


 

It was the screams that finally made Daniel look up from the eye
piece of the theodolite. His industrial ear defenders had muted the
crashing and banging noises from the neat house across the road
into just dull thuds, but these proved completely ineffectual against
the sheer lung bursting power driving these shrill cries.

 

Daniel knew instantly that this was his moment to be a Concerned
Citizen and raise the alarm, but he was still digging in his pocket for
his mobile phone when the abrupt arrival of two police vans saved
him the trouble.

 

The drifts of smoke from the trails of rubber that both vans had laid
down only obscured his view for a second, but that was more than
long enough for a flood of blue uniforms to have smashed their way
into the house. As he took a step closer to the eye hurting blue
strobe lights, there was a series of soft thuds and the suggestion of
frantic activity inside. He didn’t take another next step, as this would
only have brought him closer to the large portable screen that was
being unfolded to hide any further developments.

 

He was still musing over the fact it was odd to see so many armed
policemen, when there was a cough from behind him. He turned
around to deal with the latest problem, only Rhys had to repeat
himself twice before he understood what he was being told.

 

Daniel looked at his site foreman in disbelief. “Bent?" He made it
sound like a word he’ had never heard before. “Whaddya mean its



bent?” Rhys took a step back, raised his hands, palms outward in
the universal ‘Hey, Don’t shoot the messenger’ pose and then
pointed mutely down the school path. Daniel looked past the shower
of sparks as they welded panel-last-but-two to its supports, past the
clouds of diesel smoke as the crane lowered panel-last-but-one into
position. All the way to the low loader that had delivered the panels.
Normally, the conjunction of the side of the truck, the ground and the
panel lent against it would have made a neat triangle. But even from
where he stood, Daniel could see that the final panel was indeed
bent.

 

Daniel walked quickly, his energetic strides covering the distance
until he could see the extent of the damage. This wasn’t a minor
problem that would make fitting the panel hard. It wouldn’t even be a
case of just moving the mounting points to fit it. This was a distortion
so great that the panel could never be fitted into position. It was, in
short, completely useless.

 

“As near as I can guess, when they were loading, they damaged one
with the forklift.” Rhys prodded the panel as if this could fix the
damage. “But rather than being their problem, they made it ours by
restocking the pile with the bad one at the bottom. They knew that by
the time we found it, it would be too late to send it back to them.”

 

Rhys carried on talking, but Daniel had already stopped listening. It
had all been going so well. They had ripped down the old school
fence and bored most of the holes for the new fence on the first day.
After that, it had been a steady production line of concreting in the
girders that would be mounts for the new security fence and then just
dropping in the panels one by one. He’d been checking everything,
making sure that the fence was straight and accurate as laser



leveling could make it. But now, just when his bonus was nearly in
his hands, the last panel was useless to them.

 

Daniel watched Rhys return to shout at the rest of the team.
Demanding to know why they hadn’t finished the jobs he had just
invented for them, while he thought about the problem that had just
been dumped in his lap. Being site manager had seemed just a nice
title to go along with his nice salary, but now he could see that the
title should really have been “the buck stops here." Sure he could
order a new panel tomorrow - which would arrive in a week’s time.
But by then his bonus would be a distant memory.

 

Daniel was still wondering what his wife would say about the non
appearance of a new three piece suite - when it occurred to him that
the buck did not really stop with him. He had a bonus riding on this
job, but then so did his manager. And he suspected that above him,
there was a whole chain of increasing bonuses that all hinged on
one damn panel. If he had a problem, then so did they. He thought
they might be very motivated to fix this problem.

 

He picked up his mobile phone and dialed. The conversation was
very brief and to the point. He liked his boss. At Christmas, they had
got insensibly drunk together, but once it was no longer his problem,
he felt much happier.

 

His boss had promised a resolution as soon as possible, but Daniel
did realize that the fence panels were in great demand? Daniel knew
that was an understatement if ever he had heard one. The
production plants ran 24-7 making the things, and still there were not
enough of them.



 

The safety for school's project had been the government's big
economic stimulus. Designed to jump-start the moribund economy
by creating thousands of jobs, revive the manufacturing sectors and
produce a lasting legacy of "safe secure schools, where our children
can grow and learn." The bill had been passed in parliament with an
unheard of 100% approval. Of course, like anything designed by the
government, once the plans had passed through committees, sub
committees and focus groups the simple common security fence had
morphed into a massively over engineered requirement for a six foot
wide and twelve foot high reinforced wire mesh panel, with additional
internal supports, supported by girders driven deep into the earth.
There had even been a joke about it on late-night TV.

 

"Of course you know why they are building this fence? It's to make it
easier to spot the pedophiles. They are the ones buying ex-army
tanks off eBay to get through them!" It wasn’t a very good joke, and
the comedian’s ratings dived.

 

But the project had been massively popular. Safety and schools
paired well together, and for a while the unemployment rate fell to
nearly zero. Daniel had been happy with his bonus (if he could get
it), and his wife would be happy with the things it would buy. But he
forgot all this as he lost himself in the comforting routine of checks
and cross checks, he never even noticed the silent disappearance of
the police vans.

 

When his mobile rang, he had nearly forgotten its importance. Ten
minutes after the call he was sat in the passenger seat of the low
loader, navigating to the address his boss had given him.



 

****

 

The drive didn’t take long. Their destination turned out to be a series
of prefabricated buildings on the edge of town, protected by the
same common security fence that they were trying to finish. The gate
was closed, and the site seemed deserted, but there was an
intercom to their left, with a speaker and a call button. There was a
swift exchange of greetings before an unseen voice directed them to
bay two, and the gate slid open.

 

Inside there were a number of buildings, but only one had a loading
bay with a giant ‘two’ stenciled on it and a figure waving to them. The
reversing alarm of the huge low loader echoed across the deserted
tarmac as it maneuvered until it was perfectly positioned with the
concrete bay.

 

The voice on the other end of the intercom turned out to belong to a
middle aged man called Steve, who seemed pleased to see them.
He shook Daniel's hand, said that he'd get them on their way ASAP
and did he want a cup of coffee?

 

Daniel turned down his offer with real regret. Building sites are dry
dusty places, and even instant coffee sounded good.

 

“Come on up then and we will get you sorted.”

 



'Up' was on top of the loading dock. Daniel followed Steve up the
concrete steps and then through the huge doorway into the dimly lit
space of the building.

 

On the floor, was the panel that they needed and Daniel had never
been so pleased to see a piece of metal before.

 

While Daniel and Steve stood to one side, the low loader driver
performed double duty and operated the fork lift truck that Steve had
pointed out to them.

 

It was while Daniel watched the smooth ballet of the truck
maneuvering, that it occurred to him that there was something very
disquieting about the dock area.

