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    In the arts of life man invents nothing; but in the arts of death he outdoes Nature herself, and produces by chemistry and machinery all the slaughter of plague, pestilence and famine. 
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    Report by the Confidential Pandemic Committee on plans for a high impact, low probability event: Codename “White Horse”. 
 
    Ref: Ref: FGu5244jyu 
 
    To Members of the Civil Contingencies Committee 
 
    Summary 
 
    Pursuant to Part 1 S(2) of the Civil Contingencies Act 2004, this is our analyses of the UK’s readiness for a hypothetical severe pandemic outbreak over the next five years. 
 
    Statistical analyses of the flu strains that have developed over the last 20 years has shown a definite increase in the prevalence of new and dangerous variants outside those experienced in the yearly flu outbreak window cycle, designated “disease X” by the World Health Organisation.  There is a definite increase in the rate of mutation of the various strains of the influenza virus, with a marked increase in lethality which poses a potential catastrophic time bomb for the country’s economy and population.   
 
    Whilst to date these recent outbreaks have been managed and contained, last year’s reported occurrence in the Chinese city of Guyuan showed the dangers Influenza now poses to the human population.  To summarise that event, only quarantine by the Chinese military stopped that particular mutated strain of the H2N9 virus from spreading.  At last count, seventy-five thousand people were infected, with a mortality rate of 40%.  Only imposition of Martial Law stopped the virus in its tracks which would presently be difficult to re-create under the UK democratic framework.  Whilst the human rights abuses that reportedly resulted from the military quarantine were considered reprehensible by some, this committee is in agreement that those measures were justified.   
 
    This report is to update the CCC on measures that will need to be taken if such a pathogen reaches our shores.  Remember these plans are for worst case scenario and the severity of the actions we recommend reflect the severity of the potential disease.  We do not make these recommendations lightly and are freely aware that they will severely restrict the civil liberties of the population as a whole.  Should a high impact, low probability event of this type occur, we expect it to be a pandemic from a new subtype of the Influenza A virus.  As it stands, the country is ill-equipped to deal with such an outbreak.   
 
    These are our projections should computer analyses indicate that we are faced with a virus with a lethality and contagiousness greater than the 1918 Spanish flu. 
 
    1)  With modern air travel, it will not be possible to stop the virus from entering the country.  Symptoms are likely to take up to five days to present depending on the host response. 
 
    2)  Although winter is the prime vector period, it could arise at any time of the year. 
 
    3)  We anticipate an outbreak to last between three and fifteen months. 
 
    4)  From its arrival in the UK, it will most likely be several weeks before the clusters of the disease become noticeable.  By then it will already be widely disseminated throughout the population. 
 
    5)  Once the virus has established itself, we expect it to mutate rapidly as occurred in Guyuan.  This will make present vaccine stocks useless.   
 
    6)  At the best case scenario, we anticipate a virus of this strength will infect and present symptoms in at least seventy-five per cent of the population. 
 
    7)  Normally adults are infectious for up to five days from the onset of symptoms. Recent research has however highlighted how the virus can be spread by touching contaminated objects.  Money will be a prime vector for the virus to spread. 
 
    8)  Symptoms will range from cough, sore throat and fever, to diarrhoea, pneumonia, septicaemia and full respiratory collapse.  Attention is drawn to last decade’s H1N1 swine flu outbreak that presented in some cases with full body organ failure. 
 
    9)  The Spanish flu had a mortality rate approaching five per cent.  With the more exotic strains presenting, we anticipate a mortality rate anywhere up to forty per cent.  This figure might be expected to be reduced by the impact of countermeasures but such effectiveness is far from certain 
 
    10)                      In such an eventuality, secondary and primary medical care in the country will be unsustainable and will likely risk the possibility of collapse.  
 
    Proposals 
 
    It is our contention that we are faced with a “when” not an “if” scenario.  A Pandemic of this magnitude will hit within the next fifty years, and present models show that we are, if anything, overdue for such an event.  The government must take special measures to ensure the continuation of the economy, of law, vital facilities and order: 
 
    1)  Stockpiles of anti-viral medication must be enhanced.  It will be more cost effective to do this prior to an event.  Such medication should be reserved for essential personnel. 
 
    2)  All public venues and public transport should be outfitted with hand sanitisation stations.  A public information campaign to warn the public of the symptoms and the measures needed to avoid viral spread should be undertaken as soon as possible. 
 
    3)  The continuity of government must be planned for.  Senior members of the government, military and civil service must be housed in secure facilities during the duration of the outbreak.  This will involve adaptation of existing infrastructure so as to include quarantine facilities.  Such sites must be stocked with provisions for 1 year. 
 
    4)  At the first signs of an outbreak, martial law should be imposed.  All large-scale public events should be limited and food distribution should be centralised.   
 
    5)  The government should begin now to advise the populous to stock up on non-perishable food.   
 
    6)  Plans to maintain the viability of the utility infrastructure must be made.   
 
    7)  It is the advice of this committee that an immediate moratorium on all immigration be put into immediate effect.  Visa requirements from likely countries of origin for the virus (see Appendix A) should be reviewed.   
 
    8)  A countrywide rapid reaction team should be established made up of virologists and public health professionals, similar in scope to that organised by the CDC of the United States of America.  This team must be able to use forced quarantine. 
 
    9)  A contingency fund should be set aside from central taxation and held specifically to deal with this disease eventuality. 
 
    10)                       Crematoriums will not be able to keep up with demand.  Selected sites across the country need to be identified for the provision of mass burning should it be necessary.  Burial is not a suitable option.  The purchase of multibody sealable plastic body bags in excess of 500,000 should be implemented immediately. 
 
    11)                      Every city should be outfitted with a biosafety level 4 quarantine facility to house at least 20 people.  At present, the country’s facilities are woefully inadequate 
 
    12)                      We advise that sporting events continue, but no crowds should be admitted.  Broadcasts should be made freely available via the terrestrial and satellite networks to help the morale of the nation. 
 
    Further recommendations can be found in Appendix B of this report 
 
    Sir Simon Rifkind, Professor of Virology, Cambridge University.   
 
    Chair of the Confidential Pandemic committee.  


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The beginning of the end 
 
      
 
    Azrael had never expected the sky to bleed.   
 
    He walked because it was all he knew.  Exhausted, his bare and shattered feet propelled him through the barren wasteland, the red sun beating down relentlessly on his scarred and dehydrating flesh.  A thousand septic wounds tormented him, etched into the remnants of his skin by the demons he had escaped from.  He had been in this wasteland for an eternity, and yet the wounds never seemed to heal.  Endlessly he marched, the sun always high, never setting to allow the blissful relief that night would bring.   
 
    This was his fate, and he deserved every second of it. 
 
    Even the wind was against him, hot and abrasive from the sand it dragged up from the sterile Earth.  The grit got in his mouth, his nose, even into his eyes.  With no tears left to wash the torture away, his sight had been lost aeons ago, no relief provided by blood that poured from the scalp, wounds there that would never stop weeping.  And these were the least of his injuries, pain dwelling there to join the chorus of agony that played throughout his decaying bulk.  Once, he had been a man of immense size and physical strength.  Now…now he was nothing.  A husk, broken and alone.  His body looked like it had been through a thousand wars.  This was his torment, his perdition.  He knew in his heart that he deserved every second of it, even though he had no memory of his crimes.  Part of him was even thankful for the relentless pain because it at least meant he was still alive.  At least he thought he was…there was even doubt about that.   
 
    What if this was in fact what death was? 
 
    Despite the damage to his matter and the desolation in his soul, he continued to walk, never giving up.  Even through the exhaustion and the terrifying fact that most of his hide had long since been flayed from his flesh, there was no surrender in his heart.  The nerve endings screamed as the exposed muscles crusted over with blood and pus, only for his movement to expose them to the air afresh.  Yet he knew he had to keep on because no matter how horrific his journey was, it was nothing compared to the savagery that followed.   
 
    Around him, thousands of others walked, sharing a similar fate.  An army of the damned, all oblivious to each other’s presence. 
 
    All he had left were the remnants of his sanity.  If he stopped, if he rested even for a moment, he knew that the agents of damnation would take that remnant from him, slowly ripping his soul apart.  And they would laugh as they did it.  They had promised him as much.  They had promised to take EVERYTHING from him….and then they would take so much more.   
 
    Yes, he had to keep going, although he knew there was no destination that promised any kind of sanctuary.  The mountain range in the distance never got any closer, and the sun never moved from its supreme position.  Pointless flight was the only way to survive, if just for a little while longer.  Because they followed.  Even now, he could hear them in the distance, the resonance of their pursuit thunderous over the scorched Earth.  When he had still been able to see, he had seen glimpses of them on the horizon a thousand times.  It was worth being blinded just to escape those visions.  
 
    Azrael would not willingly succumb though.  He would never submit to them.  Never.  So even though he frequently stumbled, even though his body craved the water that had not passed his lips in a millennium, he persisted, bloodied footprints left in the sand behind him.  A trail for the damned to follow.  And follow they did. 
 
    Dead man walking.  One of legion. 
 
    Part of him knew that they could catch him at any minute, that they were just patiently waiting for him to give himself to them willingly.  The fiends were in no rush to claim his essence.  By holding back, they were merely mocking his determination.  Part of him also realised that his flight was a fool’s errand, that at any minute they could change their minds and descend, the four of them surrounding him, staring at him with eyes that showed the truth that lurked in the very depths of Hell.  Then they would send him to a new level of misery.   
 
    But they never did take him.  Azrael always woke up before that happened. 
 
      
 
    Sitting up in the long since soiled bed, his body shook from the aftermath of the nightmare. The images lingered with him as they always did, haunting his waking moments just as they corrupted his sleep.  His stink filled the darkened room like a fetid mist and he breathed it in deeply in an attempt to settle himself.  The smell did not concern him.  If anything, he found it comforting…. familiar.  It was who he was supposed to be.  Running a hand over his face, he found the sweat there, thick and almost toxic, and he wiped his hand on the sheet, adding to the dampness that was already present. He had lived this way for several years, and those sheets had never seen the inside of a washing machine. 
 
    Every night the nightmare came it was the same, the horrors taunting him, demanding he give himself to them, to become one with them.  To become.  Every night for nearly a year they came, ever since he had received and injected the mysterious package contents.  Ever since then his nights had been shaped anew.  Even now he could hear the ghosts of their voices lingering in the air, his phantom pursuers whispering to him. 
 
    “Be one with us Azrael,” they would always demand softly.  
 
    “Give us your soul so we may feast upon it and make you our brother.”  There was malice and hate in those words, but also love.  But the love he always ignored because he could never let what they demanded happen.  For he knew that to do so would be the end of who he presently was.  And his identity was everything, so much more he needed to achieve, his mission so woefully incomplete.  There were so many faces he needed to see scream due to the skilled torture of his hands.  That was why he had been reborn, to cut and gouge.  To maim.  To kill and do the bidding of his mistress.   
 
    Seven years ago he had awoken on a warm tiled floor in a once luxurious bedroom he hadn’t recognised.  When he had stood from the ground on shaky legs, naked and afraid, he had glanced at the reflection he saw in one of the many mirrors that decorated the gore-filled room.  He hadn’t known the blood caked face that looked back at him.  He was a stranger to himself.  Alone except for the bodies.  Except for the crimson paint and the ghosts of those whose lives had been so viciously stripped from them.  It had taken him several seconds to notice the blade he held in his right hand, the knuckles white under the once life-giving fluid that coated the skin.  Confusion had been his only friend at that moment.  No, that was a lie.  There had been another ally that had lurked within him.  The urge to kill those who defiled the flesh of man. 
 
