He was rooted to the spot by fear and sweat beaded his skin.  
 
    It was surreal and terrifying at the same time, as he stood there watching her watching him. He daren’t move, didn’t so much as want to breathe. 
 
    “You good?” Dobbs asked quietly from behind.  
 
    As if that was a signal, the woman launched herself up and across the bed, the growl becoming a howl as she extended her fingers, claw-like, and leapt at him.  
 
    Jack was thrown back into the living room, landing with a crash amongst the broken shards of a man’s life. He raised his hands, desperately trying to block the woman’s frenzied attacks, forgetting in his panic about the knife he held.  
 
    The woman was thrown to the side as the crowbar connected solidly with her head. Blood sprayed across Jack’s coat and he flinched as some hit his glasses. Dobbs ignored the prone man and stepped over him, raising the crowbar above his head before bringing it slamming down against the infected woman’s skull.  
 
    Jim, stood, watching with open-mouthed wonder at what he had just seen. His mouth moved but no words came out as Dobbs flicked some of the blood from the end of the crowbar and reached out a hand for Jack.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Shit, yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    “No worries. You good to continue?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, staring down at the woman with something like to disgust and pity crossing his face. He gripped his knife tight, swearing to himself that he wouldn’t freeze up like that again. He looked at the two men and nodded once.  
 
    “Yeah, next flat.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    The army reserve barracks were deserted, or at least appeared to be so. The two Land Rovers, battered and covered in the blood of the infected they had driven over, had pulled up in a side street that connected to the road that ran alongside the base.  
 
    Most of the infected had been lost somewhere further back, but it was a pretty sure thing that they would be still searching for at least a little while. Once they had the scent of their prey they didn’t seem to want to give up, which meant the soldiers had little time to spare.  
 
    “What do you think?” Claire asked the sergeant who grunted as he shaded his eyes and stared at the base.  
 
    There was no movement along the street, and it was eerily silent. No chirruping of birds, no barks of dogs and none of the everyday sounds that Sarah had come to associate with being in the city.  
 
    Cars and trucks were parked along the streets and the guard posts, built of stacked sandbags, were empty. Bodies, though, were everywhere. If anyone had survived, then they were hiding away, and it was a coin toss as to whether that would be infected or non-infected.  
 
    Sarah leant heavily towards it being the infected, not that anyone asked her opinion.  
 
    “No movement,” Sarge muttered. “But if anyone’s still alive in there, they ain’t listening for our call.” 
 
    “We need ammo,” one of the soldiers said.  
 
    “Med supplies and food too,” another added.  
 
    None of the soldiers seemed to look at Sarah, but she could feel their eyes none the less. At least one of them was close to her at all times and while she might consider it to be because they wanted to keep her safe, something told her that wasn’t the case.  
 
    Sarge, gave a grunt of acknowledgement of the soldier’s words and placed his hands on his hips, sucking his teeth as he stared thoughtfully at the building. The gate was half open with dozens of bodies piled in front of it and even Sarah knew that was because they were trying to close it as the infected surged through.  
 
    That meant there were likely some inside and considering how they liked to hide, the entire place could be one big trap waiting for them to step inside and be spring it.  
 
    “Joyce, Sanders, get us some fresh vehicles,” Sarge said, finally. “Jocko, Sands, you know where the supplies are?” 
 
    “Yes, sarge.” 
 
    “Good. You take point, lead the way but keep a careful eye out. What ammo you got?” 
 
    The soldiers looked at one another and then began to pull out magazines from the harnesses they each wore. It was a pitiful supply and with a frown, the sergeant separated the meagre supply and started handing them out.  
 
    “That’s all you’ve got. Make sure every shot counts, until we get some more.” 
 
    “Roger that, boss.” 
 
     Claire caught Sarah watching her and flashed a brief, inscrutable smile as she loaded her assault rifle. She had a plan and Sarah was sure it didn’t involve her. Which meant she would have to fend for herself.  
 
    The two soldiers assigned to finding a vehicle hurried away, keeping low as they approached the end of the road. They turned to the right as the rest of the group, led by Sarge, approached the gate.  
 
    Sarah watched the gate with a great deal of apprehension. The bodies piled before it could only have been dead for a day at most and likely less than that. The majority of them were in various stages of undress and covered in blood and their own filth, but there were enough uniformed bodies in there for her to know they had fought hard to keep them out.  
 
    In silence, the sergeant glanced back, his eyes meeting hers before they flicked up to the soldier walking behind her. His brow creased for just a moment with the beginnings of a frown before he turned back to watching his soldiers lead the way through the gate, climbing over the bodies of the dead to do so.  
 
    The stench was horrendous, and flies filled the air, swarming around the bodies. Every step she took had to be placed carefully to ensure she didn’t fall and more than one of the bodies had filled with noxious gasses and fluid, bloating them.  
 
    Sarah didn’t want to think of the infections that she could catch from those bodies, even just the normal ones and not the rage-inducing infection. But, she had little choice, so she gritted her teeth and kept walking.  
 
    On the other side of the gate, a battle had raged. Bodies lay everywhere, covering the ground between the parked trucks and pallets of supplies. The group stopped and gathered together, each of them standing a little closer to the others than they normally would have.  
 
    Claire pulled a knife from its sheath on her belt and cut away some of the plastic wrapping that covered the nearest crates of palleted goods. One of the other soldiers moved to help her and together they lifted a crate down to the ground and used their knives to prise it open.  
 
    “Ammo,” she said, almost managing to sound happy as she looked up at the others. “What you waiting for boys? Come and get it.” 
 
    Sarah hung back as the soldiers crowded around the crate, gathering as much of the ammunition as they could carry. She was pretty sure they would need it. With them distracted, she took a step back and when no one noticed, she took another, and then a third.  
 
    A hand gripped her arm tight and she yelped, turning her head to see one of the two soldiers that had been sent to locate vehicles.  
 
    “Where you off to, darlin?” he asked, voice dripping with malice. 
 
    “Joyce,” Sarge said, noting the way his hand gripped Sarah’s arm. “Report.” 
 
    “Vehicles ain’t a problem, Sarge. Sanders is watching them now, but we have a couple prepped.” 
 
    “Any infected?” 
 
    “None that we could see.” 
 
    “That’s fucking weird,” Claire said, joining the conversation. She too noted the man’s hand on Sarah’s arm. “You need someone to hold your hand, Jocko is probably willing.” 
 
    Joyce grimaced and released his grip, not looking at the nurse. “Nah, just wanted to make sure she didn’t fall over.” 
 
    “You’re a good lad,” Sarge said. “But stop pissing around and go find the crates full of food.” 
 
    Sarah rubbed at her arm where he had been gripping it and flashed a smile of thanks to the corporal who ignored her, turning and scanning the buildings.  
 
    “We going inside?” she asked.  
 
    “Not unless we have to.” 
 
    She glanced back at the sergeant who shrugged his broad shoulders and grinned. “I’m not wanting to attract any more attention.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know the feeling. Want me to check the vehicles?” 
 
    The sergeant gave her a pointed look before his eyes flicked towards Sarah and then to the soldiers searching nearby. They didn’t appear to be listening but there was no guarantee they wouldn’t hear, so he shook his head.  
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Claire tilted her head as she looked at him through narrowed eyes. Clearly, Sarah realised, something was going on between them and she suspected it was to do with Claire leaving. Sarah rubbed her arm again and hoped that the sergeant knew and would help her leave too.  
 
    Before anything else could be said, a single shot rang out from beyond the walls and all of them turned towards it.  
 
    “Fuck!” Claire said, mouth hanging open as another shot was fired, followed by a loud burst of gunfire.  
 
    “Get moving!” Sarge snapped. “The hell is going on?” 
 
    He nodded his head as he had some reply through the earpiece beneath his helmet and he swore loudly as raised his assault rifle to his shoulder and fired.  
 
    Sarah yelped, twisting away from where he was aiming and almost screamed as warm blood spattered her coat. The infected that had been rushing towards her dropped at her feet and then all hell seemed to break loose.  
 
    They came out of the buildings, screaming and howling their mad cries of anger, as they raced towards fresh prey. The gunfire beyond the wall cut off abruptly and a scream carried to them. The soldiers all fired into the approaching groups of infected, cutting them down by the score, but it wasn’t enough.  
 
    “Go!” Sarge snapped and needing no further encouragement, Claire stopped firing and ran for the gate.  
 
    “Come on you stupid bitch!” Claire yelled as she raced past Sarah.  
 
    The soldiers continued to fire as they slowly retreated towards the gate and Sarah took off after Claire, pulling the knife from her pocket as she did so. The blade came free as she reached the gate and then she was out, slipping and stumbling on the bodies.  
 