 

He couldn’t see more than a few feet into the shadowy spaces of the
dock, but all the time he had this ant crawling sensation of being
watched. There was continual half seen motion out of the corner of
his eye, but the moment he focused on that area there was nothing
to see. He was very glad when Steve said, "Come on through to the
office and sign that you've taken delivery" and led Daniel towards a
door that he hadn't seen.

 

On the other side of the door, it was brightly lit and as Daniel pulled
the door closed behind him, the light picked out something odd that
had been hidden on the floor behind him, a strange swollen flashlight
tube. It was a humane killer.

 



Daniel had spent a lot of time at his granddad’s farm when he was
young, and he had seen the same device there. Granddad believed
in calling a spade a spade (when he wasn’t calling it a bloody
shovel.) Sitting Daniel down he had explained what it was and what
it was for. "Captive bolt humane killer. You put a bullet in here," he
loaded the slim projectile with his slow arthritic hands, and close the
latch. Place it against the animal's head and then when you pull the
trigger - put your fingers in your ears young man." Daniel curled his
hands into fists and put a thumb into each ear " you get this" there
was a muffled thud, and a short metal bolt appeared at the end of
the barrel, like some adult version of a ‘bang’ flag at the end of a toy
pistol. "I don’t know why they call it humane. It's all the same to the
dumb animal. They get a lump of metal at high speed in the brain
except you don't have to worry about the bullet going straight
through. He had smiled at Daniel as he pushed the bolt slowly back
inside the device's body. Daniel had woken up screaming every night
for the next week. After his Mother found out why, he hadn’t spent
much more time at the farm.

 

"Sign here and here, initial there and there. Print your full name
there." The mundane ritual of bureaucracy soon made Daniel forget
about the incongruous item, and they were on their way back to the
nearly completed project a few minutes later.

 

It wasn't until the rest of the team were unloading the panel that he
realized he had the wrong clipboard.

 

The clipboard was the centre of any site manager's life, with its
growing and changing lists of things done and things to be done. His
board had been full of signed work orders and job permits. This new
clipboard just had a map of the sites they had completed with some
scrawled notes.



 

Daniel visualized the scene, trying to see what had gone wrong.

 

He had gone into the office; put his clipboard down with his left hand.
Signed there, initialed there. Turned around and then picked up a
clipboard with his left hand. Except it wasn't the same clipboard any
more.

 

He threw the new clipboard into the back of his car, along with the
mass of papers that accumulated with any job, and he made a
mental note to return it to its owner. But this promise was soon
forgotten. By the time they came to kill him, he had forgotten all
about it.

 

The rest of the afternoon passed quickly, there was barely time to
install the final panel, do the required checks and then sign off a job
well done, before packing everything away.

 

As the little procession of low loader, crane (on the back of another
low loader), the vans carrying the construction crew and finally
Daniel in his battered Ford made their way to their overnight store,
Daniel planned how he would spend the bonus he had just saved.
There was already money set aside for most of the things that his
wife wanted (or needed, he was never sure of the difference), but
now he had the money for the car he had always wanted.

 

Porsche convertible, flame red, 3.2 litre turbocharged engine, zero to
fun in 4.7 seconds. He had wanted it for a long time, and now it



could be his. But as they waited for yet another high speed dash of
blue flashing lights to pass by, he thought about what would happen
after he had got his dream machine. Construction sites were not
palaces of political correctness, and already he could imagine the
jeers and cat calls when he turned up in an expensive sports car ...
An expensive German sports car.

 

The cat calls he could deal with, but could he deal with the
accidental reversing of a bulldozer into that flame red body work?
Perhaps a supercharged four by four would be better, something
with enough grunt to see off the wannabes at the lights. He was still
pondering the options when the lead vehicle in their little procession
slowed and maneuvered into the entrance to The Field.

 

Storage facility one, was a grand Orwellian title that only appeared
on management PowerPoint slides. Everyone else called it ‘The
Field’, a much more accurate name for the strip of muddy ground on
the edge of town, where the heavy machinery slept between jobs.
Protected by a double thickness chain link fence topped with razor
wire, lit by arc lights and watched over by CCTV, it was a secure
place for their tools.

 

As the crane and low loader took their place in the neat rows of
parked machines, Daniel began crossing items off his end of day
check list while the last of the team were still leaving the site. The
metal shed for hand tools was locked, and then he worked his way
down the parked ranks of machines. Making sure that each crane
and bulldozer did not have keys in them and each cab was locked
(he had not been on duty the one time this check had been skipped,
and the resulting trail of destruction had made the nine o'clock
news). To stop the council estate brats making a swing out of the
multi ton wrecking ball at the end of its steel hawser, the huge weight



was locked to the crane arm that supported it and he checked the
padlock that held it there.

 

And then all items checked off, everything squared away. He walked
back towards his car, idly tossing the bunch of keys that locked
everything from hand to hand. Dreaming of high-performance cars.

 

When he dropped the keys, he had a momentary sight of them
hitting the ground, and then before he could change his step, he saw
his boot grind them into the mud.

 

He swore under his breath, using only the most imaginative words
the Polish laborers had taught him, as he pushed his hand into the
wet thick mud. Somewhere close, a door slammed.

 

While his fingers continued to search for the blasted keys, Daniel
looked around. There were no houses close to the field; even the
yobs from the local council estate needed their stolen cars to get
here to vandalize their equipment.

 

He had just decided that an open cab door had slammed shut in the
slight breeze, when he saw the mark on the flank of the bulldozer to
his left. It was a new machine, and he was sure that it had only
acquired a few minor scratches and scuffs, but now there was a neat
dark spot a few feet from the ground. He watched the mark as if it
were part of some new magic trick, his fingers probing deep in the
mud. He must have kicked a rock, and it had bounced off the nearest
machine leaving a fleck of mud. He had just decided that this was a



perfect explanation when his fingers found the keys, and as he
squatted down a little more to retrieve them - his foot slipped from
under him, and he sprawled full length in the mud.

 

Again, the door slammed. This time the sound was louder and
something zipped past his ear, as another mark appeared in the
yellow paint work. He lay there in the mud for a few seconds, trying
to process the situation. Finally, he put it all together. The marks?
And the thing that had zipped passed his ear? The zip had been the
sound of a bullet, and the marks were bullet holes, and this was
because someone near the field gates was shooting at him with a
telescopic rifle.

 

He had no memory of crawling away from the two marks (the two
holes a voice told him) to the shelter of the nearest machine, but he
sat with his back against the huge tire, his front thick with mud, his
heart beating so fast that it was vibrating rather than beating. He
huddled his legs towards his chest, feeling the warm damp patch at
his crotch where he had wet himself.

 

He covered the screen of his touch phone with great muddy marks
as he dialed emergency services, except the ‘no service’ display told
him that it would be no help. He took a moment to curse the
technology that could wake him at three in the morning with a wrong
number, but wasn't there when you needed it.