    Clearly, he had been the artist of the bedroom’s particular morbid canvas, a canvas he hadn’t been able to sign because at the moment he hadn’t even known his own name.  His mind was stripped of all identity, which was probably what scared him most of all.  And yet he had not fled.  Stepping from the room, he had entered an ornate bathroom and washed the evidence of murder off his flesh in a shower that looked like it had been sculpted rather than installed.  The blood on his forehead bore evidence that he had not had everything his own way, the skin there tender to the touch.  Across his body, he could already see the bruises starting to erupt.  He would have examined his face in the bathroom mirrors, except all of them had been shattered.  Not once did Azrael let go of the knife. 
 
    Standing there, he had let the shower do its work.  The water ran pink down the drain as his body was cleansed of the evidence of his sin.  Fear had still dwelled within him though.  Fear of what he had done, and the fact that at any moment he could have been discovered.  His mind had raced with the mystery of who he was.  As for the howling screams of accusation, they never came. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later he was dressed in clothes that he had found in one of the bedroom’s closets.  The two bodies he had so obviously killed were still ripe with the artistry he had carved into them, the arterial spray more elaborate than any expressionist.  Azrael had left the bodies to the bacteria that now fed upon them.  There was little concern within him for what he had so evidently done. 
 
    A search of the building had revealed no clues as to his identity or his victims.  He remembered picking up the discarded mobile phone on the hallway table to call the police and confess his obvious crimes, because what else was there for him to do?  Before he could do so that very phone had started ringing.  So had begun the life he now found himself living.  The memory of his resurrection faded. 
 
      
 
    Sat on the edge of his bed now, he was dragged into the present world by his own landline telephone barking at him.  The phone was old and caked with the grime of a thousand fingers.  Hand still shaking, he picked the receiver up and listened to the voice that spoke softly to him. 
 
    “Today,” said the female voice.  His Mistress.  His conductor in the war he now waged.  It was the same voice as seven years ago, a voice that had guided and protected him ever since.  The voice never lied to him, but he suspected it never really told him the truth either, merely hinting at it. 
 
    “I am ready,” Azrael said.  He was always ready.  What he did was all he was. 
 
    “Make this one quick,” his Guardian Angel instructed.  “She is more worthy than the last, more likely to be able to defile.  But you won’t be able to play your games with her.  Not this one.  She may have protection.” 
 
    “I understand,” Azrael said, as he always did.  “Thank you for giving me this chance.” 
 
    “Only the worthy get to live by the grace of the spirit.  Are you worthy Azrael?”  The voice had a mocking quality to it. 
 
    “No,” Azrael said in a whisper.  “I am merely its weapon, its vengeance.” 
 
    “Vengeance is mine sayeth the Lord,” the female chuckled.  There was definite mockery there now in that voice, as there so often was.  In the distance, there was the sound of immense chains clanking as if they were being moved by some great machine.  It was the same sound he heard every time they spoke, and for some reason, Azrael couldn’t explain, the noise filled him with dread.  If he listened really carefully, Azrael sometimes thought he could hear the faint whimpering of a thousand tortured souls. 
 
    “I will do as you ask.”  With that, Azrael carefully placed the telephone receiver back onto its cradle.  “I always do,” he added to the emptiness of the room.  Azrael would not shower today, the purity of the act almost alien to today’s required task.  He only showered when it was a necessity, and that was not today, the dirt and the stench were to be his shield and his armour.  Not that he needed protecting from the specimens that roamed the streets of this fair city.  Azrael was more than capable of looking after himself.  Today he would live in the shadows, the dark corners and the gutters, essential cover so that his handsome face would go unseen.  Today he would slaughter as he had done so many times before, and he would savour every moment.  
 
    Born into a world that didn’t even realise monsters like him existed.  Today he would wear the mask of the homeless.  It was a disguise he often wore to move amongst the masses.  Many of those he would encounter would take pains to look away from him, to negate his presence from their feeble reality.  To those fair souls, he would be invisible.  To others though, he would be a reminder of the person they themselves could become.  He was a warning as well as the wolf.  A fake extravagant beard and sunglasses along with a filthy hoody would be enough to stop him being spotted for his true self.   
 
    Azrael changed lives and he ended them.  That was his purpose.  The tramp disguise was a common one for him, and for those who saw him, who really witnessed him, Azrael often observed with keen interest the looks of disgust and alarm that people threw his way.   Occasionally he came across one who seemed to somehow sense who he really was, someone who could detect the danger that he truly represented and their instinct always caused them to shrink away.  Azrael made a point of being wary of those individuals.  His identity could never be compromised.  
 
    The rarest glances of all, and the ones that fascinated him the most were the flashes of pity that sometimes struck him like wasps.  There were some amongst those that Azrael preyed on that felt they were so superior.  How dare they feel empathy for his illusionary plight.  He felt no empathy for them, and yet his every action was essential for their ultimate salvation.  He killed them in their dozens, but only so they could be reborn anew in their billions. 
 
    How mistaken those who judged him were, and if they had known the truth of who he really was, they would have fled from him like terrified mice.  Let them think what they would, he did not care.  Azrael felt no shame at his skill in death, it was a part of who he was, reflecting the essence within.  The wolf did not concern himself with the opinions of frightened sheep.  He was the first to admit that he was broken, diseased, corrupted away from the normality of the human race.  And yet, whilst he could end them in their droves, he was the only thing that could ultimately save them from their own wickedness.  That was the message Mother had given him. 
 
    How pathetic humans really were that they needed him as their defender.  They didn’t even see the true enemy that lived amongst them, the beast that stalked through their lives and their hearts every minute of every day.  Their doom was their own craving for advancement, their technology a trap rather than salvation.  Sometimes Azrael even wondered if humanity was worthy of him.  Most of the time he didn’t think they were.  But he would protect them nonetheless.   
 
    Stepping from his bed, he stood swaying for several seconds as the last remnants of his nightmare left him.  He watched the growing light illuminate the start of the day, the vestiges of the night filtered by the grime on the room’s only window displaying the carnage that had once been an ornate and expensive carpet.  Naked, he noticed the chill of the room and ignored it.  The cold didn’t bother him, it hadn’t since he had been blessed by the room full of blood.  Soon he would don his killing belt, the garment that held his knives and his torturous creations.  He was even more dangerous when he wore one of the tailored suits that hung in the closet in the other room.  Because then he could be one of them in their entirety.  
 
    Every human he encountered walked past death and didn’t even realise it.  Most of them were lucky to escape because most of them didn’t catch his eye.  But a few did.  Every week he encountered one with the essence, the hallucinatory golden glow that surrounded them, a beacon to his murderous intentions.  Whenever he saw that aura, he knew he had to resist the temptation to act.  It would be so easy, death could come almost instantly, the knife slipped in between the ribs at the crammed bus stop, the push in the back just as the train pulled into the station.  Sometimes Azrael envisioned himself drawing the act out, savouring every moment.  It was against the rules to kill in this manner though.  Only the voice over the phone could instruct him to murder and purify specific individuals, often explaining that there was urgency in the death demanded.  But most of the time, the corpses he created were purely in his mind.   
 
      
 
    14.08.2019  
 
    Bangkok, Thailand 
 
      
 
    Dang didn’t like going into the smog-filled city.  It was dirty and corrupt, and he always felt unclean there.  The grime of the farm he grew up on seemed somehow purer, more noble.  Sat in the back of the sweltering truck, the heat of the day was unfortunately not the cause of the sweat that was pouring from his skin.  He had woken up that morning feeling rough, but he had money to earn to pay for his children’s education, and he wasn’t going to let the frailty of his body get in the way of that.  The rules of Thai society were quite clear…if you didn’t work, you didn’t eat. 
 
    Dang just hoped he could make it through the day so that he could at least be paid.  Money was everything, for Dang did not want his daughters to grow up having to sell themselves to bloated westerners on the streets of a city that some argued was nothing more than a slave labour camp.  He would work his fingers to the bone if he needed to, to honour himself, his family, and the beneficence of his King.  And to think, he had never even wanted children.   
 
    Dang didn’t know he was carrying a deadly virus that as yet had no name.  He didn’t know he had caught it off the scrawny, blood caked cat that had attacked the chickens he kept on his little patch of earth.  The creature had struck in the middle of the night, killing three of his chickens before Dang could dispatch it with the help of a shovel.  He had swung at the vile, wretched thing, but had only managed to strike it a glancing blow.  When the cat had turned on him, leaving the long red scratch down the back of his hand, Dang had grabbed it by the tail and swung the feral fiend against a tree.  He could still remember the sound of its head impacting wood, the cat falling limp and lifeless.  What surprised him was to see the burns all over the cat’s body.  He hadn’t been able to understand how a cat that damaged had managed to stay alive. 
 
    Dang knew he should have seen a doctor about the scratch, but doctors cost money he didn’t have.  Besides, it wasn’t as if the thing had bitten him.  He was sure you couldn’t catch rabies that way, although there was a fear that the cat had been rabid.  The way it had moved had seemed almost robotic in nature, the normal feline grace completely absent.  Ironically it wasn’t the scratch itself that had infected him.  Instead, by handling the cat, Dang had spread the virus to his hands.  And from his hands, it then spread to his face.  Humans have a habit of touching their faces several times a minute, and from there he inhaled the virus into his lungs.  Within an hour he was contagious to everyone around him, the pathogen riding on the droplets of his own breath, and the oil and sweat of his skin.  His body’s defences that spotted this new and terrifying disease started to rally in an attempt to destroy it.  Alas, his body’s defenders didn’t stand a chance and only helped to make him more infectious to his friends and family. 
 
    Very few people would ever learn where the cat had contracted the virus that brought it back from the dead, its body presently rotting in the grass where Dang had flung it.  By not seeking care, Dang would be inadvertently responsible for the deaths of nearly seven billion people.  To be fair, it would have been highly unlikely for any of the local doctors to even suspect the true nature of the threat Dang posed.   
 
    If the scientists who would soon be tasked with fighting the virus had ever learnt of Dang’s identity, they would have labelled him Patient Zero.  As it was, his death would go unreported and unnoticed except by a few fellow workers who were there to witness it.  Their stories about how he seemed to rise from the dead would be ignored as the crazed mumblings of mindless peasants. 
 
    The incident with the cat had been four days ago.  Right about now his mother, his wife and both of his children were suffering similar symptoms to those that were threatening to strike Dang with bone-numbing chills despite the eighty-five-degree heat of the midday sun.  The virus had also spread throughout his village.  The problem with this particular viral strain was that the early symptoms developed slowly, and were just bearable enough that most people would continue to go about their day.  The really severe shit came later, as Dang was starting to discover.  At the moment he had a fever and felt very achy.  The scratchy throat made him think that he was getting the flu, and he accepted that because it had been a while since he had been ill.  The injured hand was all but forgotten.    
 
    “You don’t look well,” his friend Chaow said.  They had been friends from childhood, living next door to each other in the village on the outskirts of Thailand’s capital.  They had learnt Muay Thai together, sat next to each other in class, and even fought together when the bigger kids had searched for someone to pick on.  The bullies had not picked on them a second time.  They even both volunteered for military service, spending two years together in the glorious Thai Navy.  So it was a shame that Dang, by sitting next to his friend instead of staying at home in bed, passed the most lethal virus that would ever hit humanity onto his friend.  So virulent was the virus, so contagious, that it spread by any physical contact.  It had also mutated into a fully airborne strain.  The mere moisture of his expirations sent the viral pathogen far and wide. 
 