    She almost collided with Claire who was staring white-faced along the road. Sarah turned to follow her gaze, eyes widening and jaw-dropping.  
 
    “Fuck,” was all she said as she saw the road filled from one side to another with what could only be thousands of the infected all running straight towards them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Jack’s fist connected with the jaw of the infected woman and she reeled back, shaking her head, momentarily stunned and giving him enough time to thrust the knife in his other hand, straight into her throat.  
 
    Her blood sprayed across the walls and Jack, causing him to swear as he staggered back out of the flat and into the hallway. He leant against the wall and waited for the infected woman to die as he sucked in deep gulps of air.  
 
    His hands shook and his chest rose and fell from the exertion as exhaustion dragged at his limbs. But, the twelfth floor was clear and, so far, with no injuries to any of his people. They’d met little real resistance and his two companions had shown mixed results.  
 
    Dobbs either had some anger issues or was just a natural at murder, which scared Jack a little bit. The man had used the crowbar to good effect, first breaking into the locked apartments and then by clubbing any infected to death with it, all without changing expression.  
 
    Jim was another story. He had yet to use his own weapon and had hung back whenever the infected had been found. Jack couldn’t blame him, who would actually want to kill people, after all? 
 
    “Clear,” Dobbs said, deep voice devoid of anything resembling emotion.  
 
    “Great.” Jack glanced into the flat he’d just left. The infected woman was on the floor, limbs twitching as the pool of blood beneath her spread. “Three more floors and we’re done.” 
 
    Most of the infected had left the building to chase after Kyra and Dec, or so it seemed. Although almost half the flats were empty and locked up, it seemed like even those behind locked doors were infected.  
 
    Somehow, the infection had spread through the block of flats infecting everyone. Far too many of the infected they had killed hadn’t been bitten by anyone, which scared the hell out of Jack. If it had become airborne, they were all fucked.  
 
    He didn’t think so though. No, it was something else and he wasn’t sure what, but he was determined to find out because it could well mean the difference between survival and death for his own tower block.  
 
    “We headed up?” Dobbs asked while Jim looked on nervously, his knife clutched limply in one hand.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Jack pushed himself away from the wall and walked a little unsteadily towards the stairwell door. It had been a long day and while he had been trying to distance himself from the horror of what he was doing, it wasn’t working.  
 
    They met Daz and his team in the stairwell. The three men looked as tired and bloody as Jack’s team but were moving up to their next floor with grim determination on their faces.  
 
    “All good?” Jack asked, by way of greeting.  
 
    Daz grunted in response but one of the men with him said, “Benny’s dead.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Young lad,” Dobbs replied. “Was in Rob’s team.” 
 
    “How’d he die?” 
 
    “Went into a flat that had kids. He hesitated,” Daz said, voice quiet, almost sombre. “Not a mistake he’ll make again.” 
 
    “Damn,” Jack said softly.  
 
    There wasn’t much more to say to that. They’d known that there would be casualties and they’d done incredibly well if Benny was the only one to die that day. Three more floors of the flats to clear and they’d be done. Jack just hoped that Benny was the last and not just the first.  
 
    Daz climbed beside Jack in silence, barely acknowledging his presence until he opened the door to the thirteenth floor and hesitated, looking back at the other man.  
 
    “Be careful, yeah?” 
 
    “You two, mate.” 
 
    Another nod and Daz led his team onto the floor while Jack and the others kept climbing the stairs. Ben was due to take the fourteenth floor and by the sounds coming up the stairwell, he was on his way, which left the top floor for Jack.  
 
    Weary and ready to be done, they pushed open the door to the fifteenth floor and stepped through, cautiously. Each of them had their weapons raised and each breathed a sigh of relief as the hallway appeared to be quiet and empty.  
 
    As before, they looked at each of the doors in turn first. None were open, which gave them hope that they might be lucky. Jack looked down at the blood-covered knife he held and knew that wouldn’t be the case though.  
 
    Dobbs stepped forward towards the first door and tried the handle. It didn’t turn and without hesitation, he jammed the flat end of the crowbar between the door and the frame with enough force to splinter the wood.  
 
    With a grunt, he pulled back on the crowbar, and the door opened with a loud crack of splintering wood. He pushed the door open and stepped back, raising the crowbar in both hands.  
 
    The infected couple barrelled out of the doorway, faces twisted in anger and hate, hands bloodied and torn. Dobbs nearly took the head off the male with one heavy swing of the crowbar, shattering his jaw and stopping him in his tracks.  
 
    Jim, meanwhile, screamed as the infected woman hit him. She flailed her arms at his head as he went down, knife forgotten in his hand. Jack, without hesitation, stepped up behind her and grabbed a handful of black, stringy, hair and pulled back.  
 
    His knife cut cleanly across her throat and blood sprayed out across the wall above Jim, who rolled to the side and scrambled to his feet before too much of the blood hit him.  
 
    Jack held the struggling women for several long seconds before he let her body fall to the floor. There was a sour taste in his mouth and a small voice in the back of his head condemning him for how quickly he had become a killer in order to survive.  
 
    It was far easier than he’d ever imagined it could be, that taking a life. He was sure that once the adrenaline died down and he had a moment of silence to think about what he had done, the full horror and guilt of it would hit him.  
 
    But, that wasn’t necessarily a luxury he had. The world was falling apart and to survive, he would do whatever he needed to do. It was something he’d never imagined he could be capable of, but it seemed that hard times would bring out a true measure of a man.  
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    It was quietly spoken but had more emotion in that one word than Jack had heard all day from the quiet Dobbs. He looked up, into the flat where the other man was standing, crowbar held down by his side.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Might want to stay out there.”  
 
    Curious, Jack left Jim standing in the hallway and went into the flat. He reached Dobbs side and followed his gaze. “Fuck,” was all he managed to say.  
 
    Two small children had lived in the flat with their parents. One would have been six, the other barely three judging by the size of the small body. It didn’t take much thought to understand what had happened.  
 
    The parents had turned first, and the children’s deaths had been horrific. Jack swallowed back the urge to vomit and looked at the other man, surprised to see tears in his eyes.  
 
    “Fucking wrong, man. Just wrong,” he said as he stared at the naked and bloodied bodies.  
 
    There was little flesh left on their faces to allow for any recognition, and Jack didn’t want anyone else having to come into the flat and see them like that. He went to the first bedroom and grabbed the sheets from the bed.  
 
    He covered those small, tortured forms and said a quiet prayer. While not a religious man, he didn’t think it would hurt and if there was a God somewhere out there, he hoped those children would be spared the memory of their deaths.  
 
    “Come on,” Jack said, shaking himself free of his reverie. “Three more flats and we’re done.” 
 
    The sour taste in his mouth didn’t fade as he approached the next flat. Jim didn’t say a word, and Dobbs broke through the door with more force than was strictly necessary. His anger was worn openly, and he didn’t wait for the others before he stepped inside.  
 
    “Clear,” he called out before Jack could even enter.  
 
    “Empty?” 
 
    “No, dumb fuck took a load of pills.” 
 
    The woman, perhaps in her sixties, lay on the sofa. Her eyes were closed, and she looked almost peaceful. There were several empty pill bottles beside her, and Jack didn’t bother to read them. Whatever they were, they had been enough.  
 
    Her skin was pale and cold to the touch. It seemed she had lived with someone, judging by the man's coat and shoes beside the door, but whoever it had been, he wasn’t in the flat.  
 
    “Look at this,” Dobbs said, and Jack turned to see him in the small kitchenette.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Rat poison,” Dobbs said, kicking a small plastic bowl full of little green pellets.  
 
    “So what?”  
 
    It was a fact of life that where you had a lot of people in close proximity, you tended to get rats and other vermin. Humans created a lot of rubbish and when he had gone for his morning runs, he had often seen the rats by the bins and in the undergrowth.  
 
    The council exterminators had been frequent visitors to the flats and Jack couldn’t see the relevance of poison in one of them.  
 
    “Not been touched but there’s been rats here.” 
 
    “So, they’ve learned not to eat that shit. What’s the point?” 
 
    “Point is that something killed this little bastard,” Dobbs said, reaching down and lifting a bloodied and well-chewed carcase.  
 
    Jack looked at it for a moment and then at Dobbs. The body of the rat he held by the tail did look like it had been half-chewed. There were no signs of a cat or dog, so the most likely creature to have eaten it would be either an infected or another rat.  
 
    The woman hadn’t been touched, which likely meant it wasn’t an infected human so that left another rat. But, he’d never seen one ignore ready food to kill and eat another of its own kind.  
 
    “Fuck,” was all he said as he realised what Dobbs was thinking. “You don’t think… oh, balls.” 
 