 

He froze in position, convinced that the slightest movement would
reveal him to the hidden sniper. He’d missed twice; the third time
would be the charm. A few seconds became minutes, and he
realized that he was still alive. Glacially slowly he twisted around,



and millimeter by millimeter moved his eye until he could see around
the sheltering tire.

 

There was nothing moving, he was safe. The nut with the gun had
had his fun and run away. Daniel felt himself beginning to relax.
Soon he could phone the police, and they would begin their
painstaking work of finding out who it had been.

 

Then he saw the bushes move.

 

Around the base of the chain-link fence, there was a row of scrub
bush a few feet high, and they were moving in a regular pattern
towards him. There was a wave of motion behind the bushes, then a
pause with a smaller motion, then the wave would resume. It didn't
take Daniel long to understand what it meant. Someone was
crawling towards him behind the bushes, pausing every few feet to
check he was still there before moving on. In a few minutes, the tire
would be no cover at all, and the sniper would have a clear shot at
him. He looked behind him; there was nothing close enough to
shelter him if he ran. It would just make for an easier shot.

 

For a second, he thought he had a plan. He had the keys. He could
start up the machine he was hiding behind and just drive over the
maniac with the gun. But then he saw the problem. The cab opened
on the wrong side, and he would make a perfect target standing out
there in the open.

 



He needed a weapon, something he could fight back with, and he
looked around for a rock or something he could use. And then he
realized that he had a weapon, a terrible awful weapon, and he
hoped that the shooter was good with his god, because his wasn’t
going to be a good death.

 

The taste of the key was thick and cloying in his mouth as he licked
the mud from its wards, then he stretched out his arm, the keys
jingling as his arm shook, until he could just reach the padlock while
keeping his body safely behind the shelter of the machine.

 

His eyes flickered between the lock and the motion behind the
hedge. For one moment, the keys began slipping from his grasp, and
he knew that if he dropped them it was all over. Then he felt a
wonderful, almost sexual, thrill as the key slid smoothly into the lock,
and it clicked open. The movement behind the bushes was closer
now, as he waited for the right moment that time and gravity dictated.
The bushes moved and paused, moved and paused. The instant the
motion had resumed he pulled the locking pin free.

 

For a moment, the three ton weight of the wrecking ball just hung
motionless at the end of its steel hawser as if unaware that it had
been released, and then slowly, and implacably it began to move,
driven on by the remorseless engine of gravity.

 

As it reached the low point of its arc, Daniel could hear the
increasing hiss of the huge mass as it accelerated towards the
bushes.

 



The movement behind the bushes stopped, just a fraction of a
second before the wreaking ball hit at that exact point.

 

There was a strange zinging noise that Daniel later realized was the
chain-link fence being stretched beyond any sane limit, and then the
ball rebounded. But there was no more motion where it had hit.

 

Daniel didn't think that the wreaking ball would have enough energy
to return to him, but when you are dealing with a multi ton weight that
had just crushed someone to death ‘think’ wasn't enough, and he
stepped away from the launch site of his terrible weapon on legs that
didn't seem to work very well. Then his legs quit completely, and he
dropped to his knees as if offering up a prayer to the god of
construction sites. ‘Please God don't crush me.’ The arc lit field
turned grey and then black as the ground reached up to meet him.

 

****

 

The bed was cold and Daniel reached over to drag back the duvet
from Sarah, but as his hand touched something wet he woke up. He
lay there on the muddy ground of the field trying to work out where
he was and what the earth taste was in his mouth. Then the weight
of memory dropped on him, and he remembered everything.

 

He didn't know how long he had been unconscious, but it had been
long enough for the motion of the wrecking ball to decay to an arc
just a few feet wide. Certainly long enough for the sniper to have
finished his job if the hammer weight had missed. Daniel said thank



you to no one in particular, and tried his mobile phone again. It was
no more successful than before.

 

The muddy ground was unsteady under him as he moved towards
the entrance to the field, checking his phone every few steps. The
instant he got a signal he would phone the police, and they could
start the long inquiry to find out if the nut job had been shooting at
him because he had been deeply opposed to the government's
economic stimulus, or because the psycho had forgotten his pills this
morning, and the voice from the microwave had told him to do it.

 

But he only took a few steps before he stopped and turned around.
He told himself that he had to know that the sniper was dead, and he
was safe, but really the reason was deeper and more primal. He had
won, and he wanted to see who had lost.

 

He moved carefully towards the meeting point of ball and fence,
expecting any moment that the sniper would leap up, shout surprise
and then shoot him in the face. But when he carefully parted the
scrub bush, he could see that the sniper was there, but his leaping
days were over.

 

The shooter lay on his back, his head directly below Daniel, and his
legs pointing back towards the entrance. But Daniel wasn't ready to
look at the face of the man he had killed, and he looked away -
towards the gun that the sniper had dropped at his feet. Except it
took Daniel a few seconds to work out that it really was a gun,
because it was festooned in so many weird scopes and attachments
that it looked more like some fabulous scifi weapon than anything as
simple as a gun. He let his gaze travel up, over the oddly shaped



chest under the green and drab camouflage, and only then (when
there was no other alternative) he finally saw the face of the man he
had killed. There was mud in his short iron grey hair that had dripped
down to cover his eyes (something that Daniel gave eternal thanks
for), but his mouth was open in a silent perpetual scream.

 

When Daniel put it all together, he was instantly and
comprehensively sick.

 

The sniper must have seen the wrecking ball in the last second of its
travel and stood, up, as he tried to run, but the huge hammer weight
of the ball had caught him in his chest, forcing him back into the
chain link fence with its awful implacable force. He'd tried to scream
but already the pressure had emptied his lungs and the scream had
never happened. After that it had been simple physics, the ball had
continued on its path, forcing the sniper back into the fence until the
point where the fence had held, but his ribs had not. Trapped
between the fence and the ball his ribs must not have just been
broken, they must have been shattered, and their bone knives had
been forced into his heart. Under the green and drab camouflage,
there was only pulp.

 

Daniel was still busy being sick when he heard the thin whisper of
sound. At first, he thought it was a distant car radio, but then it came
again, and now he could hear that its source was at his feet. He had
seen the single headphone next to the killer's ear, but he had just
thought that the sniper just liked to listen to some cool tunes while he
worked. But now he could tell that there was an urgent voice
whispering from the little ear bud. Daniel wondered if the sniper was
just listening to some motivational tape for madmen or was there
some more urgent message there.



 

He paused for a second, before deciding that he would listen to the
thin voice for just a minute and then go in search of a phone signal.
Being very careful not to touch the cooling cheek of the dead man,
Daniel lifted the little rubber ear piece, pulling away the box it was
connected to away from the dead mans shoulder with the obscene
ripping sound of Velcro. Carefully, he wiped off the earwax of the
dead man and inserted the ear bud.

 

Less than a minute later, he was running to his car. His legs
miraculously worked just fine now.