    “I am fine my friend.  Just a little too much Mekhong last night,” he joked.  This wasn’t a hangover though.  He had been sick before and worked through it, today would be no different he told himself.  But it would be.  Crammed in the load bay of the pickup truck, he had already infected seven of the twelve people present, including the grumpy and overweight man driving.   
 
    Today would be like no other Dang had ever experienced.  It would also be his last.   
 
    The truck began to slow, and the all too familiar barrier of the toll booths loomed up ahead.  Not possessing an Easy pass, the driver veered his vehicle into an empty cash payment lane.  He already had the money ready in his sweat-stained shirt pocket, and he passed it over to the toll operator, along with the virus which greedily attached to the new host.  Dang looked behind him as the truck pulled away, thankful that he didn’t have to sit in such a box all day long. He would have hated to breathe in all those fumes day in and day out with no respite.  It just wasn’t good for the lungs.  Not that such health concerns mattered now.  Within days, Bangkok would be dying, the whole city devouring itself.  
 
      
 
    The toll operator’s name was Anong, which meant gorgeous woman.  Her parents had perhaps been a little bit optimistic in that regard because her skin was too dark and her face too plain to really do her name justice in Thai society.  And if she was honest, working days in the toll booth and nights in the Seven Eleven weren’t doing much for her figure.  Giving birth hadn’t helped with that either, but she made enough to get by, and her husband behaved himself more often than not.  He rarely got drunk, was kind to her, and if he did have a mistress, he kept that knowledge to himself which was something she was thankful for.   
 
    Spotting that there was a gap in the traffic, she lifted the mask from her face and rummaged in the small bag of spicy seaweed crisps.  They were expensive but she loved them, and she popped one into her mouth, along with a microscopic organism that instantly began to multiply in her system.  Before her own symptoms manifested three days later, she would already have infected seven hundred people, just from the back and forth exchange of money to those who wanted to pay the toll.  She would also infect her husband, her children, the people she worked with on her night shift at the mini supermarket, as well as six street vendors who she bought food from.  She would be the first person who lived in Thailand’s capital to contract the virus, but she most certainly wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    One of the people she went on to infect was a taxi driver called Asnee who was feeling very pleased with himself.  He had recently acquired a position on the lucrative airport run, which meant guaranteed work that paid more than a Thai with his level of education could expect to earn legally.  It was everything he could have ever dreamt of, and the “contribution” to acquire it had cost him almost everything he had.  It was worth it, he kept telling himself.  Sometimes the westerners even tipped him, although the despised Russians never did.   
 
    In this society, money meant survival. 
 
    Sitting at the taxi rank, he would wait until the foreigners with more money than sense turned up, transporting them to one of the hundreds of hotels that were scattered around the city.  Some came on business matters, others came to visit the city of sin.  All were welcome, but none belonged.  Eventually, the vast majority of them would go home, only to be replaced by more, an endlessly flowing stream of wealth, privilege and naivety.   
 
    On the run where Anong gave him an extra gift along with his change for the one hundred baht note he had in his pocket, Ansee had been ferrying a grumpy Farang who muttered under his breath every time Asnee made a manoeuvre on the road.  Asnee got the impression the Farang did not like his driving, and he found himself playing a little game to see how much fear he could induce in his middle-aged passenger.  Westerners were sometimes far too serious.  He chuckled to himself, completely oblivious that he would die in several days’ time, suffocating on his own bodily fluids.  Many people would share a similar fate due to coming into contact with him.  Thus it was with relative ease that the virus spread itself across the city. 
 
    The journey took forty minutes, and now at the hotel, Asnee leapt playfully from his idling taxi to retrieve the Westerner’s bags from the boot of the car.  There were four cases in total, which meant the Farang went on holiday with more stuff than Asnee actually possessed in his minuscule apartment.  Why the hell did this silly man need so much junk?  Because the Farang had paid at the airport, there was no exchange of money, and Asnee bowed respectfully to his now departed passenger whose face was ashen.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Paul Jones watched the rust dotted taxi pull away and swore under his breath.  He had the feeling he had just escaped a death trap. 
 
    “Fucking maniac.”  He felt like he had been clinging on to dear life for the entire journey, the seat belt that was designed to protect him completely failing in its job.  A piece of string would have probably been more effective.  Next time Paul would do as his boss had advised him and pre-book a limo.  He didn’t like Thailand, he never had, and yet this was where the Centers for Disease Control had sent him, against his many logical objections.   
 
    Picking up the smaller of the cases, he also transferred the virus to his own skin, and he waited impatiently as a door bellhop, probably half his weight, rushed over to gather up the rest of his bags with an enthusiasm one rarely saw from employees in America.  Now infected, Paul Jones, more than anyone, would devastate the world, which was ironic seeing as his job was to save lives by combatting the very real threat posed by pandemics. 
 
    The large banner outside the hotel welcomed the guest attending the World Congress on virology and infectious diseases.  On the list of keynote speakers was the name Dr Paul Jones PhD, with a very unflattering picture that was likely taken more than a decade ago.  Had luck played a different card, Paul may well have found his last days studying the disease rather than dying from it.  He might have even had the honour of helping name it. 
 
    But the virus was still an unknown.  And when it finally hit the world with its apocalyptic force, its origins would remain a mystery to the bulk of humanity.  There were a select few who knew where and why it came into being, but they weren’t going to be sharing that information any time soon.    
 
      
 
    14.08.2019  
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    When people think of the UK security services, their minds naturally wander to agencies such as MI5 and MI6.  Very rarely do their thoughts ever drift as to whether there were other agencies carrying the MI insignia.  Officially, all other branches of Military Intelligence had been closed long ago.  Unofficially, several still existed, the most secret of them being MI13.  So clandestine was it that, on a political level, only the Prime Minister and the Home Secretary were ever made aware of the organisation’s existence.  Even given their position in government, neither of them were ever told of MI13’s day to day activities.  It was never even called MI13 in official communications.  Instead, it was simply known only as “The Other Service”. 
 
    For all intents and purposes, it didn’t exist.  But with over four hundred staff, it was a vital resource for the defence of the realm.  Even though hers was considered merely a ceremonial role, the Queen, as head of state, was well versed in the existence and the activities of MI13, although she had no say in its running.  It was said however that she approved wholeheartedly of the organisation’s presence on the world stage.   
 
    The fact that they called a bankrupt and dilapidated country with a few island protectorates a “realm” represented how low the United Kingdom had fallen from its heady days of Empire.  Still, when it came to covert activities, the sphere of spies and black ops, the United Kingdom remained up there with the best of them.  In many ways, it even surpassed its contemporaries.  Only the Israeli Mossad and the Russian FSB were comparable to its effectiveness given the budget it was allowed. 
 
    The official title was the Directorate of Military Intelligence Section 13, and on the rare occasion it was mentioned on the world wide web it was labelled as a defunct organisation for “undocumented intelligence and special operations.”  There had never been a book written about it, and with the exception of brief mentions in fiction, it was not in the lexicon of the British public. In truth, it dealt with the shit that the lawyers, the judges and the public could never be allowed to know occurred.  It did what the Americans liked to call Black Ops, but what the British called Undesignated Operations.  And Colonel Nick Carter had worked for the organisation for seven years.   
 
    At the age of forty-two, he was coming towards the end of his active military career.  Not that he considered himself to be in the army anymore.  During his stint in MI13, he had probably only worn his Army uniform eight times, and most of those had been at official functions.  Today would make the ninth, and he stood looking out the window of a nondescript office on the fringes of Whitehall.  He had been here for twenty minutes, and the person he was supposed to be meeting was late.  Nick wasn’t surprised, these meetings never ran to time.  Whilst he had the clearance to be in the “civilian” part of the building, as a mere foot soldier, he was always escorted by someone throughout its hidden substructure.  With the political shit presently going down, he wouldn’t be surprised if his immediate superior didn’t turn up at all.  Brexit was causing everyone major problems, and things were unravelling faster than anybody in government could react to.  Nick had been party to a confidential summary on the state of the country’s finances, and it was perhaps an understatement to say that the country was beyond bankrupt.  Outside on the street, the Great British public carried on oblivious to the world they knew nothing about.  If they had been informed of the truth, there would most likely be rioting in the streets. 
 
    The door to the small office opened and the elderly receptionist, Beth, popped her head in.  She reminded Nick of his Grandma, only Beth wasn’t as sour-faced or as foul-mouthed.  Beth actually cracked a smile occasionally.  She called herself “just a receptionist” but that was just a reflection of her own humble nature. 
 
    “Sir Arthur will be another ten minutes pet,” she said in a Yorkshire accent that hadn’t faltered despite her thirty years living in the capital.  “Can I get you another cup of tea?” 
 
    “You are good to me,” Nick said turning to her.  “I’d love one thanks.”  She smiled and disappeared back outside.  The tea here tasted like dishwater, but it wasn’t her fault.  Government were happy to spend billions on nuclear weapons that probably didn’t even work, and yet they couldn’t fork out for a decent tea bag.  There was a time when he would even have been offered biscuits. 
 
    Nick remembered the first time he had been invited into this office.  His disgruntled commanding officer, who had needed him for other things that day, had complained that Nick must have had friends in high places.  But that was hardly right.  Nick was one of the few officers that had made his way up through the ranks.  Field promotions and proving his worth rather than going the usual officer route.  Normally that caused problems with the men.  They didn’t like their officers to be “one of them”.  It was a very British thing that.  There was a general acceptance that someone was somehow better than you because of who their parents were.  Make something of yourself starting with nothing though, oh no, that was not the done thing.  Brits generally had a low-grade resentment of being reminded that, actually, anyone could achieve whatever they wanted to achieve if they just got off their arses and put their mind to it.  Fortunately for Nick, the squaddies under him actually respected him.  The ribbons presently adorning his chest had something to do with that.  And the stories, the tales of his deeds were legendary, although most of them had become exaggerated over the Chinese whispers of a thousand tellings.  The problem with that was, the truth was already impressive enough.    
 
    The Order of Merit he got for killing seven Taliban insurgents whilst bleeding from a shoulder wound that had broken his left clavicle and made his arm all but useless.  The last two kills had been with his knife in brutal hand to hand combat.  The Conspicuous Gallantry Cross he got for carrying his unconscious Captain over 12 miles of hostile terrain after the helicopter they were in had crashed after taking enemy fire.  The fact that Nick had a sprained ankle at the time had not gone unremarked.  The Military Cross he got for his command of a covert operation in some backwater hellhole that saw the demise of 27 Al Shabaab terrorists including their regional commander.  The medals themselves were in his safe at home.  He never looked at them.  Men under his command had died for every medal he had received.  Why would he want to remind himself of that? 
 
    He had fought in three wars, and in the days he had still held a command, his men had known he would look after them.  He also never shied away from doing the very tasks he asked of the men under him, often leading from the front.  Fortunately, just when he had been faced with being forced into retirement due to government cutbacks, men in suits with accents right out of Eton had visited him and made him an offer a man like him could never refuse.  Civilian life would have been a slow and agonising torture for his warrior soul.  So many like him had spiralled down into depression and either drug or alcohol dependence.  That wasn’t the life for Nick, and still unmarried, he had joined the ranks of MI13. 
 
    Beth must have already been boiling the kettle because she brought him a hot mug of steaming tea in quick time.  He watched her place it on the room’s only desk with a shaking, arthritic hand, picking up the empty mug that she had previously brought him. 
 
    “There you go love.  Try not to gag when you drink it.” 
 
    “It’s made with love, that’s all that matters,” Nick said cheekily. 
 