    “Would explain why people in locked flats were infected,” Dobbs said. “These buggers will get in everywhere.” 
 
    “We didn’t see any signs of bites though.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we weren’t looking.” 
 
    “If it can be transmitted by rats or other animals… oh hell, how are we gonna get through this?” 
 
    “Damned if I know,” Dobbs said, dropping the rat and wiping his hands on his jeans. “I saw the exterminators van here last week.” 
 
    “They might have been having a problem then,” Jack said, nodding absently as he thought. “We had them at our block, what? Last month or the one before?” 
 
    “August,” Jim said from the doorway. “Two months ago.” 
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    It was something else to worry about, another item to add to his growing list of concerns and problems.  But, there was nothing he could do about it right then and they still had a job to do.  
 
    “Let’s finish clearing the flats and then we can get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Aye,” Dobbs agreed, hefting his crowbar.  
 
    The other group, those people who had come in behind them, would be already clearing out the lower floors of anything useful. Once Jack and his team had finished their floor, they would go down and help.  
 
    One thing at a time, he told himself silently as they moved to the next flat. Get the food and supplies sorted first, then secure the block of flats and then they could worry about infected rats and the whole new host of issues that might bring.  
 
    With a sullen shake of his head, he raised the knife in his hand and prepared to enter the next flat. He couldn’t help wondering though, what else could go wrong.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Kyra smiled as she clipped another of the infected people, knocking him to the road as she slammed on the breaks and skidded around the corner. Dec, beside her, gritted his teeth and kept a firm hold on the roof handle as he whimpered with every sharp turn.  
 
    She flashed him a grin before looking in the rear-view mirror to make sure that the mass of infected was still following them. Most were, though a few would get the bright idea to try and cut across the gardens and smaller roads to try and get in front of her.  
 
    Those were the ones she tended to hit with her car.  
 
    The car was a Vauxhall Adam S and while it was a small, metallic blue hatchback, it had a fair amount of power beneath the bonnet and it handled well enough for her to race around the small network of streets around the flats.  
 
    But, since it was small, when she hit the infected she made sure to use only the corner of the front end, since hitting them full on wouldn’t be anything healthy for her car.  
 
    “Coming up on the flats again,” Dec said, and Kyra nodded, mouth set in a thin line as she focused on the road.  
 
    There were people watching from the other tower block, frightened people, curious about her intentions. As far as Kyra was concerned, as long as they just watched, it wasn’t a problem. The longer it took them to realise what the people of her tower block were doing, the better.  
 
    She pressed the palm of her hand down on the horn, raising enough noise to keep all of the infected attention on her as she slowed the car, passing the open area between the tower blocks. Her neighbours were busy transferring looted items back to their own block, and she would rather the infected didn’t notice them scurrying between the two towers.  
 
    “How much longer?” Dec asked as he watched the infected coming closer.  
 
    “As long as needed,” she laughed. “We have almost a full tank and can go for ages yet.” 
 
    Declan stared at her and grimaced as he wondered why the hell he had volunteered to go with her. The infected terrified him and being in the car with the lunatic woman, wasn’t any less so.  
 
    He watched his tower block pass by and kept a careful watch on the sides of the road. The infected could come from anywhere and while there was a wire mesh fence topped with barbed wire on one side, there was nothing but houses on the other.  
 
    At any point, the infected could try and take a short cut between those houses and if they did, the car would soon be surrounded and stuck. The sharp kitchen knife he had wasn’t going to be much use to the hundred or so that seemed to be following them.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” Kyra asked and he shook his head, silently. “I swear it sounded like a firework.” 
 
    “W-who would have f-fireworks?” Dec asked. His knuckles were white where he gripped the roof handle and he checked once again that the door was locked.  
 
    “I dunno,” Kyra answered, slowing the car as they turned back to the north.  
 
    She was sure she’d heard something but over the howling and moaning of the infected, it was hard to hear much of anything. Plus, with the occasional whimper from her companion, and her need to concentrate on the road, it was easy to dismiss the sound as a trick of the mind.  
 
    “I heard it that time,” Dec said, and she glanced out of the side window. She’d heard it too.  
 
    “Yeah, I think-“ 
 
    “Stop!” Dec almost yelled, interrupting her.  
 
    She slammed on the brakes, the car jerking to a halt and glanced at him curiously. A quick look back assured her the infected were on their way, but they had a little time.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There,” Dec pointed towards the fence to her right and she looked over. 
 
    “I can’t see… oh!” 
 
    There running alongside the fence were two figures. One dressed in nurses’ scrubs and the other in army fatigues and battle gear. They were clearly running from something and looked to have just come out of one the adjoining side-streets.  
 
    “Who the hell are they?”  
 
    “We should help,” Dec said, and it was her turn to grimace at him.  
 
    Kyra started the car moving again, the infected were getting far too close for comfort. One of the women heard the engine rev and turned back to look, shouting out something to the soldier that Kyra couldn’t hear.  
 
    Helping them was the right thing to do, she knew that, of course. The problem was that the whole reason she had come up with the idea to look at the other tower block was because there wouldn’t be enough food for them all anyway.  
 
    Adding more people to the mix would be of no use to anyone. Still, she thought, she’d need a good reason not to help them else the annoyingly moral Declan would let everyone know and she needed them on side if she were to survive.  
 
    “There’s… oh, fuck!” Dec said, and Kyra almost smiled as a solution presented itself.  
 
    Countless numbers of the infected were spilling out of the same side street the two figures had come from. They filled the road, hate and hunger on their faces as they chased their prey.  
 
    “Oh crap,” Kyra said, realising her own predicament. If they could see the infected, then the infected could see them. “We need to turn!” 
 
    “Too late,” Dec said, fear rising in his voice.  
 
    Kyra followed his gaze and swore softly. The infected had seen their car and were trying to climb the fence, with more and more pressing up behind them. The mesh wire could only hold for so long and it was already beginning to bow inwards as she watched.  
 
    “What do we do?” Dec asked. “If they follow us back to the flats…” 
 
    Up ahead the road split. If she went left, she would go back around the same route she had already taken a handful of times since setting off. If she went right, though… 
 
    “Fuck it,” Kyra muttered as she revved the engine once more. “Hold on.” 
 
    She sped past the two running women and raced up the road picking up speed. As she neared the end of the road where the fence was, she pressed down on the accelerator and crashed right through it.  
 
    The tyres screeched on the tarmac as she slammed on the brakes, grateful for the seatbelt as she was thrown to the side, the car turning almost fully around. As it came to a stop, she gripped the steering wheel and looked over at Dec.  
 
    “You good?” 
 
    “No! I’m not bloody good!” he snapped. “I’m pretty sure I need some clean underwear.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” she said, starting the car moving once more.  
 
    The two figures had picked up their pace at sight of the car headed towards them, though they were clearly flagging. As Kyra brought the car to a stop beside them, the soldier turned and fired a quick burst into the crowd. It barely made a dent in their numbers.  
 
    “Get in!” Kyra snapped.  
 
    Those infected that had been following them were trying their damnedest to get through the wire mesh fence and join the others, while in some places the fence was already starting to buckle.  
 
    “You guys are a sight for sore eyes,” the nurse said as she climbed in behind Dec.  
 
    “Where the hell did you come from?” Dec asked as the soldier clambered in beside her.  
 
    “Does it matter?” Claire said. “Drive!” 
 
    Kyra reversed, turning the car, before setting off at a fair speed away from the massive numbers of infected. With a clear road ahead of her, she could have easily outpaced them but held back to make sure they were all following.  
 
    “Not sure where you two were headed,” Kyra said without looking at them. “But we live back there so as soon as we draw this lot away, we’ll be headed back.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Claire said. 
 
    “I’m Dec,” Declan said, extending his hand. “Kyra’s driving.” 
 
    “Claire.” 
 
    “Sarah,” the young nurse said as she gave Dec a puzzled glance. “Don’t I know you?” 
 
    “No idea, love. I think I’d remember you.” 
 
    “I do,” Sarah said. “You came to the hospital with your friend.” 
 
    While she was too polite to say it, he was hard to forget. With his unique features, she very much doubted anyone would forget meeting him.  
 
    “Ah, yeah. Maybe. I was there with my mate, Jack. We took some woman he found in to be checked out.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember. Is your friend okay?” 
 
    “He’s fine, he’s back at the flats now gathering some food and shit. It’s why we’re out here distracting the infected and-“ 
 
    “You’re doing a shitty job of it,” Claire said, staring out through the back window.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Not all of them are following us, a load have just headed into the quarantine zone you just left.” 
 
    “The hell is a quarantine zone?” Kyra asked.  
 
    “They’re doing what?” Dec said, at the same time as he twisted in his seat to look.  
 