 

The ignition slot seemed a completely different shape to the car key
that had fit it perfectly so many times before, but finally the damn car
started, and the engine screamed as he pushed the accelerator hard
into the faded carpet. The voice of the ear piece had been thin and
scratchy, but he had had no problem understanding it.

 

“HK1, HK1, squawk ident,” then a pause “HK1, HK1, additional
assets inbound, eta 5 minutes.”

 

Tires spun uselessly in the mud as he broke the exchange down into
easy fragments. He guessed that HK1 was the call sign for the
sniper, but he had no idea what ‘squawk ident’ meant. But he had no
problem with the last part of the message. It meant that the sniper
had friends, and they would be here in less than five minutes.

 



Before Daniel changed his mind about buying the Porsche (an idea
that seemed completely fantastic now), he had test driven several
models to work out which one he really wanted, and he briefly
thought that he could really use the 3.2 litre super car right now.
Instead, he had the battered Ford, and it fish tailed wildly on the
corners as its front wheel drive scrabbled for grip. The mass
produced two litre engine screamed as he pushed it harder than ever
before.

 

And still he was not going fast enough.

 

Daniel didn’t let anything slow him down, not the traffic lights on red
or even the roundabout that jumped out in front of him (and nearly
wrecked the car) but what did slow him down was the sudden
understanding that he had no idea where the sniper's friends were
coming from. If they were coming from the town center, they would
pass him any moment now, and driving like this would only attract
their attention. The battered Ford slowed to a much more
conventional speed as Daniel started to watch for the sniper's
friends. He had no idea what he was looking for, but he had a vague
image of absurdly oversized macho four by fours crammed full of the
sort of right wing fascists who thought it would be a good idea to kill
an innocent site manager just to disrupt a government project. He
was still scanning the sparse evening traffic for bullet headed shaven
thugs with neatly inked nietzschean tattoos when the helicopter
passed over head.

 

The sound of its passage was a Wagnerian Götterdämmerung on
iMax speakers, but the down draft from its rotor a minute later was
worse as it shifted the ton weight of the Ford around like a toy. The
traffic was light at this time of night, which was just as well because
there was nothing behind Daniel when he abruptly slowed to a halt.



In the rear-view mirror, the bulk of the helicopter was a rapidly
shrinking shape and Daniel told himself that it was just the air
ambulance ferrying a drunk driver to hospital, but he stopped saying
this when he saw the insect shape of the helicopter descending into
the arc lit glow of The Field. Daniel tried to simultaneously drive
much faster and not attract attention.

 

****

 

Sarah opened their front door before his key had even touched the
lock. The expression on her face was mingled relief and anger and
Daniel thought she had never looked more beautiful. Then she
stepped past his arm, still outstretched to unlock the door, and
kissed him briefly (but with passion). That’s the relief Daniel said to
himself, and he wondered at his chances of turning that into some
enthusiastic sex later on.

 

“Where have you been? What time do you call this? You could have
phoned!” that’s the anger Daniel thought - as she held his hand and
pulled him into their house. The front door closed behind them with
an odd metallic thud.

 

“I’m sorry I’m late. There was a problem at work” he paused. He felt
dazed and confused, the events of the day slipping through his
fingers like sand at the beach. “There was something about a wasp
that made marks on a bulldozer”

 

Sarah looked at him in confusion “Why are you talking like that?”



 

“Why am I talking like what?” he repeated dully. But then he listened
to his voice, and she was right. He was talking in some strange mid
Atlantic accent, a bizarre fusion of upper class British and west coast
American. But then he saw the reason in the mirror. He was Gary
Grant, and the lights and cameras were here because this was the
film set for North By Northwest. Later on, they would film the classic
crop duster chase scene, except Alfred wanted to use trains in place
of the planes, and he doesn’t think it's going to work.

 

The train horn sounded again, and Daniel woke up completely. Stiff
and cold on the back seat of the Ford with only a thin travel blanket
covering him. Carefully, he sat up and peered through a window
thick with condensation. The train station car park was nearly full,
and the 6:05 to London sounded its horn again as it gathered speed.
He lay back down and tried to sleep, tucking the blanket around him
to catch every therm of heat.

 

He had pulled into the car park at two in the morning, so tired and
punch drunk from driving that each junction had become a death
trap. He had been driving for hours since he had seen the helicopter,
only pausing twice. Once for ten minutes in the local council estate
and then later to buy petrol and something to eat at a petrol station
(he’d made sure to pay cash). His evening meal had been a mars
bar, a packet of crisps with a can of coke to wash it all down (and
most of the coke had spilt all over the passenger seat when he had
taken a corner too fast). He had spent all those hours looking for
somewhere safe to spend the night.

 

Parked by the side of the road was too vulnerable to someone
walking by and wondering if there was any connection between the



car windows thick with condensation, and the mound huddled on the
back seat. The town center car parks had been empty. He would
have been far too obvious there. He had just given up all hope of
finding somewhere safe when he had seen the train station car park.
Even at two in the morning there were cars there that must have
belonged to shift workers or those taking advantage of a cheap
overnight trip. Parking between two other vehicles he had fallen
asleep to the ticking sounds of his car as it cooled down.

 

His sleep had been light and easily disturbed. First by a courting
couple having very noisy sex a few cars away and then finally by the
early train as it pulled into the station, and he had made all of those
things into part of his dream. For a moment, he tried to think about
Sarah, but all his attempts were replaced by the film set of North By
Northwest, and he knew exactly where that idea had come from.
Because wasn’t that film the archetypal model of fear, paranoia and
the little man pursued by a shadowy all powerful network. Only– he
has no idea why they are chasing him.

 

Daniel shifted uneasily on the cramped seat as he thought about the
nightmare his life had become. At the start, he had thought that the
police summary of tonight’s madness would read ‘Daniel was
attacked by a group violently opposed to a major government
project’ ,but shortly after the helicopter had landed the little ear piece
had whispered to him again, and he had known that the reality was
much worse than that.

 

Because the thin scratchy voice had spoken the registration of his
battered blue Ford and said ‘urgently wanted', then he had known
that they wanted him. Not the project, nothing to do with the
economic stimulus –, they wanted him because he had something
that they wanted or knew something that he should not.



 

If only he had some idea what it was.

 

Shortly after that, the thin voice had been replaced by a waterfall of
random noise, and he had dropped the box and earpiece out of the
window at 40 MPH.

 

After that, there had been just a brief stop in the local council estate
to swap the number plates of his blue Ford - with another blue Ford
of nearly the same age, and then he had driven, just driven all night.
He had known that home was off limits after he had passed by the
end of his road and seen the parked car with the two half seen
figures in it. He had no idea how long it would take before the
substitution of number plates would be noticed (just how often do
people check their own registration?), he could have days, hours, or
they might be looking for this car right now. But all the time they
thought he had something, no – better than that, they knew he had
something. But what?

 

Daniel gave up trying to sleep and sat up straight, (scaring the driver
of a gleaming BMW looking for a parking space so much that he
nearly crashed). Thinking through the day and what had been so
different about it.