    “Fuck love.  Yorkshire tea is what you need and the pen pushers won’t let me have it.  I’ve a mind to complain to my MP.”  Beth liked Nick.  He was a real human being, not one of those stuck up types that frequented the halls of Westminster.  It wasn’t just a question of supposed class either.  Those on the left of the political spectrum were just as bad as those on the right.  Probably even worse if you thought about it.  At least with a Tory, they were honest with how much they despised you.  In her sixty-five years, Beth had never met a Socialist she actually trusted.  Men like Nick were the only thing keeping this country going.  And they were thin on the ground. 
 
    “How long you been working here now Beth?” 
 
    “Long enough to realise the whole country needs tearing down and rebuilding.”  Nick picked the full mug up off the table.  “They should just sell the country to the Chinese and turn it into a bloody theme park.” 
 
    “You should learn to say what you mean,” said Nick.  He took a sip of the tea and realised it wasn’t that bad.  To look at her, you wouldn’t think that Beth had a higher security clearance than half the generals in the British Army.  She was a legend in the unseen part of the UK intelligence community, and despite her age, she had no intention of retiring any time soon.  If she did, the whole operation of government would probably come to a grinding halt.  A buzzer from the outer office sounded and Beth turned and left. 
 
    “My master awaits,” she said as she exited through the ornate door.  That was the other thing that was legendary about Beth…her cutting sense of humour.  There wasn’t a man within a mile who could match her acidic wit, and even if there were, none of them would have dared try.  Even as a young woman, Beth had never been one to have liberties taken.  Rumour had it there was a former Prime Minister who had tried to get fresh with her, only to be swiftly put in his place by the judicious use of her left knee.   
 
    It was actually another twenty minutes before someone officially came for him, this time a clearly unwell pencil necked man who had the appearance of a box-ticking bureaucrat.  So feeble was his external visage that he looked like he could be snapped in two like a desiccated twig.  Which was ironic given the man’s history.  The bureaucrat was anything but what he appeared, and Nick had the utmost respect for the man.  Sir Arthur Gant was his name, and despite how he looked, he was a formidable force and a cornerstone of MI13.  Now in his late 50’s, his gaunt appearance was a recent thing, brought on by an unstoppable cancer that was ravaging the man’s liver and laying waste to a body that had once been proficient in hand to hand combat.  Rumour had it the cancer had metastasised to multiple organs.  He would be sorely missed. 
 
    Gant had been offered retirement on full pay as the doctors said he only had six months left to live, but Gant had simply replied: “I will retire when I die.”   The knighthood was a very recent thing that Gant had strenuously objected to.  He had a limited number of minutes left to him, and he really didn’t want to waste it on pomp and circumstance.  The Queen still ended up bestowing the honour on him in secret.  His name was never added to the official honours list.       
 
     “Sir Osmond is ready for you now Colonel.”  Nick nodded and followed the man out of the room into the reception area where Beth was now absent.  Threadbare carpets and peeling wallpaper gave the building a depressed atmosphere, but that was more for show than out of lack of repair.  It was all part of the MI13 philosophy of hiding in plain sight.   
 
    The light of day was already fading, the sound of the traffic outside completely muted by the bomb-proofing of the building he was in.  Although it didn’t look it, the structure around him was one of the most heavily guarded and fortified in the whole degenerate city.  Whilst civilian foot traffic came and went throughout limited areas the above-ground structure, it was carefully controlled and monitored. 
 
    Gant stepped up to the wall opposite Beth’s now unoccupied desk and placed his palm against an unmarked part of the wall.  A glowing green square appeared at the terminal man’s touch, and a door size panel slid away to reveal an elevator car.  The first time he had seen this revelation, Nick had been gobsmacked.  It was like something out of science fiction in his opinion.  Not now, such things were almost an everyday occurrence.  MI13 spent their budget well.  
 
    Gant and Nick stepped in and the door closed behind them.  Neither of them spoke as the lift descended, the slight shifting in his stomach making Nick feel slightly uneasy.  The floor they were going to was deep beneath the bowels of Whitehall, all paid for out of the money from the Treasury that mysteriously and unofficially kept going missing.  The public would never learn of the five-billion-pound yearly black budget that funded MI13, just a mere fraction of the catastrophic state of the public finances. 
 
    It was a common misconception that the politicians in power actually ran the country.  Whilst they set policy and passed laws, most of the actual core structure to the nation’s failing democracy was dealt with behind the scenes, in air-conditioned rooms in subterranean basements and secret offices most politicians wouldn’t even see.  Those “in power” were either carefully selected or subtly quarantined so as to cause as little harm as possible.  Because let’s be honest, with notable exceptions, politicians couldn’t be trusted to tie their own shoes most of the time.  
 
    And should a politician, or anyone else, start to get ideas above their station, there were ways to contain the threat they presented.  The Chief Whip of every party had dossiers of sleaze on every person under their umbrella of influence, and when that didn’t work, more direct measures were sometimes reluctantly taken.  In his seven-year service for MI13, Nick had killed eight people, and the only one he had any real remorse over was the Labour MP of some obscure borough who had, as the papers said, died from self-erotic asphyxiation.  There had been nothing self or erotic about it, and the amyl nitrate laden orange shoved in his mouth had been placed there when the man had finally stopped struggling.  Nick sometimes didn’t like the jobs he was tasked to do, but he was a man who followed orders.  His was not to reason why. 
 
    “It is necessary for the realm.”  Those were the words he heard from his superiors more times than he could care to count. 
 
    The elevator stopped and the doors opened again to reveal a brightly lit and spotless white corridor that expanded ahead of them.  The two men moved together, the metal heels on Gant’s bespoke Saville Row shoes echoing down the corridor as they contacted with the porcelain tiled floor.  Nick followed slightly behind him, in deference to his inferior standing.  Nick also knew that, despite the cancer, Gant would still be his equal in any sort of combat situation.  Even though Nick was over six foot two and towered over the dying veteran, the physical advantages bestowed upon him by his parental genetics would not count for much if Gant suddenly wanted him dead.  
 
    From out of nowhere, a hovering drone appeared and floated ahead of them, scanning them with an invisible beam.  It rotated around them as they continued to walk, moving with their slow measured progress.  With a beep, it expressed its satisfaction and disappeared from whence it came. 
 
    “Have you ever seen one of those drones in action?” Gant asked. 
 
    “No, can’t say I have,” Nick answered.  He knew the capabilities though.  
 
    “I saw it being demonstrated when they were first developed.  They needed a shovel to clean up the remains of the pig they’d used as the test subject.”   
 
    The corridor curled around to the right and ahead of them, two motionless armed guards stood either side of an imposing doorway.  The guards were dressed in black, their faces covered by balaclavas and they eyed the two newcomers suspiciously.  To the left of the door, there was a glass hatch and Gant walked up to it, Nick behind him.  Of course, it wasn’t glass, but bombproof Perspex.  Behind the hatch, another guard, this time without balaclava, stood from where he had been seated.  There was an awkwardness in the movement.  Unlike his counterparts, he had a badge which proclaimed that his name was Smithe.   
 
    “Good evening gentlemen, if you could do the usual,” Smithe instructed.  By the side of the hatch was an eye reader and Gant bent slightly to place his eyes against it.  He grunted slightly as he did so, the malignancy a constant discomfort to him.  The scanner announced its acceptance and flashed green.   
 
    “Thank you.  And now the Colonel.”  Nick did as instructed.  With their identities confirmed, the door in front of them opened silently. 
 
    “The wife treating you alright?” Nick said to Smithe.  The man shook his head.  They knew each other, had served in Iraq together briefly, which was where an improvised explosive device had removed Smithe’s left foot and one of his testicles. 
 
    “No.  She wants another child in her goddamn belly.  She won’t leave me alone whenever I’m at home.” 
 
    “There are some people who wouldn’t see that as a problem,” Nick joked, ignoring the impatient subtlety in the way Gant was waiting for him.  Gant didn’t do small talk, he didn’t have time for it.  Nick believed you should treat everyone with civility and respect, even those people you were about to kill. 
 
    “Believe me, when the football’s on, it’s a problem.” 
 
      
 
    The barrier closed behind them as silently as it had opened.  Nick followed Gant down a short corridor lined with doors.  In contrast to the previous corridor, this one was coated with chrome and wood, the soft lighting giving it the feel of a private member’s club more than a high tech secret facility.  Atmosphere and comfort were important down here, because those who worked in these secret chambers often spent weeks at a time without seeing daylight.  The place even had a cinema, gymnasium and a solarium.  
 
    The pair of them stopped outside a door that was marked with a single word.  “Director”.  Gant knocked, and an authoritative voice shouted from inside. 
 
    “Enter.”   
 
    Nick felt his back stiffen a little bit.  He always felt that way when he was around his superiors.  It was a matter of class and breeding.  Removing his hat, Nick opened the door, leaving Gant outside to wander off to whatever his next task was.  His escort didn’t bother saying goodbye. 
 
    “Colonel, thanks for coming,” an elderly man said as Nick closed the door carefully behind him.  The room resembled a small private library, with an ornate oak desk in the centre of the relatively small room’s architecture.  The silver-haired Sir Nicholas Osmond didn’t rise, merely indicated for Nick to sit in one of the two chairs on the other side of the desk from him.  The smell of pipe tobacco filled the room.  Sir Osmond was known to flaunt the laws on indoor smoking with impunity. 
 
    “No problem sir,” Nick said.  Sitting down, he placed the hat in his lap, his back still ramrod straight. 
 
    “I do wish you army types would learn to relax,” Osmond said. 
 
    “Sorry sir, force of habit,” Nick replied.  He didn’t take that as a green light to slouch.  “It’s unusual for you to call me in like this.  You have me worried.” 
 
    “You are right to be.”  Osmond opened a folder on his desk and passed a piece of paper over to Nick.  Curious, Nick took it and read it thoroughly.  He handed the paper back. 
 
    “It’s not unusual for scientists to die,” Nick stated.  The paper had been a newspaper cutting about the death of a prominent geneticist.  
 
    “No.  But it is unusual for nine of them to die in the space of a month.  And all in the same field.” 
 
    “Nine?  What field?”  Nick raised an eyebrow.   
 
    “Virology and genetics.  Worldwide so far this year that has made twenty-seven.  All scientific geniuses.”    
 
    “How did they die?” 
 
    “How does anybody die these days?” Osmond answered.  “Car crashes, muggings gone wrong.  One even seemed to have chucked himself out of a window.” 
 
    “Troubling.  You think they were deliberately killed?” 
 
    “I know they were deliberately killed.  You will be able to review the evidence in due course, but I think you will come to the same conclusion as our analysts.” 
 
    “So what do you need from me?” Nick inquired.   
 
    “You will be putting a team together.  There are some who think this might all be the work of one man, two at most.  I disagree.  I have come to the opinion that there is an organisation that has gone unnoticed.  It is well organised and well-funded.  Someone is killing the world’s top scientists and we want to know why.  That’s not all.”  Osmond paused to inhale deeply from his pipe, letting the smoke slowly escape from his exhale.  “I do have bad news about this assignment, however.” 
 
    “Go on,” Nick said.  He finally allowed himself to sit back in his chair.  Here it comes. 
 
    “I’m afraid you will be working with the Americans on this one,” Osmond said apologetically.  Nick kept a poker face, but in his mind, he said one word.  Fuck.  It wasn’t that the Yanks weren’t reliable or competent.  In fact, it was anything but that.  Nick just had a history with them.  Three years ago he had almost been terminated by CIA operatives with extreme prejudice.  His death itself wouldn’t have been the issue.  Things happened.  It was the embarrassment that resulted from the fact that the operation blown was trying to uncover evidence of Russian sleeper agents.  Normally MI13 didn’t get involved in that sort of thing, but there was substantiation that one of the sleepers was acting as a mole and had been digging around in the Ministry’s business.  The orders had come from on high, and Nick had carried out those orders with ruthless efficiency…until the bloody CIA got in his way.  To this day the mole had never been found. 
 