    Claire was right though, and the mass of infected behind them had split with the majority headed along the street after them, but a large number had broken away and were headed towards the three tower blocks.  
 
    “Christ!” Dec said, staring wide-eyed at the infected. “We need to go back!” 
 
    “How?” Kyra snapped back. “Roads blocked.” 
 
    “We need to do something!” 
 
    “If your friends are in there, they’re already dead,” Claire said, coldly. “Best thing we can do is keep moving and find somewhere safe to wait this out.” 
 
    “No! Our friends are back there!” 
 
    Kyra chewed on her lip as she glanced at Declan. While she could understand his concern, she didn’t actually have any friends back at the flats. It was her home and she had wanted to make it as comfortable as possible to stay there but that was only because she’d had nowhere else to go.  
 
    The personal items she had were useless anyway if the world had gone to hell and she’d only got the dog to annoy Denis. While she liked it well enough, she didn’t care enough to risk her own neck going back to get it.  
 
    “Kyra!” Dec said, seeing the indecision on her face. “Please!” 
 
    There was a turn off up ahead. If she went that way they could come back around on the other side of the flats, where the soldiers had been stationed. They could get through the gate and likely get themselves killed trying to help.  
 
    Alternatively, if they carried on straight ahead, the whole world was open to them and it was easier to find food to feed four people than it was to feed a tower block full. She looked into the rear-view mirror and found the two women on the back seat staring back at her.  
 
    The nurse looked concerned, while the soldier just sneered. She was pretty sure that they would be evenly split in their decision were she to ask them. If she called for a vote it would likely be two for and two against going back and since it was her car, she reckoned she had the deciding vote.  
 
    “Sorry,” she said as she pressed down on the accelerator.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Once he knew what he was looking for, Jack began to notice more signs of an infestation of rats in the tower block. For one thing, he realised that there had been traps and bait put down in nearly every flat he had entered.  
 
    On the skirting board in the hallway, there were rub marks, left when the rats ran along the same route time and time again. He opened a few cupboards and found food that had been gnawed at and droppings.  
 
    Clearly, the tower block had been dealing with a large infestation of them and that was a problem. If, and he still wasn’t entirely certain that was the case, the rats were infected and attacking one another, and people, then they were at risk.  
 
    Bad enough that they needed to deal with the infected humans in the city around them, but at least there they could barricade themselves in and wait them out. If rats and other animals became infected and became carriers, then no one was safe because those little bastards could get everywhere.  
 
    “Boss?” Dobbs called, coming into the flat. He gave Jack a puzzled glance when he saw him knelt down peering through the gap between cupboard and fridge but didn’t remark on it. “We got a problem.” 
 
    “Add it to the bloody list,” Jack said, shaking his head. “Sorry. What is it?” 
 
    “Fuck ton of infected heading this way.” 
 
    Jack turned his head to stare at the other man, not quite sure he had heard right. It took a moment to sink in, but when it did, the first stirrings of panic began to rise in his chest.  
 
    “Get everyone back home, now!” 
 
    Dobbs gave a single nod and was gone before Jack could rise from his crouching position. He crossed quickly to the window and looked out. The flat he was in faced west and from where he looked, he could see the luxury flats across the road.  
 
    A large, custom-built, building it was three times the width of his own block of flats and just a little shorter. Each of the flats there had a balcony and the rent was almost double what he paid. There was nothing on the road nearby though, so he jogged out of the flat to the other side of the building and straight to the window there.  
 
    “Fuck,” was all he could think to say.  
 
    The fence had broken and hundreds of infected were spilling into the enclosed area, with hundreds more pushing to get in. The road, just outside the housing estate ran roughly north to south and the infected filled it with the majority moving north.  
 
    He didn’t know where they had come from, but they were moving away from the road and in amongst the buildings of the estate. That didn’t give them much time to get out of the tower block and back to their own.  
 
    Jack ran down the stairs, taking them two and three at a time. At each landing, he stopped to open the stairwell door and call through to anyone that might be on the floor, telling them to get downstairs.  
 
    The further down he went, the more signs of panic came to him. The scavenger group had made it to the sixth floor and as he arrived, some were just entering the stairwell, their arms full of looted goods.  
 
    “Drop that shit!” Jack snapped, pulling boxes from the arms of one man. “Forget about bringing anything with you, just get your arses moving and get back home, now!” 
 
    Startled, the man let Jack take the boxes and scurried away down the stairs. Jack let the boxes fall to the floor before opening the door and calling through. He waited a moment for a response and then let it close before heading down to the next floor.  
 
    He did the same thing on each floor, one after another. By the time he reached the ground floor, he was gasping for breath and skidded to a stop behind a cluster of people, all milling around in the entranceway.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, loudly. “Get out of here!” 
 
    “Can’t,” someone replied. “Infected are outside.” 
 
    With a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, Jack elbowed his way through the small crowd until he reached the glass-paned door. He stared out for several long seconds, mind working as he considered what to do next.  
 
    There weren’t many, a dozen, maybe more. Half-naked and shuffling along, sticking to the shadows where possible but bearing the light when needed. The more of them there were, the more willing they seemed to be to go out into the sunlight.  
 
    A problem that Jack should have expected. Strength in numbers was a thing, after all.  
 
    He could see their own tower block just a short distance away. There were faces pressed against the windows as their friends and neighbours, stared down, knowing what was likely to come next.  
 
    “We could stay here,” someone said. “Hide upstairs?” 
 
    “And if they come in?” another replied.  
 
    “They won’t, but even if they did we could block the doors!” 
 
    “No,” Jack said, thinking back to the rat that Dobbs had found.  
 
    If they acted like the human infected, then they would be hidden away until it got dark and then they would be stuck in a tower block with god alone knew how many infection carrying rats that were aggressive and could get everywhere.  
 
    “We need to get back to our own tower block,” he continued, not ready to panic them about the rats just then. “There’s no way to say how long they will hang around out there.” 
 
    He turned to look directly at the crowd. Those people, his friends and neighbours, were scared. Terrified, even, but they had put themselves forward, had volunteered to leave the safety of their own block of flats to try and gather the food and supplies their families and neighbours needed.  
 
    There was no way he was willing to let them be trapped, away from their families and friends, when he could do something about it. He looked down at the knife in his hand and then back up, eyes meeting those of Dobbs and Daz.  
 
    Those two seemed to understand what was needed, what he was about to ask and they each moved their heads just slightly, a nod of approval, of agreement, a nod to signify that they were with him.  
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. “This is what we’re gonna do.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Denis stared out of his window, watching the approaching mass of infected with something close to glee on his wrinkled face. With one fell swoop, the irritating bitch Kyra and his new enemy, Jack, would be dealt with.  
 
    Along with them, a good third of the tower blocks population would be killed as well, allowing the supplies they did have to be stretched out long enough for help to come, or for the infected to bugger off looking for more prey, anyway.  
 
    “What’s the grin for?” Chester asked as Denis turned back to face his guests.  
 
    “We need to close and barricade the stairwell,” was all he said in reply.  
 
    “Why?” Lennie asked.  
 
    Of all of those Denis thought he could rely on to back him; Lennie was the weakest. Too soft-hearted and unwilling to do what was necessary to ensure their own survival over someone else's.  
 
    “Because, if we don’t, we’ll have a thousand or so infected rampaging through the tower block. You think we’ll survive that?” 
 
    “No,” Lennie said, shifting uncomfortably. “But what about-“ 
 
    “They’re trapped over in the other tower block. We need to take care of ourselves.” 
 
    The other two men shared a look and it was all Denis could do to keep his smile in place as he clenched his fist, anger building. That he had to deal with such insufferably stupid people to do what needed to be done was galling.  
 
    There was no need for them to question him and as far as he was concerned, they should just be accepting his orders without question. It was demeaning to have to explain himself to those mentally inferior to himself.  
 
    “I’m sure they can hide in the tower block across the way,” he said, through gritted teeth. “And as soon as the infected are gone, we will reopen the doors and let them back in.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that would be okay.” 
 
    “Aye, makes sense,” Chester agreed.  
 
    “Then follow me and we shall get to work.” 
 
    Denis strode from the room, not looking back as he knew the simpletons would follow him anyway. He sent a silent curse at Jack for blocking the lift from working, knowing that the walk down the stairs would be less than pleasant on his arthritic knee.  
 
    Still, he had little choice. He gripped the handrail as he walked down the stairs, breathing laboured and taking longer than he would have preferred.  
 
    By the eighth floor, he was sweating, and his knee ached. By the sixth, he was gasping for air with his legs trembling from the exertion. The other two men weren’t much better off, and Denis stopped, waving for the others to do the same.  
 