 

There had been the visit to collect the replacement panel, but he
doubted that its location was some sort of state secret. The only
other thing strange there had been the humane killer, and as much
as he tried he could not build that into some grand conspiracy.



 

That left only the clipboard that he had accidentally swapped for his.

 

Carefully, he picked up the simple piece of A4 board with its few
sheets attached to it and wondered what could be so important
about it. The first page was a map of the local area, and even though
each job site had been given some code, he recognized the relative
positions of the schools they had completed. Other than that, there
were only a few random notes about stocking, re-supply and helipad
access. The most damming thing he could find (and he tried very
hard) was a scribbled note on the back of the map.

 

Check adequate tear gas supplies to clear any inhabitants of areas
VP1, FSS1

 

And it was only when he put that together with the information that
VP1 and FSS1 were codes for two of the schools that they had
completed, that he could rewrite that cryptic sentence as.

 

Make sure we have enough tear gas to get the kids out.

 

Daniel watched the commuters as they hurried to their trains, as he
weighed up that sentence.

 

Damming? Yes.



 

Enough to kill him for? Not a chance.

 

Skipping over the fact that there were a lot of people who thought a
little tear gas in the schools wasn’t a bad idea, all he had was an
unsigned note. Anyone could have written it, he could have written it
himself – the note meant nothing.

 

He stared at the map, not seeing it, trying to work out what he was
going to do, where could he go? The announcements from the
earpiece had sounded worryingly professional, had they been
directed at the police? Could they be part of it? For a moment, he
saw himself as the centre of some endlessly patient machine,
watching and waiting for him. When it found him, it would crush him
like a bug.

 

He was still thinking about machines, when he saw the other sites
that had been hiding in plain sight on the map.

 

The school sites that they had completed had been marked out in
bold, but now in the stronger morning light he could see that there
were two more sites that had not been highlighted. “Processing (1) –
75%” at the top of the map and at the bottom “processing (2) –
incomplete.”

 

For years, Daniel had been irritated by the manual action windows
on the Ford, but now for the first time they came in useful, and he
lowered the back window without having to turn the ignition on. As



the condensation cleared in the draft, he could see from the location
that “Processing(2) – incomplete” was the place they had collected
the replacement panel from.

 

‘Processing’ meant nothing to him, what were they processing?
Perhaps that was related to the cryptic comments about stocking
and re-supply? But the ‘inactive’ made sense, that was why the site
had been empty, perhaps why they had been allowed there. But the
75% on the other site sounded hopeful. It was doing 75% of
whatever it had been built for. Perhaps it might supply 100% of the
reason they wanted to kill him. Daniel checked the distances on the
map. It was only a few miles away, even in the morning traffic it
would take less than an hour. Such a short time to find the main
spring of the city wide machine that was trying to kill him and stop it.

 

Outside the car, it was even colder and Daniel’s back ached as he
stood up straight, but as he opened the driver's door he smiled for
the first time in hours. At last, he had a chance to do something other
than run and hide. He could find a way to fight back.

 

But as he sat down in the driver’s seat, there was a smell in the air
and he closed his eyes and breathed in the memory of slow Sunday
mornings, his head aching slightly from the night before. Laughing
with Sarah over what they had done and where they had been, and
all the time this same scent - the backdrop for those easy Sunday
mornings. Daniel opened his eyes and looked around. Somewhere
close, there was a fast food van selling breakfast to the passing
commuters, and they had bacon. He had paid cash for the petrol last
night, but he checked quickly, almost frantically. He still had nearly
four pounds, more than enough for a bacon sandwich and a cup of
coffee with three, no four, sugars. His mouth watered and drops of
saliva darkened his trousers as he imagined biting into the smoky



taste of bacon covered with so much ketchup that it would drip down
his chin. Sarah called this ‘a ketchup sandwich with bacon', but he
loved it.

 

Standing up was easier now, and he turned - trying to find the source
of that delicious smell. A few minutes walk and as long as he kept
his head down the CCTV cameras would never see him, and he
would be safe.

 

And then he saw the police car enter the car park.

 

He took a step further away from his car, telling himself that it was
just a routine check and nothing to do with him. But then he saw the
police car pause slightly as it checked a parked car. The car was a
blue ford. He took another step – it was just a coincidence. The
police car slowed to check another blue Ford.

 

For a moment Daniel weighed up the options, the uncertainty of the
police car versus the delicious promise of a bacon sandwich and
found them almost equally matched. The police car moved a little
closer. Thirty seconds later he was out of the car park and heading
north. He stopped on the way to buy breakfast. A mars bar, a packet
of crisps and a can of coke.

 

****

 



Unsurprisingly “Processing (1) – 75%” turned out to be a near twin of
the site he had visited this morning, a series of linked prefabricated
sheds, protected by a familiar security fence, hidden well away from
town. The road that led to it was still brand new. The main difference
was in the entrance. Unlike this morning, the entrance here was a
mass of lights and CCTV cameras that watched the closed gate very
carefully. Some of the cameras had lights of their own. Daniel
thought this meant that they were night capable. No one was getting
in here without permission, even at night. The whole thing had the
look of something designed by committee and modeled by computer
to be completely invulnerable. Except to someone walking in,
huddled under one of the trucks.

 

The trucks had been arriving every hour or so, and Daniel had plenty
of time to work his way through the tree's opposite, until he was
perfectly placed to sprint from cover as they slowed down for the
entrance. The space between the rear wheels of the truck was
cramped, and Daniel could feel the burning heat of the exhaust, but
as the truck maneuvered slowly towards the entrance, all he had to
do was hold on to a strut and shuffle forwards. There was a bad
moment when he nearly fell under the massive wheels when the
reversing warning sounded as the truck changed direction. But the
strut held his weight and just dragged him for a few feet until he
found the rhythm in walking backwards.

 

After all motion had stopped there was crashing and banging above
him, a low hum as the tail gate was lowered and then footsteps
overhead. The sound seemed to go on for a long time, sometimes
there were voices (one of then inexplicitly shouted ‘Git along little
doggies’) but as long as none of the voices were shouting out ‘Hey!
Who’s that under the truck?’ Daniel was happy.

 



By the time the sounds had stopped his legs were stiff and cramped
from being hunched under the truck, but he was inside the fence,
and no one knew he was there. All he had to do now was get inside
the building. Daniel thought that this was a new and interesting use
of the word ‘all’.

 

Daniel thought about the problem for a while before taking the simple
approach. Coming out from under the truck, he held his head up high
and briskly dusted off his hands as if he had just been checking the
exhaust or something. There were no shouts or challenges, and then
he was inside.