      
 
      
 
    14.08.2019   
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Jessica looked at the little blue cross as it formed on the device in front of her and felt her world sink into the toilet she was sitting on.  She had been meaning to do this last night, but the fear of what it might mean had stayed her hand.  Waking up this morning, Jessica had been filled with a determination to just get it over and done with.  Now she wished she hadn’t bothered. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    It had been a drunken one-night stand, something she had regretted as soon as she had woken up the next day.  Why had she done it?  She kind of knew the guy and had been just as responsible for what had occurred as the man who had mounted her with such ferocity and surprising skill that she had briefly lost her mind.  She’d only felt that level of hunger with a man once before, the pleasure that tore through her likely never to be repeated.  Her one-night stand was actually a better lover than the only man she had ever loved all those years ago.   When they had uncoupled, the pair of them had lain there as if they had no comprehension as to how such a thing could have happened.   
 
    And now this.   
 
    “Shit.”  She took the pregnancy test and threw it against the wall, the frustration and desperation needing some way to vent itself.  How the hell could she have been so stupid?  It took three seconds to put on a bloody condom. 
 
    She hadn’t seen the man since, so how the hell was she going to tell him that he was now the father of her freshly conceived child?  Should she even bother?  Whole scenarios began to play out in her head.  How could she even consider having the kid with her present commitments?  She wasn’t established yet, still starting out in her job at the law firm Carson, Phillips and Jones.  Despite the claims that everyone now lived in a land of equality and diversity, she knew having a child at this time would seriously damage her future career prospects.  Those prospects definitely included partnership material, that had already been hinted at multiple times.  She would stall for a year whilst those her age would rise through the law firm ranks ahead of her.  Plus, she knew she couldn’t afford it.  Not all lawyers were filthy rich.  
 
    Yet something gnawed at her.  Jessica was thirty-five.  Time was slipping by, and there were only so many years left for her to fulfil her biological imperative.  The longer she left it, the more difficult the actual birthing process was likely to be.  There was also the risk that she would leave it too late and miss any chance that she would have.  Jessica had even, in a sombre moment a year ago, considered having some of her eggs frozen just to provide some kind of insurance.  The expense had negated that option.  Whilst she was relatively well paid, she had a habit of making unwise decisions with her money.  Jessica had little in the way of savings.  
 
    It wasn’t that she was lacking in suitors either. It was just that her life was lacking the right kind of men.  She wanted an equal, and most of the men she had admired were already taken, or turned out to be flawed in some horrendous fashion.  None of those she dated were father material, that became evident pretty quickly.  There had been one man once, who some would say was the love of her life.  Their romance had lasted less than a year, and the intensity and the passion they had shared still kept her awake on those quiet nights where the mind never relented.  Even now, eight years on, she missed him.  Secretly she judged every man she met against this impossible standard, comparing them all to a man who had ultimately betrayed her. 
 
    If she had the child, she would need to get the unwitting father to pay his share, and that meant having him in her life more than she wanted.  To be honest, she was not only afraid by the prospects ahead of her, but also of a repeat of that night.  It had been too much, and part of her felt that she had almost lost herself in the moment.  She couldn’t explain it, and she didn’t want to try. 
 
    Jessica composed herself.  Work still beckoned.  Whatever happened from this point forward, she knew she couldn’t neglect the company she worked for or her clients.  She was a criminal defence solicitor, and some big cases were in the pipeline.  As apprehensive as she was, Jessica had no choice but to carry on with her day to day work and deal with the pregnancy when time allowed.  The best way to handle this was just to follow her normal, relentless routine.  Every morning, Jessica dressed, had a breakfast of bacon and eggs and then went online to check her emails.  There was always an array of communications from clients and lawyers alike.  She was never free of them.  The chance to get some peace was enough to almost consider having the baby just for the maternity leave.   
 
    To this very day, deep down, she still couldn’t believe that she had passed law school, and then the Bar.  Her biggest enemy was her own self-doubt.  She had come so far, and now she found herself self-sabotaging.  It would be just like her to ruin everything when she was just starting to get ahead.  No, she couldn’t do that, she wouldn’t allow it.  Not this time.   
 
    Breakfast done and emails sorted, Jessica closed down her computer and stood, caressing the rug momentarily with her toes.  Time to go, Jessica thought, only to then spend the next five minutes trying to find the keys to her apartment.  She located them hiding under a collection of papers on her office desk, and had absolutely no recollection of leaving them there.  Precious keys in hand, she grabbed her satchel and left the apartment, the door locking automatically behind her.  Living on the penthouse floor (Jessica would always make a point of telling people it wasn’t as grand as it sounded) she took the lift.  The apartment building housed a very acceptable gym which Jessica kept meaning to use to build up her muscle tone.  Life, however, kept getting in the way, although she never neglected to put on her trainers and hit the streets, jogging an important part of her life.  Running on a treadmill made no sense to her, the open road enough to momentarily squash the worry about clients and the tiredness that often filled her bones.  She couldn’t be superwoman, but she could try and be the next best thing.  That would be another sacrifice she would have to make if she decided to have the baby. 
 
    On the third floor, the elevator stopped.  Jessica tensed slightly, her mild claustrophobia often made worse when other people crammed into the same confined space she was in.  As the door opened a smile came on her face when she saw who it was. 
 
    “Morning beautiful.  Are you going my way?” Her friend and co-worker, Stuart Cole, entered the lift and gave her a big bear hug, and she giggled girlishly.  Jessica slapped him playfully on his muscular shoulders until he released her.  He was six foot three and towered over her.  Stuart also had the physique of a rugby fullback and he was just Jessica’s type.  That was except for the fact he was very obviously gay. 
 
    “Stuart, you’re squeezing the life out of me.” 
 
    “Ooh I could just eat you up.  Look at you, you get more lovely every time I see you.”  Stuart looked at her with an appraising eye.  Jessica blushed as she always did.  She didn’t do flattery well, even from her closest friends, and Stuart was definitely in that category.  The elevator doors closed and there was a slight shudder as it began to descend again. 
 
    “Stuart, if you weren’t gay I would swear you were trying to hit on me.”  Stuart laughed.   
 
    “I just like to make my princess feel special, especially when she is buying me dinner.”  Stuart winked at her. 
 
    “Who says I’m buying you dinner?” 
 
    “You if you want me to tell you my news.”  He beamed at her and the doors opened to the lobby.  He strode out boldly, Jessica following in his wake.  She tugged on his arm, anxious for him to tell her more. 
 
    “What news?” 
 
    “Not telling you until you buy me dinner.”   
 
    “I might be too busy.  I’ve got a big case on.” 
 
    “Haven’t we all, so you can’t use that as an excuse.  You still owe me from last time.”  Stuart leant down and gave her a peck on the cheek.  “Text me when you know if you can make it.”  Giving her face a final brotherly caress, he turned and walked away from her, and she could tell he was still smiling.  When he reached the lobby entrance he turned his head, noticed her still standing there and laughed.   
 
    “I’ll see you in the office.”   
 
    The clock on the lobby wall told everyone it was eight AM.  They never went into work together because Stuart always cycled in. 
 
    That was when her phone rang, the caller ID telling her it was her brother. 
 
    “Pete?” she said into it. 
 
    “Hi Sis.  You coming to Mum’s weekend after next?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said absently, “I might be busy.”  There was a pause at the other end of the line.  Was he judging her again?  At least he didn’t sigh as he had done so many times before. 
 
    “You all right Jess?  You sound distant.”  Ah, so not judgement.  Just brotherly concern. 
 
    “I’m fine, just tired and busy.  You know how it is.”  She didn’t like lying to him, but she needed to get her own head around things before she started telling other people.  She didn’t even know if she was going to tell other people.   
 
    “Well, you were the one who wanted to be a lawyer.”  Ok, there was the normal judgemental brother back to his normal self.  Jessica shook her head in exasperation.  You aren’t helping, she wanted to say. 
 
    “Listen Pete, can I call you back?”  Jessica wanted to scream her frustration down the phone, but she also wanted to crawl up on her bed and let the world swallow her up for a couple of hours.  It was too much to deal with right now.  What the hell was she going to do if she suddenly came to the decision to keep the child?  Surely that wouldn’t happen. 
 
    “Sure sis.  You’re sure you are OK?” 
 
    “Yeah, just…just stuff you know.” 
 
    “OK, catch you later.  Do try and make it to that weekend though, cos, you know, Mum misses you.  Oh, and you’re still picking me up from the airport right?” 
 
    “Of course, no problem,” Jessica said absently.  She had already disengaged from the conversation.  The phone went dead in her hand and she stood there looking at it for several long seconds.  Jessica almost chucked it across the lobby.   
 
      
 
    On the other end of the now disconnected call, Peter looked at the phone in his hand and frowned.  He worried about his little sister, how could he not.  The death of their father several years back had really hit her hard, and she’d developed a tendency to self-destruct when stressful situations presented.   He was still amazed she had managed to get through law school, and he often suspected she felt the same way.  Peter knew he was probably too critical of her, sometimes to her face.  And yet he couldn’t help it because he felt an almost stifling need to protect her from life and from her own failings.  His life was far from perfect, but at least he could keep his shit together.   
 
    He contemplated ringing her again this evening to try and drag from her whatever the problem was.  Peter was good at that, needling people until they relented with their problems.  He was one of the few people in her life who could get her to open up, even if it resulted in her unleashing a wave of emotion and anger on him.  This wasn’t something he was going to let go though, because he knew there was a problem, the quality of her voice had screamed that at him.  And to think that everyone had always considered Peter the hopeless one. 
 
    Stepping out onto the hotel balcony, he let the Dubai city heat hit him.  It was oppressive, even at this hour.  Why anyone had decided to build a city here was beyond him.  But build it they had, and as this was where the money was this was where he was.  His business meetings had gone well, and he was looking forward to finally returning to the UK.  He just hoped Jess would indeed remember to pick him up from the airport so he wouldn’t have to resort to a taxi.  She had form for that sort of thing, and she was clearly pre-occupied with other things.  
 
      
 
    14.08.2019  
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    “Now that the cameras are off, let us speak frankly.”  Professor Calvin Winchester the fourth sat up on the podium looking out at the gathered crowd that had come here to listen to him speak.  “Remember you are on the honour system here, and you have all been selected because you believe, as I do, that the world is overpopulated to the extent that cataclysm is just around the corner.  Global warming, deforestation and the acidification of the oceans may very well see our species go extinct.”  Winchester looked out at the crowd of about a hundred students and knew he had them in the palm of his hand.  Despite his book selling reasonably well, Winchester always brought a case of books with him to these talks, because the young students wrapped up in their own naivety lapped them up.  500 million, that was the name of his book, the title taken from the population he thought the Earth could safely handle. 
 
    “There are too many people in the world, as I’m sure you all agree.  There are definitely too many right-wing conservatives,” he added which gained a chuckle from his audience.  As a Professor of Ecological studies and an advisor to the present occupant of the Whitehouse, these young minds had come to listen to the wisdom that only he could deliver.   
 
    “Down with fascists,” a particularly interesting specimen shouted from near the back, which got further displays of mirth.  Winchester smiled, not so much at the comment, but more from the inane stupidity of the people in front of him.  He despised them, despised them all, and he was only here to spread his message that he hoped one day would become the mainstream.  The message was that the human race needed to stop breeding, to reduce itself to manageable levels. 
 