    “We’ll do it here,” he said, leaning against the wall and sucking in deep breaths of air.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Go and tell whoever lives on this floor to gather together anything they can carry. We’ll build a barricade here that the infected can’t get over.” 
 
    “What about the people on the floors below us?” Lennie asked.  
 
    “They can stay in their rooms of they can get their arses up here!” Denis snapped back before inspiration struck. “If you’re that concerned, then go down there and gather everyone quickly. They can wait up here with the rest of us.” 
 
    Lennie chewed on his lip but did as he was told, brushing past the other two men and heading down towards the next floor. Chester arched a brow when Denis looked his way, a question in his eyes.  
 
    “Go. Tell everyone to gather their heavy furniture. We’ll build the barricade here where the stairs turn. Enough stuff put there and we’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Safer than everyone on the six floors below us,” Chester grunted but didn’t argue as he pulled open the door and went to gather up some workers.  
 
    Denis stared at the stairs for a moment, thinking. With limited space, the stairs turned rising with a small landing midway between floors. If enough items were piled there, then the infected wouldn’t be able to get past.  
 
    Added to that would be that anyone on the floors below would likely die and that would mean fewer mouths to feed, leaving more of the food stocked on the twelfth floor for Denis. He almost rubbed his hands in glee as Chester returned.  
 
    “Get to work,” he said. “We haven’t much time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Jack led the way, pushing open the door and rushing out. Fear, pulled at him, urging him to go back, but he lifted his knife and yelled for the attention of the infected. Behind him, Daz and Ben did the same.  
 
    Those infected that were close, reacted quickly. They rushed straight towards the three men, spittle staining the air as they screamed their incoherent rage. Arms outstretched and faces twisted in rage, they came.  
 
    A sharp blow from his clenched fist, sent the first of them reeling and Jack followed it up by slashing his blade across the face of another. It barely slowed as it barrelled towards him and he swiftly thrust the blade into its side.  
 
    Blood covered his hand and the infected man spat bloody spittle at his face as he pulled free the knife and thrust again. As the creature died, he turned to the others, pushing down the surge of guilt he felt for taking yet another life.  
 
    Daz was holding his own, swinging the ice axe around as though it weighed almost nothing. His face was set, eyes hard and nostrils flared as he struck out at the creatures that had caused the death of his partner.  
 
    Another infected was down and Ben stood over it with wrench raised in one hand. He brought it crashing down with a sickening thud on the creature’s skull and then moved on without so much as a glance the body.  
 
    They knew what they had to do, and, like Jack, they would worry about the morality of it later. Just then, they needed to focus on surviving and that meant killing the infected before they were killed themselves.  
 
    Behind them, the rest of the people rushed across the open area towards their own block of flats, heading for the door. Jack sank his knife into the chest of an infected woman and watched the hate fade from her face along with the life in her eyes.  
 
    “More coming,” Dobbs called out. There were two infected on the ground before him and the crowbar he held clenched in both hands was bloody. “Can’t fight em all.” 
 
    “Don’t need to,” Jack said, watching his neighbours pulling open the door to their block of flats and rushing inside. “Get inside, now!” 
 
    Daz grunted as he sank his axe into the skull of an infected woman with all the emotion he would have had hitting a block of wood. He looked around, searching for more but the small group had been killed and only the much larger mass of them was left.  
 
    Even he saw the futility of trying to fight them and set off running with the others. In moments they reached the front entrance and pushed inside where the entranceway was filled with confused people milling about.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Jack called out. “Get upstairs and put the barricade back in place.” 
 
    “We can’t,” A husky woman said. “It’s blocked off.” 
 
    Jack pushed his way through the crowd, though as soon as the people around him saw the blood that had sprayed across his clothes, they were eager to move out of his way. The woman that had spoken was standing beside the closed stairwell door and Jack peered through the glass panel set into it. 
 
    He rapped on the glass with his knuckles and saw a little movement through the gaps in the furniture that had been stacked in front of it.  
 
    “Hey! Open up!” 
 
    “Sorry, lad,” the muffled voice of Lennie Pearce came through the door. “Can’t do that.” 
 
    “The hell do you think you’re doing? Open the fucking door, we have people out here!” 
 
    “Denis has blocked off the sixth floor,” Lennie replied. “We have to do the same as we’ve nowhere to go. Can’t risk opening it.” 
 
    Jack kicked at the door, anger growing as he realised the man was serious and wouldn’t move the improvised barricade.  
 
    “Don’t do this!” 
 
    “Sorry. We can’t risk the lives of everyone.” 
 
    “Unblock the lift then!” Jack said. “We can get people up to any floor with that.” 
 
    “You don’t think we tried that? The lift doors are closed, but it’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    Jack stared, open-mouthed at the closed door, unable to think of a response that would convince the other man to open the door. Around him, the rising hubbub from the people crowded into the hallway was full of fear and a growing panic.  
 
    “You’re gonna listen to us die,” was all he said as he turned away from the door, face full of sorrow.  
 
    “What do we do?” someone asked, and Jack just shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    He’d not wanted to go out to the other tower block and certainly hadn’t wanted to be placed in charge of the lives of the people in his tower. But, he had been, and that meant he had a responsibility to see that as many of them survived as possible.  
 
    The lift was out. If Denis had disabled it, then there was no way of using it and the ground floor flats were just as useless. Once the infected realised they couldn’t get through the door, they would bang on the windows until they smashed and then climb in through them.  
 
    No, there was little they could do and only a handful of them were armed anyway. It wasn’t going to be a long fight and once the infected got inside, it would mean a horrific end for everyone there. That, perhaps, was something he could help them avoid.  
 
    “Dobbs!”  
 
    “Yes, boss?”  
 
    The big, bearded man turned from where he was watching the infected approach and cocked an eyebrow in query.  
 
    “Hold that door closed as long as you can, yeah?” 
 
    “Will do. You got a plan?” 
 
    Every man and woman clustered in the entranceway and hall, turned to look at Jack. He could see the fear on their faces and practically smell the panic in the air. They needed a hero, a leader, someone to tell them everything was going to be alright.  
 
    “Yes,” Jack said. “I have a plan.” 
 
    They just wouldn’t like what it was.  
 
    **** 
 
    Kyra slammed on the brakes and the car skidded to a stop as the passengers grabbed hold of anything they could to keep themselves from being thrown around.  
 
    “Fuck!” Kyra yelled, staring through the windscreen. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!” 
 
    Up ahead, more than thirty of the infected were feasting on what had been a family trying to flee. Like hyenas, they had surrounded their prey while the driver has crashed through them, losing control of his car and crashing into a lamp post.  
 
    They had then smashed their way through the car windows and dragged the occupants out. None of them would join the ranks of the infected, as there simply wasn’t enough of them left that even resembled a living human.  
 
    “Reverse,” Claire snapped, changing the magazine on her gun. She was getting low on ammo and was well aware the gun was her main advantage. “Get us the fuck out of here.” 
 
    There was little choice but to do as the other woman said, and Kyra had the car moving once again. The infected didn’t seem to notice them, so intent were they on their meal, but with the crowd of them in the centre of the road and the crashed car, the way forward was effectively blocked.  
 
    It had been the same thing, again and again. Either wire fences had been raised across barricades, closing off roads and entire housing estates alike, or abandoned vehicles or groups of the infected prevented them from continuing.  
 
    Claire had needed to use her gun more than once to keep them from being overrun and it was only a matter of time before they found themselves caught with nowhere to go. They were already running out of roads to try.  
 
    “We should go back,” Dec said, ignoring Kyra’s immediate glared response.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “There’s not much bloody choice, love. The infected are everywhere and we know that our block of flats will keep us safe.” 
 
    “There’s nowhere safe,” Sarah said, voice full of despair.  
 
    She stared out of the window, eyes dull and brow furrowed. She’d seen more death than she could bear and the constant fleeing from the infected had convinced her that it was only a matter of time before they caught up with them.  
 
    Kyra kept her scowl in place as she sped along the main road, headed away from Leeds city centre. She swerved to avoid cars and the occasional bold infected that came out into the sunlight at the sound of the approaching engine.  
 
    But, once again, as she turned a corner, she was forced to slam on the brakes. She shook her head silently as Claire swore softly in the back seat. Ahead of them, a convoy of refugees had been forced to stop and was in the process of being attacked.  
 
    Like Kyra and the others, they had decided the city was unsafe and were trying to flee. They hadn’t gotten far before the infected came upon them in such numbers as to force them to a stop.  
 
    They clambered over the cars and van, banging fists against windows and metal alike. They hollered their rage, faces twisted with hate and fury. Blood covered many of them and as the four companions watched, a woman was pulled through a broken windshield, screaming as chunks of flesh were torn from her body.  
 