 

Inside the loading bay was brightly lit – and completely empty, there
was no one here to watch him. Daniel risked a quick look behind him
to see who might have noticed him, but the strip of tarmac he could
see was deserted. He moved away from the loading bay door before
he let himself lean against the wall and relax. His breathing was fast
and shallow and his armpits damp with sweat as he listened to the
heartbeat of this place. Outside the sound had been barely
perceptible, but now he was inside he could hear the muffled thud
every few seconds. Not regular enough to be a machine, it had its
own rhythm – pausing and then speeding up. If it was a heartbeat,
then it was diseased and close to death. Perhaps it was responsible
for the strange smell of this place.

 

The little window in the door from the loading bay let him see that
there was no one on the other side of the door. But before he left the
vast empty loading bay, he looked at the bright flood lights hung from
the ceiling, and he thought how different this was from the dimly lit
area he had seen yesterday. Almost as if they had been hiding
something,” he whispered under his breath. But before he could
think about this properly he opened the door and stepped through.



 

The little movie that had been running through Daniel’s head since
he had really seen the map (working title James Bond versus the
secret base) hadn’t gone as far as providing any clues on what he
would find once inside, but he’d been hoping that something would
come to mind. The reality was a short corridor - a door at each end –
with four closed office doors to his right. There was the faint murmur
of distant conversations and somewhere a phone rang. It could have
been any office in the world.

 

Daniel was still looking dully at the labels on the doors, trying to
decide between opening the door labeled ‘Assets’ or ‘Delivery’ when
he realized that the voices were getting louder. There was a
moment’s choice between standing and brazening out his presence
here or hide. It only took him a second to decide.

 

The door to the office labeled ‘Assets’ closed behind him, just as the
voices grew close – and then passed by. He had chosen the nearest
door to hide behind for exactly that reason, but the choice had been
a good one. There was no one here looking at him expectantly (or
shouting ‘security'), but the hum of conversation seemed to be
louder and coming from behind a second door to this office. When
Daniel checked the window in this door, he could see the reason for
the noise. There was a call center in there.

 

The scene was instantly recognizable from so many TV programs,
rows of people (fortunately facing away from him) sat at computers.
Filling the room with the clatter of keystrokes as they updated the
screens in front of them with whatever their head sets were telling
them. The only thing unusual about the room was that they were all
wearing military uniforms. There was a big screen at the front of the



room, but before he could examine it too much one of the seated
figures turned around. There was the sound of a door closing and a
distant voice said something, whatever it had said it must have been
funny because there was laughter and the sound of something
heavy and metallic on wood.

 

Daniel ducked down and away from the window; whatever was going
on in there was out of bounds to him. But he had full access to this
office; it must be able to tell him something useful. Unfortunately, a
few minute's checking told him that the only thing this room had to
say was that its owner was a slob who liked porn, and that Daniel
hated him.

 

The cheap desk was hidden under a mess of paper and coffee cups
sprouting strange moulds, the room’s only decoration was a picture
of an impressively built young woman, staring defiantly into the room
as if she had not noticed that her clothes had just fallen off. The
picture was titled ‘blonde beach babe Wendy', but someone had
strategically placed a hazardous waste sticker so that it was
impossible to see if that title was completely true.

 

Daniel learnt to hate the owner of this office when he saw the other
photo. This was just a little wallet sized photo pinned to the wall, and
the woman in it had both a bikini and an expression that said ‘no!
Don't you dare’ (although Daniel thought this might change to ‘yes’
after a few sambucas). He guessed that the owner of this office had
probably spent the night at home with her. He hadn’t been cold and
cramped in the back of a parked car, wondering what Sarah was
doing. What was she thinking right now? For a moment, it was a
photo of Sarah, and he turned away.

 



There was a white board on the opposite wall, but this told him
nothing useful.

 

 

 

Group Fallback readiness

Military and medical Green

Fiscally self selected personnel Amber

Essential government workers Green

 

 

Daniel looked at the second group before deciding that it must be
one of those wonderful bureaucratic euphemisms that they used in
place of saying something unpleasant (‘enhanced interrogation
techniques’ in place of ‘now connect his testicles to the car battery’)
and translated back into English it would read ‘because they have
money’ – but it didn’t say what they needed the money for.

 

There was nothing else of interest in the office. The papers on the
desk were either progress reports or requisition orders, and knowing
that someone estimated ‘completion of secure sites in five days
helped him not at all.



 

Daniel moved back to see if anything had changed with the call
center next door, but the moment he touched the connecting door
the alarm went off.

 

The sound of the alarm was an electronic howl that made his ears
hurt, and he hunched into a fetal ball holding his ears, ready for the
hands to grab him and take him away. He had run well, better than
he had any right to expect – but it was all over now.

 

Daniel had just given up all hope when an amplified voice cut in over
the alarm.

 

“Pen two – incident. Pen two – incident. “And he decided that
perhaps he was not the cause of the alarm. Out of the corner of his
eye there was the suggestion of motion, and he looked up quickly.
From his position on the floor, he could see the window in the
connecting door – and saw the heads of people passing as they left
the room. Whatever was going on in pen 2 – the call center staff
were going to help fix it.

 

A quick check showed the room next door was empty now, head
sets hung over the backs of chairs, and the door closing slowly
behind the last person to leave. Before any of the staff could change
their minds and come back here, Daniel opened the door and
stepped into the call center.

 



The large screen at the front of the room turned out to be a large
map of the local area (there was a pang of anguish as Daniel saw
his house and wondered what Sarah thought of his absence). The
map was dotted with red points of light and more were added
electronically as he watched. It was almost as if a tide were creeping
up on the town.

 

There was a certain rhythm to the board, as each point of light was
added, the bottom of the screen showed an address and ‘possible
infection reported', but this was replaced almost immediately by
‘armed response dispatched’.

 

Roads leading to the sites they had worked on had been highlighted
in red and labeled as priority evacuation routes, little toy shapes
showed where tanks and armored personnel carriers would be
placed to keep these routes open. But it didn’t say open against
what.

 

The whiteboard on the other wall was nearly as uninformative as the
board in the room he had just left; only the message here was
‘fallback in five days’ (each digit counting down to five had been
crossed out)

 

The only other thing left that might be of use were the screens that
had been left half completed, and he moved to the nearest. Little
insect voices whispered from the headphones slung over the back of
chairs ‘Hello? Hello?’

 



At first, Daniel thought that each screen held a newspaper article
that they had been reading, but then he realized that they had not
been reading the news; – they had been writing the news.

 

 

A family of three died instantly in an incident on the M4 after a tyre
burst at high speed, forcing the closure of the M4 motorway early
today.

Husband ______, and wife __________, both suffered massive
internal injuries, when a poorly maintained tyre failed and their car
spun out-of-control, and off the busy motorway. A child aged _____
was also killed in the incident.

 

 

The tragic house fire that killed a family of ______ in ______
yesterday was blamed on an incorrectly fitted gas fire. The fire
required a number of appliances to bring it under control, and the
local area is still sealed off today.

 

 

A report of screams and shots fired in the Old Town area of
Swindon were dismissed today as ‘children playing’ by the local
police service.