    “Actually the fascists have a tendency to help the problem with the wars they wage,” Calvin said playfully.  The crowd chuckled appreciatively at his comment.  It was clear he had most of them convinced in the truth of his message. 
 
    He was far from alone in thinking about humanity, many of his peers having similar views to the ones he publically expressed.  Tomorrow he was to be on CNN to be part of a discussion on Global Warming, so he had time for his usual antics after this talk.  Give the main speech, give the private speech and then invite a select few who showed “promise in their ideas” to stay behind to discuss things further.  Those he selected were always female, and he invariably ended up charming one or more of them into his bed.  In the realms of the Social Justice Warriors, he was a superstar.  He could just do with being paid more. 
 
    “But war is a destructive and unpredictable way of dealing with the problem.  This planet needs to get down to sustainable levels, and we passed those levels in the 1970’s.  Most likely nature will do it for us, but one has to consider the possibility that humans have to intervene.  I think the only option open to us is to get radical.  Japan is a culture we need to emulate.  As many of you know, the Japanese population is falling, the young choosing a life without children.  It is commendable of them given the problem facing our beleaguered world.” 
 
    “What about culling the herd?” another voice called out.  Calvin searched the crowd to see who had spoken, the crowd clearly agitated by the constant heckling. 
 
    “For the record, this isn’t a debate.  I’m happy to take questions afterwards, but this isn’t the format for constant interruptions.  People have paid a lot of money to come here and hear ME speak.  So let’s have less of the heckling shall we.”  Calvin watched the room as it erupted in a round of applause.  He stood there for several seconds, letting the adulation wash over him.  
 
    “But, for the record, and to answer the question, no I am not calling for a culling of the herd as some people call it.  That would cause chaos and would most likely result in tyranny.  Because who gets to decide who is culled?  You, me, the politicians?  There would be massive civil unrest.  And it would be an almost impossible undertaking.  Even two world wars hardly put a dent in the human population.  If a cull is coming, it will be nature that decides and we as humans will just have to ride the wave as we gradually get to grips with our booming population.”  At the back of the room, a man stood up and left.  Calvin could tell he was clearly agitated and was most likely the voice that had shouted to interrupt his flow.  Good riddance. 
 
    Ironically, Calvin agreed with the notion of a cull.  He just knew he couldn’t say it publically because it was too controversial, even for him.  Anyone who supported him would reel in shock at the thought of their loved ones being killed by faceless agents of the state.  And any hint that he was actually talking about third world countries would bring the radical left on him like a tonne of bricks.  There were speakers on the lecture circuit with stronger views than his who dared the firestorm such comments resulted in.  Calvin realised he just wasn’t brave enough to go all the way yet.  He just needed that New York Times bestseller under his belt first.  And he was the first to admit to himself that this wasn’t about the environment.  It was about the size of his bank account and the women who flocked to his bed.  At forty years of age, he was still in his prime. 
 
    “What we need is to take responsibility.  We need to be the ones who slow the pace of human population growth before Mother Earth takes it upon herself to rid the planet of our parasitic scourge.” 
 
      
 
    Colin Macready sat at the back of the group and listened to his former idol speak lies and deceit.  The words that he had just shouted out had turned to ash in his throat as the veil was removed from his eyes.  Professor Winchester was just like all the others.  A charlatan who didn’t actually believe a word he said, a liar using the cause for his own personal and reprehensible gain.   
 
    Damn, why did everybody he decided to trust disappoint him so much?  Colin could see the way Calvin was working the crowd.  He watched as the Professor stood up and walked down from the podium, moving up and down in front of the assembled, adoring masses.  It was so obvious the bearded lecturer was flirting with the women on the front row, that Colin felt practically nauseous. 
 
    Colin felt he couldn’t listen to this nonsense anymore.  His very reasonable question had been mocked and dismissed.  There was only one action open to him now.  Standing up, he stormed out of the lecture, feebly attempting to slam the door behind him, almost ashamed by the pettiness of the act.  A few heads turned at his exit, but most people didn’t even know he had been in the room.  Even the door defied him.  Instead of creating a huge cacophony to assault the heavens, it barely made a sound.  He left without any real impact on the proceedings, such was his life. 
 
    Stepping out onto the busy London street, Colin was once again engulfed by the maddening throng that humanity had become.  There were just too many people, and despite everything that was happening to the world, they just kept breeding.  Something had to be done about it.  Nobody had ever expressed a desire to willingly breed with him, so why should the rest of humanity get that right? 
 
    He felt his body being buffeted by the pedestrians around him, his personal space constantly violated by mindless drones who probably didn’t have one original thought between them.  How he had come to live in this city, he still struggled to understand.  Growing up on a farm, it was natural for his younger self to seek out the excitement of the big Metropolis.  But when he had finally arrived here, Colin had hated it almost instantly.  And yet, seven years later, his university degree completed, he had stayed, trapped within the heaving monster of glass, steel, smog and concrete.  It was almost as if he was punishing himself.  Ignored and sometimes ridiculed by those he worked with, his mind had slowly begun to warp into a darkness clouded with a poorly understood need for some sort of vengeance.   
 
    What made it worse was the loneliness.  In a city of nearly ten million people, he counted almost nobody as his friend.  He had people he spoke to at his place of work and could pass for normal in the basic conversations such worker ants engaged in.  But he couldn’t relate to them, couldn’t empathise with the plights that seemed to plague them on a daily basis.  He was alone, living a solitary life, despairing at a species that was soiling the very planet it lived on. 
 
    When he had left the lecture, Colin had felt nothing but a festering disappointment.  This now merged with anger.  He had trusted in Professor Winchester, had paid the extortionate fee to hear him talk live, in the hope that this was a mind not unlike his own.  The image the professor had portrayed in his books and YouTube videos was different from the reality so evident in that room today.  Only a fool couldn’t see the real reason behind Winchester’s desire for fame.  The man was a fraud, intent more on seduction than on saving the planet.  Colin knew he was running out of options. 
 
    The self-inflicted problem with Colin was reflected in his lack of charisma.  So insignificant was he that most of the people didn’t see him as being worthy of their attention. He was so grey that muggers probably wouldn’t even give him the time of day.  Life just sort of passed him over, as if it was bored of his very presence.  It left him feeling dejected and depressed…and vengeful.  Well, he was going to change all that.  By the time he was done, Colin hoped the whole world would know his name.  They wouldn’t, his part in London’s downfall would be quickly forgotten.   
 
      
 
    14.08.2019  
 
    Bangkok, Thailand 
 
      
 
    Dang looked out across the city landscape, still unable to fathom the wealth that was being pumped into this city.  People were living lives of such luxury that he couldn’t even comprehend.  All around him the huge building was being constructed as it shot thirty-seven floors into the heavily polluted sky, funded by the wealthy for the wealthy.  Constructed by those who would be forever poor.  Millions enslaved by ignorance, debt and poverty.  
 
    The air was cleaner up here, but it still fell heavily over the city, the heat oppressive, even to someone like Dang who was brought up working the fields in summer.  You never really got used to it.  It wasn’t just the temperature that was weighing on him.  He was leaning his back against a concrete wall to steady himself against the sudden wave of dizziness and nausea that had hit him.  Dang felt worse than he had this morning, and despite his own determination, he doubted he would be able to carry on in the tasks set for him by the authoritative job Foreman.  That would not be good, because that meant he would probably not be paid.  Even worse, if he missed more than a day, he would likely be replaced.  There was no shortage of labourers in this city, nearly a million people scrambling for a means to put food in their bellies.  This was not a place the poor could afford to become sick in. 
 
    The Foreman was a beady-eyed little troll of a man who clearly enjoyed the power he held over his subordinates.  When he wasn’t bullying and harassing the employees who had no choice but to take whatever insults were being meted out, the vile man spent most of his time in the porta cabin at the base of the construction site.  There he had the air conditioning to keep him cool, and the kettle to keep his lips moist.  Then there was the hip flask he was frequently seen drinking from.  Behind his back, the workers called the Foreman “Donkey”, because when he laughed, that was exactly what he sounded like.  Donkey ruled not via respect, but through fear.   
 
    Unfortunately for Dang, Donkey wasn’t in the cool oasis of his office now, and the Foreman stood watching the ailing Dang with his hands placed furiously on his hips.  The Foreman sauntered over with disapproval all over his face. 
 
    “Dang, I do not pay you to lounge about.”  Dang pushed himself off the wall so he stood upright, before briefly clutching his hands in front of him in an apologetic Wei.  One did not argue with men like Donkey, not if you wanted to put food in the mouths of your children. 
 
    “I’m sorry boss.  I am sick.  I just need a moment.”  Dang could feel himself wavering slightly.  His legs felt weak, and his thoughts were jumbled and confused.  The Foreman ignored the apology.  Dang clearly looked sick, but that wasn’t his concern.  
 
    “Hmmf.  I know your sort.  Drank too much last night did you?”  The Foreman stepped up to Dang, only to catch him as his worker suddenly tipped forward into his arms.  Shit, the Foreman thought, this isn’t alcohol, and a spark of guilt formed within.  Dang did like his beer, but he was usually reliable on the job.  Perhaps he really was ill.   
 
    Dang tried to steady himself, but his will to stay upright couldn’t counter the pathogen that was now ravaging his physique.  All the strength went out of Dang’s body, and he slipped through the Foreman’s arms to fall on his knees.  The Foreman only made a half-arsed attempt to hold him upright, mindful of the faces that had now turned to look at what was happening. 
 
    “Get back to work,” Donkey ordered the other workers.   
 
    There was a great growing pain in Dang’s head as if his skull was being ripped open by an invisible dragon’s claws.  A scream tried to escape from his throat, but all that came out was a torrent of blood that projectile vomited over the Foreman’s pristine cream trousers. 
 
    “Hia,” the foreman screamed.  It basically meant damn bastard.  It was a measure of the man that he was more concerned with his upcoming dry cleaning bill than the health of a man who was a father to several children.  The Foreman tried to step back, only for Dang to weakly grip his trouser leg, another atrocity against the Foreman’s person.  The trousers were pulled down, briefly exposing the Foreman’s underwear.  From behind him, Donkey heard someone laugh, embarrassment surging into his face.  Of the witnesses around, most stood in stunned fascination.  Any concern they had for Dang was tempered by the blissful humiliation the Foreman was experiencing.   
 
    “Get off me,” the Foreman almost screamed, trying to remove the hands that clutched to the fabric of his clothes.  And the hands did unleash him, Dang slumping completely to the floor, falling on his side.  That was when Dang started to fit, his head thrashing side to side, the body convulsing uncontrollably.  So violent was the seizure, those who were just on the brink of coming to Dang’s aid, reconsidered and stepped back, saving them from the fate that was soon to befall their Foreman. 
 
    Dang felt the world around him melt away.  His vision rapidly went black, the sounds of the city evaporating as the neurons connecting his consciousness to the outside world died.  Part of him knew what was happening, but his failing identity no longer cared.  Blissfully, the agony began to subside.  The virus had reached peak load, rampaging now through the higher centres of his brain unchecked.  The heat in his body began to grow, and fluid and other bodily fluids began to leak out of every available hole, including the pores of his skin.   
 
    In his last moments of consciousness, he was filled with a wave of euphoria that seemed to last an eternity.  Time suspended itself, and all the pleasure he had ever experienced recreated itself a thousandfold.  Any concern or fear he had was swept away, leaving nothing but pure ecstasy.  And then death came.  Dang was the first to be killed by the virus.  He was also the first to come back.  
 