    The infected swarmed over her like insects would on their food. Others dropped down and crawled in through the window and the screams of agony were more than any of those watching could bear.  
 
    “We should help,” Dec said, licking dry lips and staring with wide eyes at the carnage.  
 
    “How?” Claire asked, her usual acidic tone absent as she took watched with horror. “I can’t shoot that many and as soon as they see us, we’re fucked too.” 
 
    “Literally,” Kyra added as she watched a male infected with engorged member drag a man from his car.  
 
    She put the car into reverse and started it moving, mind racing. She had exhausted all of the routes leading out of the city and the only option left was to return to the block of flats. That was the only place she knew they would be safe for a while.  
 
    All they needed to do was get past any and all infected in between themselves and those flats.  
 
    “Hold on,” she said, voice steady and filled with determination. “I’m not going to stop again. We make it back or die trying.” 
 
    “I’ll save a bullet for you,” Claire said, dryly. “Will be quicker than anything those fuckers do to you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kyra sneered. “But it won’t be needed.” 
 
    At least she hoped it wouldn’t.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    The flat stank of death. All of those infected that they had killed earlier, still remained and Jack gingerly stepped over the as he headed towards the kitchenette. He knew what he needed to do and as much as he knew the dangers, he had no real choice.  
 
    Several hundred infected were outside the block of flats and they knew that Jack and the others were there. It was only a matter of time before they broke in and then everyone would die or become infected.  
 
    It was inevitable and the only thing he could think to do was ensure that everyone had a good, clean, death. If he could take out as many of the infected as possible at the same time, well, he wouldn’t shed a tear over them.  
 
    Jack twisted the knobs on the oven that turned on the gas. Immediately, there was a hissing noise and a sulphur like smell. He stepped back from the oven and headed back outside. The gas could be ignited by a match, a lighter or if he didn’t find either of those, even the spark from an electrical circuit being completed.  
 
    All that would be required was the will to ignite it and after seeing what the infected did to people, he was certain that he could do it. He’d have to. It was the only good thing left to do for those people trapped on the ground floor.  
 
    As he stepped back out into the hallway, the screaming began. People with nowhere to go pressed themselves back as far from the doorway as possible. Jack had to push through the crowd to reach the front where Daz, Ben and Dobbs were holding the door closed.  
 
    Outside, the infected had gathered. They pushed themselves up against the glass, twisted visages and insanity in their eyes. Drool ran down their chins as they saw the feast waiting for them inside.  
 
    “Can’t hold em!” Dobbs said, with a grimace.  
 
    “Then don’t,” Jack said, glancing down at his knife. “They can only come through a few at a time. This is where we make a stand.” 
 
    “We’ll die,” someone said. “You can’t open that door!” 
 
    “We’re gonna die anyway,” he replied with a shrug, not bothering to turn around to see who had spoken. “Might as well do it fighting them.” 
 
    He raised his knife and nodded once to the men holding the door. Each of them glanced at the others and seeing the same resolve in their faces. They stepped back, raising their own weapons as the door was flung open and the infected spilt inside.  
 
    **** 
 
    Lennie watched through a gap in the barricade. He couldn’t hear much, not unless someone was standing right up against the door to speak, but he could head some sounds of talking. There were people crowding the door and he could practically feel their fear.  
 
    “This ain’t right,” Jason said, voice soft with remorse.  
 
    “You think I don’t know that?”  
 
    Jason ran a hand through his light blonde hair and shook his head. As a schoolteacher, he was used to dealing with recalcitrant toddlers, but he’d not expected to deal with one in his sixties. The older man was certainly behaving like a child.  
 
    Few others were willing to stay in the stairwell. They had gone to lock themselves in their rooms and pretend they couldn’t hear the cries of those dying one floor below them. It was something that Jason couldn’t bring himself to do.  
 
    Those people outside were his neighbours, his community, and leaving them to die was bad enough. Doing it without having the courage to listen to the consequences of his decision was another thing entirely.  
 
    Lennie rested his head on his forearm as he leant against the back of a table that had been propped up against the barricade. Jason couldn’t tell if he was listening or praying. Not that it mattered.  
 
    The three others waiting with them were people he knew well enough that he could guess they would be on Lennie’s side. Each of them had families and they were standing in the stairwell to make sure nothing got through to their loved ones. There was no way they would allow him to open the door.  
 
    Which was something, he realised, that he might not have to do. He shook his head at the older man’s back and retreated, back to the first floor where he had a flat opposite two people he called friends.  
 
    They weren’t there, having gone out with Jack and the others to gather whatever supplies they could, but they had left all of their belongings behind and Jason had long had a key so that he could go in and water the plants for them when they were away on one of their many climbing trips.  
 
    He entered his flat, moving quickly, he picked up the spare key from where it hung on the rack beside the door and hurried over to the flat opposite. Once inside, he went straight to their spare room which is where they tended to keep their climbing gear.  
 
    With a sigh of relief, he noted it all seemed to be there when he opened the door and he gathered the things he’d need before hurrying back out to the hallway.  
 
    Setting down the coils of rope beside the stairwell door, he turned to the lift. It wasn’t working, he’d already checked that, but it didn’t need to be. It was only one floor and that should be enough for anyone to manage.  
 
    He hefted the piton in one hand. A metal spike that was designed to be driven into cracks with a hammer to act as protection when other gear couldn’t be placed, it was made of steel with an edge thin enough to force a wedge between the lift doors.  
 
    Holding it in place with one hand, he used the hammer he’d taken to drive it in between the doors. It provided a small gap, barely enough for him to get his fingers between, but that was enough.  
 
    With a smile forming on his face, he set to work and hoped he’d be in time.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
     The infected woman hit Jack with all of her weight, pushing him back into the crowd of people. He didn’t hesitate, stabbing the knife into her side, up between her ribs and into her heart. She died, like so many others had, and he didn’t so much as glance at her body as it fell to the floor.  
 
    He was numb to their deaths. Numb to the pain and the foul stench they brought with them. His chest heaved and his arms trembled as he stumbled forward, to face the next.  
 
    Ben, screamed as teeth sank deep into his neck, blood spurting out across the face of the infected man. He yanked his head away, losing skin and flesh to the infected man’s teeth. With a face full of rage, he struck the infected man in the side of the head with his wrench.  
 
    As the infected man died, Ben turned, catching sight of Jack and his mouth opened. No words came forth though as his eyes rolled back into his head and his whole body began to shake.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jack whispered to the man as he stepped forward, sliding the knife into Ben’s chest.  
 
    He held the body, guiding it to the floor as gently as he could before he rose back to his feet, the numbness burning away with his anger. Dobbs and Daz were holding their own at the door, stopping any new infected from getting in purely because most of the doorway was blocked by corpses that the infected needed to crawl over.  
 
    Both men were flagging, and it was clear whatever energy they had left would soon be gone. Dobbs, as strong as he was, needed to pause between swings of his crowbar as he sucked in deep breaths of the foul-smelling air.  
 
    Daz was much the same. It was only the deep rage he felt at the loss of his partner that kept him going, killing those creatures that had been the cause of Alan’s death.  
 
    Jack raised his knife before him but hesitated as the crowd behind him reacted. Fearing that the infected had made their way in through one of the flats, he turned and rushed over to them.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked the first person he came to. She just pointed towards the lift and it was Jack’s turn to gasp as the doors slowly opened.  
 
    “Thank God you’re alive,” the young, blonde haired, man said.  
 
    He had a wide smile and friendly eyes as he stared out at the crowd. Jack closed his mouth which had been hanging open in surprise and pushed through to where he stood.  
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Hi, man. You guys okay?” 
 
    “No,” Jack said, and the other man’s smile slipped. “But getting there if you have a way out.” 
 
    “Sure do. I borrowed your climbing gear,” he said, directing his comment to Alex and his wife. “Hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Course not!” Alex said as his wife nodded agreement.  
 
    “Good. I’ll need your help to get everyone up.” 
 
    Jack stood back, hope surging in his breast. They could get everyone to safety, give them a chance of surviving. That was something, and after they were all up, he would do what he had to do to clear out the infected.  
 
    “Get everyone up,” he said, turning away, shoulders slumping with the weight of his decision. “We’ll buy you whatever time we can.” 
 
    “No worries,” Jason said as he watched the man leave, walking with the weight of the world on his shoulders. He turned to the crowd. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Jack quickly relayed what was happening to Dobbs and Daz. The two men grunted in unison, sparing a moment to look over at the crowd.  
 
    “Will take a little while,” Daz said, bringing the ice axe down on the head of an infected crawling through the ever-decreasing gap in the doorway. “But we’ll hold out.” 
 