 

Daniel laughed (under his breath) as he read the last screen. Even in
the few rushed moments he had, he could still recognize bullshit



when he read it, and ‘children playing’ sounded like the thinnest most
implausible story ever.

 

His laugh had sounded loud in the stillness of the room. The alarm
had been silenced. Whatever had happened in bay two was over
and the call center staff would be back here in a few minutes.

 

Daniel was in a hurry as he left the room and his hand touched
something on the desktop – and he instantly regretted it. His hand
burnt and throbbed as he tucked it under his armpit while his breath
hissed between his teeth in a suppressed scream. As the connecting
door closed he looked back to see what had hurt so much, and he
saw the familiar swollen flash light shape of a humane killer.

 

He’d held one of those things before (and before his granddad had
caught him), and it hadn’t hurt then. It was a simple metal tube that
used a blank charge to force out a captive bolt at high speed into the
brain of a dumb animal. It shouldn’t hurt to touch. He watched the
device for a few minutes, before he saw why it had hurt him so
much. It was so hot that he could actually see the heat haze rising
from it. The voice that had entered the room must have just put it
down – after it had been fired and recharged, fired and recharged
over and over again. Used so many times that it could only have
been held with thickly padded gloves.

 

He heard the door open, and he dropped out of sight as the hum of
conversation restarted, and he tried to work out what was going on
here. It took a little time to match ‘completion of secure sites in five
days’ with ‘fallback in five days’ and see that the rising red tide linked
too well with the ‘armed response’ reports. It was only when he



added in the cryptic remarks about evacuation routes that he could
see the full picture – and it wasn’t anything good.

 

Now he knew why they had been trying to kill him.

 

Because the picture was one of a government desperately trying to
keep the lid on an increasing wave of infection.

 

A government using armed troops to contain and conceal attacks
and when that didn’t work, creating newspaper headlines to explain
away deaths and the disappearances as car accidents or house
fires.

 

It was a thin desperate story, but it only had to last another five days,
and then they would fallback, retreat, behind the secure fences we
had built for them and those outside could just die and stop being a
burden on their leaders. Without even the minimal efforts they were
making here to hold back the red tide, life expectancy outside the
fence would be short.

 

Now he could see the big picture, the twelve foot fences they had
been erecting didn’t seem over engineered, in fact he was sure that
they had been very carefully designed to hold back the mobs that
would erupt when they realized how they had been fooled into
making sure that the ‘Essential government workers', and the rich
would be safe.

 



But of course, the fences were just the final barrier to stop those
really determined enough to penetrate the military’s interlocking
fields of fire, and their high cyclic rate belt fed machine guns.
Perhaps the army would call it an act of mercy, saving those poor
unfortunates outside from the plague. Because they knew that the
only important thing was protecting their masters, because they in
turn would shelter and protect their helpful servants.

 

All this time he had thought he had been starring in a remake of
North by Northwest, but now he had blundered into the projection
booth he could see that the film was The Masque of the Red Death,
and his role was just one of the peasants outside the walls, left to the
ravages of the plague while inside the middle managers and the elite
partied as they held their noses against the stink of the dying
outside. But their masters had been clever – they had updated the
film, offering the lure of big bonuses to get the fence finished in time,
knowing that in five days time the only important thing would be
which side of the fence you would be. The living inside, or the soon
to be dead outside.

 

Daniel risked peeping through the window in the connecting door.
The call center was back in full swing, the busy fingers writing their
lies to explain away the increasing number of deaths. But it occurred
to Daniel that what was not on the board in front of them was more
important than what was there.

 

There was nothing about trying to cure the plague.

 

There were no reports of ‘experimental vaccine X’ or ‘prototype gene
therapy alpha.’ Either their attempts to fix the disease were too low



key to bother them – or perhaps someone had decided that this was
their chance to reboot society and start again with just the right sort
of people - after the wasters and the dross had been swept away.

 

The strange heartbeat of the building restarted, at first slow and
halting but growing with strength every minute, and he knew that it
was time to get out of there. He had the feeling that he still had only
part of the story, but what he had was enough to shock the public
into life. Perhaps, there was just enough time to save more than just
the cream of society. As he moved back to the door that led into the
corridor an old joke came to mind. ‘why are they the cream of
Society? Because they are rich, thick and full of clots.

 

He was still laughing at the old joke as he carefully checked the
corridor outside. If he could make his way back to the loading bay,
he could use the same truck that had brought him in order to take
him out. Out of sight of the CCTV cameras those endless hated
hours of physical education he had endured at school would finally
come in useful, and he could tuck and roll away from the moving
vehicle. And make his way back to the battered Ford hidden away
from the road.

 

As he opened the door, he planned the next moves. Tell the papers
and TV companies, use the internet and start a blog telling everyone
what he knew and show them what he had seen. He was still
planning the press conferences when he turned the corner and
walked directly into three soldiers.

 

A sudden look of recognition in their eyes, “sorry” – try to push past
them. Hands on his shoulders, shook them off. Walking quickly,



running now. Shouts behind him. Hand grabbed his arm. His elbow
jerked back into something soft. Cough of expelled breath on his ear.
His hand on the door into the loading bay. Something moved fast
towards his head.

 

The wooden stock of the rife made a dull sound as it hit his head; he
never even saw the ground as it rushed up towards him.

 

****

 

Waking up with a pounding headache was bad, waking up with a
pounding headache being dragged face down between two pissed
off soldiers was even worse.

 

He must have said something or moved slightly because the carpet
stopped moving under him, and he was dragged upright. A face
appeared in front of him.

 

“Awake are we Sir?” Daniel's eyes were dull and confused, but he
could see that the third soldier looked pleased to see him.

 

“Been looking for you everywhere,” he made a wide, expansive
gesture “and here you are all tucked up in the last place we would
have thought of looking for you.”

The smiling face moved a little closer, the smile hard and brittle now.
He moved to shake Daniel’s hand, except his hand kept on moving –



becoming a fist as it moved. The punch to his stomach was short but
brutal, driven on by years of training and Daniel, unable to double
over, was instantly sick all down his front.

 

The soldier looked simultaneously disgusted and embarrassed as if
what had happened was nothing to do with him.

 

“Look at you, just look at you. Not fit to be in decent company.” He
held his nose in an exaggerated display of being offended “you are
disgusting. You horrible little man.”

 

Daniel tried to say something, but he wasn’t sure what it might have
been because the smiling face moved closer to his, and he braced
himself for another punch.

 

This time it was a real smile. “Didn’t like that did you Sir, but Frank
was a good man He deserved better than you” The eyes that
watched Daniel were a washed out grey and didn’t blink at all “You
didn’t even know the name of the man you killed. He was just trying
to do his job, and you squashed him like a bug.”