    The Foreman looked down in disgust at the still corpse.  He had seen such stillness before, death was not uncommon on the streets of Bangkok.  Still, for it to have happened like this right in front of him was deplorable.  Bending down, he rolled Dang onto his back, wary of the fluid that now coated much of the deceased employee’s flesh.  It was as if Dang had started to sweat blood, and the Foreman wiped his hands on his already soiled trousers.  There was no pulse when he felt Dang’s neck, and the Foreman cursed under his breath.  He had schedules to keep, and this would likely slow things down as the police did their investigation (who would also undoubtedly insist on being paid a bribe for their troubles).  At no time did it occur to the Foreman that the body was contagious and a danger to those standing around, he had no knowledge of the intricacies of viral symptoms.  As it happened, infection by the virus itself was not the immediate threat.  That was revealed when Dang’s black eyes opened wide, the reanimated body pulling itself to its feet with a relentless determination. 
 
    “Dang?” the Foreman said, confusion running rampant through him.  There had been no pulse.  How could this be?  The other workers backed up further now.  It was as if there had been a shift in the air.  Something felt very wrong here, as if all the ghosts in Bangkok had converged on one spot.  This wasn’t just sickness and death, this was beyond that.   
 
    The creature that had once been known as Dang flexed its neck in a jerky, almost mechanical fashion.  The smooth motion of the muscles was lost as the brain that coordinated everything reshaped itself, already necrosing through both hemispheres.  Dang(Z) coughed, blood expelling itself from the throat as gas from the lungs began to eject itself.  The lungs did not refill, the muscles of the ribcage and the diaphragm no longer of any use.  The legs were useful though, and the arms.  Most useful of all though were the muscles of the mouth.  Dang(Z) took a step forward, his gait unsteady, the remnants of the mind learning how to deal with its new limitations.  Dead eyes looked sightlessly out across a city that would shortly be ripped apart, a rasping, clawing sound escaping a throat that would soon lose the ability to swallow.  Dang(Z) would never utter another word to the world. 
 
    The Foreman stepped back, now mindful of what this looked like.  He could afford to go to the cinema, unlike most of the people who worked under him.  The Foreman had seen the zombie films out of Hollywood and Asia, and that was what this reminded him of.  Inside, the frightened boy that was still afraid of the spirits of his ancestors began to scream.  But his rational mind told him that was all fiction, that in reality, such things couldn’t occur.  The world showed him differently, and with a sudden unexpected burst of speed, the zombie flew towards him, grabbing the now whimpering Foreman by the throat.  The Foreman was not an impressive physical specimen, and he feebly slapped his attacker across the head, only for the vice on his neck to unexpectedly be released.  Instead Dang(Z) grabbed one of those flailing hands, bringing the side up to his bleeding, almost smiling mouth. 
 
    “No,” the Foreman pleaded, unable to pull his hand away.  Dang(Z) was too strong, unbelievably strong.  The zombie bit down with such force that the teeth hit bone.  Something inside the zombie told it to chew, and it gnawed on the precious flesh, pulled forwards as the Foreman uselessly tried to flee.  Intent on not allowing the meal to escape, the zombie propelled itself into its former boss.  Soiling himself, the Foreman let out a cry for help that nobody heeded.  Any karmic satisfaction the other employees had felt was now replaced by abject horror.  Even if he had been the most loved boss on the planet, it was unlikely that anyone would have come to his aid at that moment. 
 
    The scaffolding had been put up in a haphazard way, worker safety not that much of a concern for this particular construction site.  It was supposed to stop people falling off the huge building, but in this instance, it failed miserably.  Struggling with what would later be described as a psychotic Dang, the Foreman was propelled into the metal poles that were the only thing saving him from crashing to the hard concrete many floors below.  The barrier didn’t hold.  Dang(Z), his teeth now firmly clamped down onto his adversary’s hand, was pulled into oblivion as the Foreman fell to his merciful death.  The two bodies waltzed through the air, the Foreman’s scream lost in the wind.  At no time during the descent did the zombie disengage from his prey, and they impacted the ground together.  Both skulls shattered open on the unforgiving hardness, destroying the brains.  With no puppets left to control, the virus began to die.  But it didn’t die, not really.  It was already spreading methodically across the metropolis. 
 
    Dang’s death and resurrection was a portent of the time bombs that were now walking throughout the city of eight million people.  To the police who arrived ten minutes later, there was no evidence or indication to say this was the start of a zombie apocalypse.  Instead, witnesses stated how Dang had become enraged, attacking the Foreman.  Some told the truth about how the body had come back from the dead, but they were ignored and ridiculed as the tales of frightened superstitious peasants.  Violence such as this was something the police saw all the time in a population heavily dependent on alcohol and amphetamines.  They were not about to believe that the dead could return to attack the living.  Even if they had believed, there was nothing they could have done to stop the devastation that was about to be unleashed onto the city and the world.   
 
    Nobody thought to stop the rats from rummaging through the corpses, taking chunks of meat to feed their ravenous appetites.  Several dozen fed on the gift from the heavens before the bodies were isolated, each rat soon to spread the virus among the hundreds and thousands of vermin that thrived in nests below the streets.  The apocalypse had begun.  It was just that nobody realised it.  The beginning of the fall of man started with a whimper.  It would end with a roar. 
 
      
 
    7 years ago 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the world.”  The female voice was calm and reassuring, and Azrael held the phone to his ear as if his very life depended on the act.  Even now he had no idea why he had answered the device when it rang.  It was as if he had been drawn to it by a force that held the secrets to life itself. 
 
    “Who is this?” Azrael asked.  The downstairs of the house he stood in was as luxurious as the bedroom.  There was more blood down here, and a trail led off from where he stood into an open plan kitchen, the exquisite white marble soiled by murder.  A pair of naked feet stuck out accusingly from behind the central island counter unit.  There was no movement there, a crimson-stained meat cleaver discarded half a metre away from the obviously lifeless form.  Had he killed this person as well?  Well of course he had.  Azrael had clearly been busy.   
 
    “You can call me Mother.  But what use is my name if you don’t even know your own?” 
 
    “I…” Azrael had no answer for that.  The realisation that he didn’t even have an identity was like a hammer blow to him, and he staggered slightly as if the blow had been physical.  Was he even a person if he didn’t have a name? 
 
    “Do not despair, I can give you what you seek.  Your name is Azrael.”  He recited it in his mind, felt that it was right for him. 
 
    “I don’t know where I am,” Azrael almost pleaded. 
 
    “I know sweet child.  I know.” 
 
    “Can you help me?”  He suddenly felt like an infant, lost in a world he didn’t understand. 
 
    “But of course I can,” Mother said.  “You still have tasks to complete though.  You and I have so much work to do.”  The voice had authority in it.  Somewhere in the ether of the telephone line, a voice groaned.  Azrael imagined a great void on the other end of the call, perhaps Hell itself. 
 
    “Work?  What do you mean?”  He held the phone tightly, a pain suddenly surging through his right temple.  The casing of the phone creaked with the vice being applied to it.   He didn’t know why he had killed the people in this house, but he was certain the deaths had been righteous, required.  Why else would he have killed them?  His carnage had to be for a reason, to think otherwise threatened madness.  From somewhere else in the house, he thought he heard someone weeping.  It was almost childlike. 
 
    “I can see you.  You look tired.”  Azrael nodded his agreement at that and looked around him.  In the corner of the room, he saw the security camera watching him, its red eye blinked a hello. 
 
    “Where are you?” Azrael asked, the ache hitting him in waves now.  The discomfort didn’t worry him, something about it felt familiar.  It felt…pure, as if a part of him. 
 
    “Not too far away.  And don’t change the subject.  You were sent to do a job, and the job is incomplete.” 
 
    “But I don’t know who I am,” he pleaded again. 
 
    “And unless you finish what you started you never will.  Complete what you began and we will speak again.”  That was when the phone went dead.  Azrael stared at it for several seconds and then dropped it back onto the table.  The sound of tears came to him again.  Children.  There were children here.  
 
    He looked at the surveillance camera again, realisation dawning on him.  Stepping away from the small table, he walked over to the meat cleaver.  He had held this once before, and again his fingers curled around the cold, harsh weapon.  Its handle was sticky with human residue, and he contemplated washing it under the tap.  But what was the point, it was only going to get soiled again?  There was no doubt of that, not now.   
 
    The body on the kitchen floor was more obvious to him now, the figure above the knees fully clothed but still so utterly violated.  This had obviously been a maid, and as he shifted his position to get a better look, he saw the defensive slash marks that crisscrossed the flesh of her bare lower arms.  Had he really done that?  Had he really found it so easy to take her life?  And why wasn’t she wearing any shoes?  A brief memory hit him like a hammer, a vision of the maid tiptoeing with shoes in her hands in an attempt to escape silently, only for her flight to be foiled by her death and her screams.   
 
    Azrael felt nothing for the corpse.  In truth, he didn’t know for sure that he had been one to inflict such death.  But there was nothing within him to say that he hadn’t.  There was no revulsion at the sight of such ruin, in fact, the only thing he felt now was impatience.  There were secrets that needed to be revealed, and there were hearts nearby that were still beating.  Only annihilation could bring him revelation.   
 
    How could he not know who he was, how could that actually happen?  Ok, he had a name to go by now, but he had no memories to fall back on, no notion of where the thoughts and ideas that rippled through his cortex originated from.  His own mind was alien to him, the entire world around him a phantom creation without reference.  Azrael lacked experiences, the very things that made a human identity.  A clean slate.  An empty vessel.  And yet he knew what objects were and he clearly understood language.   
 
    “Mummy!” 
 
    The voice was muffled, but he heard it distinctly, just as he heard the other voice trying to silence the first.  There it was, the quiet voice of terrified children.  Azrael clenched his fist around the meat cleaver and thought about what he was about to do.  A life was a life; it didn’t matter how old it was.  All were meaningless in the great scheme of things.  All were his for the taking.  Azrael pictured himself pounding the cleaver down repeatedly into pliant, soft human flesh.  It was an image that filled him with nothing but joy and longing.   
 
    He would do this, and he would enjoy every second of it.   
 
    “I want my mummy!” 
 
    Azrael followed the voice, drawn by it.  He knew he needed to remove its owner from the world, to cut that life force from existence.  Deep within, he felt something growing, a desire that he had never felt in the minutes of his brief existence.  It matured in his lower abdomen and rose into his chest, almost burning in its intensity.  He wanted this, he could feel the addictive qualities of what he was about to do forcing him on.  There would be no denying it, no resisting.  Truth be told, in the short story of his life, he had never experienced such growing excitement.  Azrael would allow it to engulf him, washed away with the sensation that threatened to become all that he was.   
 
    The whimpering led him to a downstairs lavatory.  Trying the door, he found it locked, and a muffled scream confirmed that he was indeed in the right place.  The door handle was bitter in his hand, unyielding.  He cursed under his breath, eager to get in and begin the dance that he was so obviously good at.  
 
    “Open the door,” Azrael demanded.  When there was no response, he slammed his fist against the thin wood, a yelp escaping from beyond.  “Open the FUCKING door.”   
 
    “Go away,” the braver of the two behind the feeble barricade implored.  But he would not go away.  Oh, how he would hurt the owner of that voice.  Trying the door again he found it would not surrender, so he foolishly put his shoulder to it.  The impact brought the pain below his scalp back with fresh intensity and he staggered as stars skyrocketed across his vision.  He almost fainted, and it occurred to him that the injury he carried might be more significant than he realised.  Meaningless.  All that mattered was fulfilling what he was meant to do.   
 