    “Good. When the last ones have gone up, it’ll be your turn. Yeah?” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll come straight after, but I’ve something I need to do first.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” Daz agreed, though it was clear he didn’t believe him.  
 
    Jack’s eyes went towards where Ben lay. He had been a smoker and Jack was sure he’d have a lighter on him. The flow of the infected had slowed for the moment, so he took a moment to go over and check the dead man’s pockets.  
 
    The others watched him curiously but didn’t comment as he took the lighter and slipped it into his own pocket. Jack looked up at the others, knowing he should tell them something.  
 
    He was saved from having to by the distant sound of glass breaking. All three men turned towards the sound and Dobbs swore, wearily.  
 
    “They’re in one of the flats.” 
 
    “Mr Hussain’s,” Daz said, “the door should be locked.”  
 
    “Will take them a little time to get through,” Jack said, looking back at the crowd. “I hope it’s enough.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Claire swore long and loud as she sat in the back seat of the car, staring out of the window at the three tower blocks. Sarah, beside her, just shook her head and laughed quietly, the soft sobs of someone without hope.  
 
    “We’re fucked,” Kyra said, not taking her eyes from the towers. “Might as well admit it. We’re well and truly fucked.” 
 
    The infected swarmed around their tower block. Hundreds of them, banging at the windows and in at least one case, climbing through a broken one. From where they sat, they could see that the vast majority were clustered around the doorway, fighting to get in.  
 
    “They’re all dead and so are we if we stay here,” Claire said. “Go. We’ll find somewhere else to hole up.” 
 
    “No.” Declan’s eyes were narrowed as he stared ahead, leaning forward as though to better see. “They’re alive.” 
 
    “Not for long.” 
 
    “Maybe, if we help them,” he shot back. “Look at the door. There’s a lot of bodies there.” 
 
    “So what?” Kyra said, siding with Claire. “That’s probably our neighbours who died trying to get back in.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Declan said, shaking his head. “Too many bodies are naked or almost naked.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Sarah said, voice numb and distant. “Likely infected.” 
 
    “Well, so what? Even if they’re fighting in there, they can’t hold out forever.” 
 
    “They can if we help,” Dec insisted. “You have your gun!” 
 
    “And nowhere near enough ammo to take out all of those fuckers!” 
 
    “Enough to make a difference though!” 
 
    Claire didn’t immediately reply as she stared at the mass of infected figures. There was some truth to the odd man’s words, but she had to ask herself, did she want to try to help? It might make a difference, but it would leave her without ammunition and reliant on a bunch of strangers.  
 
    Despite her enlistment, she was still a fiercely independent person and resented needing to rely on others. It was something that had pissed off a lot of her squad mates and would likely have led to her being booted out if the current crisis hadn’t come along.  
 
    As it was, she had been assigned to all the shit-post duties, like playing minder to the nurse. Something she could admit that she, unfairly, resented Sarah for.  
 
    But, as they had found out, leaving the city would be neither simple or safe to do and while she might manage alone, moving slowly and carefully, the infected were in a feeding frenzy of sorts and were seemingly active both day and night.  
 
    That was a problem and since she didn’t actually know the city well enough to navigate it, there were far too many chances things would end badly should she try to go it alone.  
 
    “Fuck it,” she said. “Fine. Let’s do this.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Jack stood outside the door with his ear pressed against it as he listened to the noises from within. Something not easy to do when there was the constant howling of the infected from outside and the murmur of noise from the people waiting to climb to the next floor.  
 
    Even so, he could hear at least one infected crashing about inside. They seemed to have a desire for mindless destruction if there was no food about. Pushing things off of shelves and walls, overturning furniture.  
 
    Whether they were just doing it for some twisted pleasure or were stupid enough to think their prey could be hiding behind a vase on a table, Jack didn’t know. But, he was pleased it gave him some inkling of how many were in there.  
 
    “We ready, boss?” Dobbs asked, coming up beside him and wiping sweat from his face.  
 
    Daz remained by the door, waiting for the occasional infected to crawl through. Whenever one did, he slammed the ice axe down into its skull and waited for the next.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Lifting his crowbar, Dobbs jammed it between the lock and the frame before wrenching it. The wood splintered and the cheap door sprang open. Jack rushed inside, surprising the infected woman there.  
 
    She howled as he leapt at her, knocking her back fall against the couch. He landed hard, grunting as pain shot through him, but pushed himself to his feet with knife flashing out for the infected woman.  
 
    Her howl turned to a scream of rage as he sliced through the skin of her arm and he stepped in, hitting her in the chin with a clenched fist before following it with a slash of the knife across her throat.  
 
    He staggered back as the blood sprayed from the wound, stomach-churning and fear of infection running through his mind. The infected woman dropped to her knees, blood-loss weakening her as her life faded away.  
 
    “Nice,” Dobbs said, moving across the bedroom. “She came through here.”  
 
    Dobbs went inside, raising the crowbar in his arms and thrusting it forward into the skull of the infected trying to climb through the window.  
 
    “Buggers can climb.” 
 
    “Yeah, not a good sign.” 
 
    “What you doing?” 
 
    Jack ignored the question as he turned all of the knobs on the oven, hearing the tell-tale hiss of the gas escaping. He nodded, once, to himself and turned as he heard something from outside. Dobbs, about to ask again, closed his mouth as he too, turned.  
 
    “The hell is that?” Jack asked. “Fireworks?” 
 
    “Gunfire!” Dobb’s eyebrows rose as he strode over to the window and stared out. “Fuck me. Some nutter is shooting them.” 
 
    “What?” Jack joined him, recognising the car straight away. “That’s Kyra and Dec.” 
 
    “The hot bird? The one that doesn’t like being called a bird.”  
 
    “Yet, you seem to keep doing it,” Jack said, smiling ruefully. “Yeah, her and my roommate. Guessing they found a new friend.” 
 
    The car had stopped a short distance away and a gun was visible sticking out of the rear driver-side window. Whoever was using it was a damned good shot and was taking their time to make sure they had a target before pulling the trigger.  
 
    With each shot taken, an infected fell to the ground dead and the others had noticed. Almost half of those trying to get inside the flats broke off and began running towards the car. A few more shots were taken before it sped away.  
 
    “They leaving?” 
 
    “No,” Jack said, nodding towards the road. “Stopping further away.” 
 
    More shots were fired and several of the infected went down. Jack almost laughed with relief until he remembered that they weren’t out of the woods just yet. He glanced back at the oven, still spewing gas, and grimaced.  
 
    “Come on,” he said.  
 
    Dobbs followed him back out of the flat and Jack closed the door behind him. He glanced at the thinning crowd, pleased to see that almost two-thirds had made it up. The two men re-joined Daz beside the door.  
 
    “All good?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said. “I need to know if you two are gonna stick with me for this next part.” 
 
    “Nothing better to do,” Daz said, with what was almost a smile.  
 
    “I’m already covered in blood and shit, can’t see how a bit more will make a difference,” Dobbs agreed. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Whoever’s shooting out there, I can’t see them having enough ammo for all of them. Even if they do, their luck won’t last forever.” 
 
    He glanced back toward the lift to see the crowd had thinned even more. He nodded and sucked in a deep breath.  
 
    “As soon as everyone is up, this is what we’re gonna do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Kyra caught an infected man a glancing blow that sent him careening to the side. She risked a glance back at the soldier who was taking careful aim, something she guessed was difficult in a moving car.  
 
    A gunshot rang out the acrid smell of a discharged weapon filled the car. She wrinkled her nose and looked for a gap in the mass of infected headed their way.  
 
    “Running out of space to drive here,” she said as she misjudged, and a body was catapulted up and over the car.  
 
    Too many hits like that and they’d be walking. Already the car was starting to show signs of damage from the repeated blows it had been taking.  
 
    “Not a lot we can do,” Dec said. “Can’t exactly park up.” 
 
    “No, but we can… hey, I see something happening.” 
 
    As they passed the front entrance of the block of flats again, there was renewed activity and like a plug had been pulled, the infected were pushing their way inside.  
 
    “Fuck,” Dec said, eyes wide. “You don’t think..?” 
 
    “They’re fine,” Kyra said, firmly. “They have to be.” 
 
    “Aye, if they’re not, then we’re fucked.” 
 
    Claire snickered at her own words and took aim once more. She’d already decided they weren’t going to survive and had chosen to die fighting rather than running. There was one bullet left that she would use on herself when she ran out of ammo. The others could do as they pleased.  
 
    “How many more can you take out?” Kyra asked.  
 
    “Six shots left,” Claire said, reaching up with one hand to touch the bullet stashed safely in a pocket. “Six and done.” 
 