 

He snarled in Daniels’s face “We were Special Forces together, do
you even know what that means you piece of shit? We have done
things for this country you couldn’t even believe. You are not even
worthy of saying his name. Whatever happens now is all your own
faults." Now there wasn’t even a pretence at a smile. “There is a
protocol for dealing with this sort of thing; you are not the first and
probably not the last – but this close to fallback we can sometimes



make our own rules. Can’t we lads” there was a muffled sound of
agreement from each side and his progress down the corridor
resumed.

 

“I must say Sir that this is an excellent opportunity for you. After all
you were so keen to find out what was going on here –, so it’s only
fair that we show you everything.” The last word sounded like a
threat and Daniel began to struggle as the smell of week old rotting
meat became stronger.

 

The sign on the door said, “Pen 1” and there was a jangle of keys.
Daniel didn’t know what was in there, but more than anything he
wanted not to find out. Kicking and thrashing made no difference at
all and as the door opened a happy voice said, “Enjoy the
experience Sir,” and he was through the door - hearing it lock behind
him.

 

****

 

Inside, the pen was just a single large brightly lit room and instantly
Daniel could see how wrong he had been. About the infection, about
what they were doing about it. About everything.

 

The room was about half full of people milling aimlessly around, and
one of them noticed Daniel almost instantly and his head lolled as he
turned around. His head lolled because something had gnawed all
the flesh and muscle from his neck. Now the only thing connecting
head and body was a column of stained spine. Behind him, there



was a middle aged woman, she looked like a nice suburban house
wife, except, she was naked to her waist, but she didn’t look
embarrassed about this. Partly, because there was only a dead
empty look in her eyes and partly because all the flesh had been
stripped from her torso. He could see the dull grey of her ribs – and
that there was nothing moving under them.

 

There were more behind them, a man limping towards him on bloody
stumps, a child with no face.

 

There were dead but they were still moving. They were dead, but
they were still moving.

 

The refrain became a mantra circling over and over, before he
realized that was exactly what they were doing to him. His back hard
to the wall he slid away before they could surround him. There was a
double door to his left, through there must be the loading bay – a
nice short way to herd these things here from the trucks.

 

There was a dry rustling noise close to his face, and he screamed a
little as he moved away from the smartly dressed business man with
the hard sardonic grin of rigor mortis.

 

The double door was locked; there were no handles this side. His
fingers scrabbled at the door, nails breaking and tearing as he forced
them into the gap between the doors. Half seen motion, but this time
at the other end of the shed. A door opened and a long pole with a
loop of wire caught a teenager with a Metallica T-shirt and no arms,



dragging him through the door. There was a momentary glance of a
familiar swollen flashlight shape before the door closed and there
was the thud of the heartbeat of this place as they processed
another unit.

 

50 yards, perhaps less and through that door, he’d beg for his life –
they had to listen to him. He’d explain that it had all been a mistake,
he didn’t know anything. They would have to help him.

 

The dead things were closing in on him again. He'd been wrong
before. Their expression was not dead and empty – it was dead and
hungry, so hungry that he could feel their need from here.

 

His back felt open and vulnerable as he propelled himself across the
floor. Past the hands that reached for him, he dodged left past the
group of three that were burnt and fused together. Avoided the
pregnant woman he couldn’t even bear to look at. Past the child in
the red stained dress.

 

When the child turned and bit into his leg it was with a rattle snake
speed, and he fell to the floor in an untidy confusion of limbs.

 

The pain in his leg was a bright hot thing that filled the world. Kicking
with his one good leg, his workman’s boot caught her full in the face,
and her slight body flew away from him. There was something red
and dripping in her mouth, her jaws chewing and grinding as she slid
away.

 



He left a trail of blood as he crawled. Behind him, he could hear
them getting closer, and he forced his leg to hold him as he stood
and limped to the door. Two steps left. One step left. He screamed
when the pretty blonde girl buried her teeth in his arm, but he didn’t
scream for long, before another of them ripped out his throat. The
last thing he saw before he died was the arterial spurt of his blood on
the concrete floor, the last thing he felt before he died was the
sickening scrape of teeth on bone.

 

****

 

Hunger, immense driving hunger. Nothing else now except the
emptiness inside and the gnawing need to eat. There had been
something wet and somehow familiar on his front, but he had licked
the delicious blood from his fingers long ago. There was very little of
Daniel left now, he could remember some of the people he had
known and his bone dry mouth watered a little as he wondered how
they would taste. But everything else was lost under all consuming
need to feed.

 

There were others like him in this too brightly lit room, but none of
them had what he needed FOOD FOOD FOOD

 

He touched the wall, his fingers grey and slow, feeling the life in the
others just the other side of this barrier. His hands clawed and
scratched at the wall leaving deep marks. It didn’t hurt when he did
this, nothing hurt. Only the need meant anything, and he tried to lick
his dry parched lips as he smelt the powerful delicious scent of the
fresh meat on the other side of the wall.



 

There was motion at the end of this room and the hint of the life he
needed, but there was also a regular thud and something said that
he should stay away from there.

 

He wandered aimlessly with the others like him. His leg didn’t seem
to work very well, but it didn’t mean anything. Only the need was
everything, and then there was something different in front of him, a
mark that ran up and down. Some memory said ‘door’ and he
stopped moving and watched the mark, his face inches from the
door. The light through the skylight changed from bright to dark and
then back again before the mark changed.

 

The door opened towards him, and he saw a few inches of a
gloriously alive hand. His hunger gave him speed, and he sank his
teeth into the wrist, simultaneously biting and pulling its owner
forward. There was a brief view of a face that seemed somehow
familiar, and a small voice said he was a disgusting little man. But
the tough fibrous taste of his flesh in his mouth was indescribably
perfect. There were some screams, but they meant nothing, and
they soon stopped when the others joined in feeding.

 

He felt the life flooding through him as if he had been plunged into
cool fresh water. The room seemed brighter, and he knew that he
was so much stronger. There was more life outside, and he dropped
the ruined thing in uniform at his feet. The others like him were
welcome to his cast-offs.

 



The corridor was thick with the smell of life, and another meat turned
and pointed something at him. A sharp noise punched him in the
chest, but it didn’t slow him down. The taste of this one was even
more wonderful than before, and he chewed until his teeth scraped
on bone.

 

 

The others blundered their way out of the bright room, and the
regular heartbeat of this place slowed and stopped. There were
screams and more sharp noises all around him, and the carpet
under his feet became damp and then sodden with blood as the first
to die staggered to their feet and joined in the feeding

 

The daylight outside was too bright, and the open space around the
loading bay was filled with those trying to escape. A large truck had
crashed into the gate, and he ripped out the throat of the driver while
he was still stunned behind the wheel.

 

There was the flicker of memory of something blue hidden nearby
but that was not important now, and he staggered on towards town
with the comet trail of those like him in his wake.

 

He could see the face of Sarah waiting for him at home. He knew
that she would have something for him to eat.

 

 

 



 

 

 

 