    “Make them count then.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Jack ducked a wild swing of an infected man’s arm and rammed his blade into its chest. Pulling it back quickly and spinning to slash it across the face of another. Going for their eyes was enough to make them rear back, he had found. It gave him precious seconds to step forward and drive his blade home.  
 
    Another infected fell and then another. All around him was chaos and blood, as the three men fought together. As soon as they’d moved the corpses from the doorway, the others had flooded into the entranceway.  
 
    It was everything they could do to keep from being swept under a wave of infected hands and teeth as they fought with a ferocity they hadn’t realised they possessed.  
 
    Slowly, step by step, they moved back towards the flat that Daz had called home. With each step they took, more infected came inside. If, even for a moment, they had fought less against each other in their urge to reach Jack and his friends, they would have been unstoppable.  
 
    As it was, each of them wanted to be the first to reach their prey and they pushed and shoved at each other to do so. It was the only thing that was buying the three men the time they needed.  
 
    Dobbs crushed the skull of an infected and took a moment to reach back and grab the door handle to the flat, turning it and pushing the door open. He risked a quick look to make sure the way was clear, coughing as the gas washed over him.  
 
    The scarves they wore would buy them some time, but not much. Daz tore an infected man’s jaw off with one swing of the axe and dropped back, into the flat beside Dobbs. Jack was next and the door was slammed shut.  
 
    “How long?” Dobbs asked, coughing as he held the door closed.  
 
    “A minute, no more,” Jack managed between gasps. “We can’t stay in here longer but need to allow as many in as possible.” 
 
    Daz stepped up to Jack and held out the axe.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Take it and give me the lighter.” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “I’ll let them in,” Daz said, voice unnaturally calm. “You two get out.” 
 
    “We’re in this together,” Dobbs said. “Don’t talk shit, man.” 
 
    “This was our home,” was all Daz said in reply. “It’s my choice to do this.” 
 
    Jack coughed and looked at the steely determination on the other man’s face. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the lighter. It was a simple, green plastic one. Those cheap lighters you could get in any shop.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “About Alan.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Just go, yeah, and hope the sprinklers work.” 
 
    Jack took the axe and gave one final nod to Daz. It was a gesture of respect and a final goodbye. He grabbed the protesting Dobbs arm and pulled him towards the bedroom and the open window.  
 
    The infected took him by surprise, leaping on him and pulling him into an embrace as its teeth bit down on his shoulder. Dobbs reacted first, the steel crowbar crashing through the creature’s eye socket and into its brain.  
 
    “You bit?” Dobbs asked, raising the crowbar.  
 
    Jack, eyes wide in shock, pressed his gloved hand to the area, feeling at it. The material of his coat was torn, and he would likely have a bruise, but he didn’t think it had broken the skin.  
 
    “N-no.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s get the fuck out of here then.” 
 
    Dobbs went through the window first, landing heavily and swinging the crowbar like a bat at the head of a nearby infected. The force sent it careening into the wall with crushing force as the skull split wide open.  
 
    It was dead by the time Jack landed, coughing and spluttering as he tried to suck in some clean air.  
 
    Without speaking, the two men set off running towards the car park. It was the closest place with something they could hide behind and the two men practically leapt across the nearest car’s bonnet before sinking down to the ground.  
 
    Inside the flat, Daz stepped away from the door, retreating to the centre of the room. He coughed as he pulled down the scarf that covered his mouth and stared straight at the infected as they ran screaming into the room.  
 
    As the first reached him, mouth opening wide, he thought of Alan as his finger pressed down on the igniter and the world exploded into flame.  
 
    The roar shook the building and flame burst through the windows as they shattered. Debris was thrown up into the air and hundreds of infected died screaming as those not killed immediately, burned alive.  
 
    Dobbs and Jack were covered in shattered glass as the windows of the cars were blown out and their ears rang like a bell had been struck beside them. Slowly, they raised themselves to their feet and stared, open-mouthed at the destruction.  
 
    If the ground floor had been in any way recoverable, that was no longer the case. Flames raged inside the four flats while doors had been blown off their hinges. The sprinklers, fortunately, still worked and water was cascading down from the ceiling.  
 
    As they watched a few of the infected scattered outside the building, rose groggily to their feet and looked around, confused and dazed. Without words being needed to be spoken, the two men raised their weapons wearily and set about the gruesome task of finishing them off.  
 
    At some point, the car pulled up beside the road and four people got out. Jack was pleased to see Kyra and Dec and thought he recognised the blonde woman, but the soldier was unknown to him. He greeted them warmly, none the less.  
 
    “Thanks for your help,” he said, once introductions were done.  
 
    “Don’t look like you needed it,” Claire said with a savage grin at the strewn bodies. “Need a hand cleaning up?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She nodded, shouldering her assault rifle and pulling free a blade. She moved ahead with Dobbs, searching amongst the bodies for any that might still be alive.  
 
    “A lot of infected will have heard that,” Kyra said. “We’re gonna need to prepare.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said as he received a warm embrace from his roommate. “Gonna have to do something about Denis too. He could have got us all killed.” 
 
    “I’ll be happy to help you deal with him,” she said, face darkening. “But for now, let’s just get inside. I need a hot shower and something to eat.” 
 
    “As soon as we put the fires out,” Jack said, not quite able to stop the bubble of laughter that burst free. “Christ, I’m tired.” 
 
    “You should know,” Kyra said. “We tried to leave.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “No, I mean we tried to but weren’t able to. There are large numbers of infected everywhere and we saw what happened to the people they caught leaving. It wasn’t pretty.” 
 
    Jack stopped and looked at her for a moment, noting that she was indeed very pretty, but also cold and calculating. If she could have escaped, she would have. The fact that she came back was likely an indication that things were bad out there.  
 
    Slowly, he nodded and looked over at the tower block. Things were bad, but they had somewhere to live and food to last a few weeks at least. That would give them time to come up with a plan of some sort, a way for him to keep everyone alive until the world righted itself once more.  
 
    “Come on,” he said, not looking back as he set off walking, back straight and head held high. “We’ve a lot of work to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    The flat was crowded with little available space anywhere. Boxes were stacked on the floor, wide plastic containers full of food and medical supplies. Twenty-five-litre storage containers full of fresh water were stored floor to ceiling in the spare bedroom and there as a cupboard full of seeds.  
 
    Windup electric lanterns, torches, candles, basic tools of every shape and description filled the spaces in between the stacked boxes. There was little room for comfort, not that it mattered to the sole occupant.  
 
    A naturally slim man, he sat in the single armchair watching the bank of monitors before him. His face was hard, all sharp angles with no softness to it. His thinning hair was black and tied back in a small ponytail, while his eyes were a deep brown.  
 
    No one had ever said much good about him. Those who knew him knew enough to avoid him and those that didn’t, soon learned that they should. He was fine with that since there was little he cared for about other people.  
 
    Deacon watched the chaos on the ground floor through the cameras he had installed a long time before. Not quite legally, but without anyone noticing at least. He watched the four men fight and smiled as the first fell.  
 
    He wasn’t a man who enjoyed competition and he really disliked those who would tell him what to do. For a time, he had sat and watched and waited, ignoring the repeated knocking on his door. He had no worry that anyone would try and break in as he had replaced the cheap wooden door with one of steel.  
 
    Safe and secure, he watched and waited to see who amongst the people he shared a building with, would rise up to take charge. If everyone had died, he would have been fine with that, but if they were going to survive, then he needed to know that they were worthy of his skills.  
 
    Rising to his feet, he navigated the maze of boxes to the steel cabinet on the far wall. One, it seemed, had risen to the challenge and would likely prove a useful leader, if he could keep control. There were people trying to undermine him and take power for themselves.  
 
    That would not be allowed. There could be only one voice leading the others, and while he would prefer that voice to be his own, he would be content to follow another that would listen carefully to his wise counsel.  
 
    He pulled open the cabinet and stared inside, a smile forming on his narrow face. If they didn’t listen to him, well, then it would simply mean that he would have to step up and take charge.  
 
    Deacon reached into the cabinet and selected the pump-action shotgun. Illegal, perhaps, and if the police had ever had cause to raid his home he would have spent all his remaining years in prison. If not just for the guns, then for all the other nasty little things he had hidden away.  
 
    His smile widening, he slowly loaded the shotgun. He’d waited all his life for a shit hitting the fan scenario and now that it had, he was going to enjoy himself.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Note from the author. 
 
    There we have it, the first in an apocalyptic series. Our survivors are safe for the moment, but their food will not last long and with rising tensions inside the building along with an increased presence of infected without, there’s no guarantee that those survivors will be safe for very long.  
 
    I hope you enjoyed the story and will continue to read as more are released. For information on my other work, you can visit: https://www.facebook.com/KillingtheDead  
 
    Thanks for reading,  
 
    Richard Murray 
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