    Azrael steadied himself, the now unrestrained cries of anguish a magnet for his growing desire.  His body suddenly shivered with delight at what he was about to create.  Blood would be his paint, flesh his sculpture.  For their defiance, Azrael knew he was going to make their end anything but quick.  He slammed his fist on the door again, and it shuddered in its frame.  So close, and yet to be denied.  He couldn’t stand it.  Stepping back, he raised a knee and kicked.  The impact hurt his ankle, the shoes slipping slightly as they were not quite the right size.  But he heard the wood splinter.  And he kicked again, the shock wave flowing through him, his head now pounding with an intensity that was almost seductive.  The door flew inwards on the third impact, and the two girls behind it shrieked in their abject terror.  How much of his art had they witnessed?  Had they been ushered here by parents or did they flee here of their own accord?  No matter, he would show them such delights that the Gods themselves had never witnessed. 
 
    Azrael stepped into the room, knowing already exactly how he would kill them.  He would end their existence methodically, but not quickly.  They had no defence against him.  He didn’t even need the cleaver and he threw it behind him, so as to free up both hands to drag both children from their breached fortress.  Their pitiful voices filled him with an ecstasy he didn’t even know existed.  He ended them, despite their pleas, despite their screams.  The youngest of them had been only five years old, and Azrael had finished her life and discovered the meaning of his existence in the process.  He was here to kill, to maim, to torture.  Then, just before her death, the eldest of the two uttered the words that confused him even to this day. 
 
    “Daddy, please don’t hurt me.”    
 
      
 
      
 
    14.08.2019 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    The object was to make the Jury believe her client’s version of events and to discredit the version put forward by the opposition.  The prosecution had already rested their case, and it was blissfully weak.  Jessica could see the doubt in the jury members’ eyes, saw them question why they were being forced to sit and listen to all this.  It was now up to the defence team to get the client off by shaping the reality to their advantage, and that was the challenge.  Jessica watched the events with a degree of trepidation.  Part of her sometimes felt guilty about these types of cases, the people she helped defend often dangerous and hateful individuals.  Whilst the people her firm represented weren’t always criminal lowlifes, this one was for sure.  Their client, Brian Metcalf, was a thug, plain and simple.  He was a dangerous man and had already spent eleven of his fifty years serving at her Majesty’s pleasure.  The danger now was that his persona, if played wrong, might sway the jury back the other way.  If he lost his temper up there, it might be game over.  At least he had bothered to shave. 
 
    Her sometime guilt was around defending people who were clearly guilty, but who were trying to use the law to escape justice.  Fortunately, she actually believed the man was innocent of this particular crime.  The prosecution had portrayed a violent man who spent his days collecting debts for some very unsavoury and nameless characters who ran the criminal underworld in half of Manchester.  Supposedly, Brian had used excessive violence to take out a rival from a competing firm, the baseball bat put forward as evidence still coated in the victim’s blood.  That’s not how Brian told it, and Jessica found herself believing him.  The supposed victim was presently in a coma from his injuries, so he was not able to be here to give his account. 
 
    Brian was a tough man.  He had a habit of looking inside you and pulling the fears you tried to suppress onto the surface.  His eyes had an intensity that warned everyone around that he was capable of significant deeds.  This was what made him so useful to his employer.  Just the mere threat of assault was enough to make most people succumb to his will.  Although he proclaimed to have a system of honour to which he adhered to, it was not the kind of morality that fitted with modern civilised society.  He believed in the way of the street, of retribution.  Twenty years ago, Brian had done a one-year stretch for beating up a man who had crossed the line of that morality.  Rumour had it that man still walked with a limp due to Brian stamping on and fracturing his ankle. 
 
    “The prosecution claim you are a violent man Mr Metcalf.  And yet they can find no witnesses to support their claim that you initiated the assault on Mr Jones.”  The defence barrister stood with the confidence of a man who had never lost a verbal battle.  His voice boomed out with authority and a force of will that made people listen and pay heed to whatever he said.  Those in the court listened in respectful silence as he spoke. 
 
    “That is because I acted in self-defence,” Brian said. 
 
    “So you say Mr Jones attacked you?  Why is it that my learned friends on the prosecution do not believe your account of what happened?”  
 
    “I would say it was because they are relying on their star witness.” 
 
    “Ah yes, Ms Witney,” the barrister said with the hint of a sneer.  The witness had fallen to pieces under cross-examination and was far from reliable in her testimony.  The barrister had ripped her to pieces.  Jessica could have sworn she heard her opposite number from the prosecution groan when that had happened.  “You have a history with Ms Witney do you not?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “And what is that history?” 
 
    “I used to go out with her.  But I dumped her cos she was a slapper.” 
 
    “Mr Metcalf, perhaps you could do away with insults if you don’t mind,” admonished the Judge.  The Barrister stood stoic, pleased with the response which resonated with the members of the jury.  Several of them turned their heads to look up at the public gallery where Ms Whitney sat.  She was staring at Brian with a hatred that could almost be felt in the room.  That only helped Brian’s case. 
 
    “Sorry your honour.  I broke up with her because she was unfaithful in our relationship.  She had affairs with several other men.”  The Judge nodded his approval at the more savoury syntax. 
 
    “And how did she take it when you broke up with her?” 
 
    “She made threats.  She said she was going to have me fixed.  I didn’t think anything of those threats at the time.”   
 
    “You are a big man though Mr Metcalf.  Surely a woman half your size would be no threat to you.”  Jessica sat in awe at the way the barrister worked the case.  She wondered if anyone on the jury was wondering how someone like Brian Metcalf could afford a barrister of this quality. 
 
    “She has her ways of persuading others to do her work for her,” Brian replied.  “You don’t need to be personally involved to do someone else harm.” 
 
    “So your claim is that Ms Whitney persuaded Mr Jones to attack you?” 
 
    “Objection your honour,” the prosecuting barrister said, standing up. 
 
    “Oh do sit down,” the Judge answered.  “Please continue Mr Metcalf.” 
 
    “That is exactly how I see what happened.” 
 
      
 
    Brian Metcalf was pissed off, but he kept a calm façade on his exterior which was a skill he had learnt with age.  For once he was actually innocent of the bloody charges he had been nicked on.  Ever since the day the police had arrested him (and thank God he hadn’t resisted in any way) Brian had kept expecting the Crown Prosecution Service to drop the charges.  The evidence just wasn’t there.   
 
    Unfortunately for him, the wheels of justice had kept rolling on, and not in his favour.  It was clear the police didn’t believe his story, and even if they did, they seemed intent on putting him away.  Now, Brian could understand that, he knew there was no fairness in the system.  Whilst he had no love for the police, you had to accept that their involvement in your affairs was inevitable when you dabbled in the ways of illegality.   
 
    The more you came to the attention of the Old Bill, the more likely they were to push the rules to send you down for a stretch.  That was just how it was.  Brian wasn’t having this though.  If he was going to prison, it should be for something he actually did.  It was almost ironic, considering how much of the law he had actually broken in the past, that he was presently in this predicament.  Such things were bad for business, but not unduly damaging to his credibility on the streets.  Brian was known as a hard man, more so now having fended off two assailants. 
 
    The story Brian told his legal team was all too common and amazingly true, perhaps the first time he had actually been completely honest with any lawyer.  First, there was a woman spurned and rejected due to her own reckless infidelity.  Said woman had, upon losing a partner who lavished gifts on her and gave her a lifestyle she could not afford on her own, unwisely become obsessed with vengeance.  It had taken several weeks, but Ms Witney had wormed herself into the affections of another gullible man, seeding her new suitor with lies about Brian, constantly goading him into dealing with the ‘bastard that abused her’.  Sex was a powerful motivator, and Ms Whitney was not unattractive. 
 
      Nobody knew what falsehoods had been told, but according to Brian, they were enough for the now comatose vegetable to attack Brian outside his place of work.  Again according to Brian, two men had come at him with baseball bats, but neither of them had fared very well against someone who was a hardened street fighter.  The second attacker had fled, leaving Brian’s victim lying on the floor with a head wound.  It was unfortunate that Brian’s last swipe with the bat he had grabbed off one of his attackers had sent the man to the floor where he had smashed his head, cracking open the skull.  
 
    So now he had to spend some of his ill-gotten gains to keep himself out of the nick.  Whilst he didn’t like the posh bastard who was defending him on a personal level, Brian knew that the man was well worth the extortionate fees being paid.  It was rumoured that this barrister had never lost a case.  
 
    “Can you get me off this charge?” Brian had asked. 
 
    “If blood needs to be spilt on the floor of the courts to prove your innocence, then I am your man,” the Barrister had answered.  Brian figured that meant yes. 
 
    And his lawyer was a bit of all right as well.  Brian liked them young, and he wasn’t averse to flirting with people of her age.  Not with her though, that wouldn’t be professional.  There were some on his manor who would cross those boundaries, but that was because they were idiots.  Brian was anything but, which was why he had done so well out of his “line of work”.  There was a line that should never be crossed, and Brian knew from painful experience where that line was drawn.  He was a career criminal, and effectively saw what he did as a job.  You didn’t mix business with pleasure.  When the business was over…well, that was a different matter altogether.     
 
    Jessica didn’t like him, he could tell, but you had to be who you had to be.  There was no point him trying to pretend he was anyone but who he was. He’d tried that game when he was younger and it hadn’t worked out for him.  So long as she did the job he was paying her for, he would be respectful and courteous.  He couldn’t say the same for that bitch who had stitched him up.  There were a few lads who, when the dust all settled, would eagerly go round and teach her what’s what.  Five hundred quid each was more than enough for them to sort her.  No rape mind, he abhorred such acts.  That wasn’t acceptable under his moral code.  A simple violent death and a corpse thrown into the canal was more his style.  Or, perhaps even more preferable, would be to cut her up taking away her beauty.  A scarred face and shattered limbs might be a better fate than the escape of death.  Brian wondered if she realised the peril she had put herself in. 
 
    What was probably worse than the whole court case palaver was that the silly cow had nearly started a turf war.  The guy Brian had put into a coma was from a rival gang.  That had nearly gone very nasty.  As a high-level enforcer, Brian didn’t have any say in how those in the power structures of the criminal underworld responded to such things.  Needless to say, with a comatose but still breathing animal at his feet, the first number Brian had needed to ring hadn’t been 999.  When he had rung the leader of his organisation, Brian had carefully and truthfully laid out what had occurred.  Fortunately, he had been believed.  It was just a shame there wasn’t any CCTV to help defend his case in the eyes of the law.  Even the police would have backed off had that been available.  It would have clearly shown that the attackers had been the ones who brought baseball bats to a fist fight.  They had clearly underestimated Brian’s fighting abilities, which to this day confused him.  This was not a mistake people generally made considering his reputation.  He hoped such a mistake wouldn’t be made ever again.  He was getting too old for this shit. 
 
      
 
    14.08.2019   
 
    Village north of Bangkok, Thailand 
 
      
 
    It was afternoon, and the primary school ejected the children who were eager to get home to their mothers.  The majority of the parents weren’t there to collect them, this wasn’t an area where child molesters and monsters hid in the bushes.  Parents had to work, and children quickly learnt how to fend for themselves.  The kids were free to run and play so long as they were home when expected.  No, the only monsters here were the ones rapidly growing, disguised in the form of innocent six and seven-year-olds.  Most of the children were already infected but were too early in the life of the virus to show any real symptoms.  But two, Dang’s children, had been taken ill towards the end of the last class and had been sent to the school nurse.  Then all shit had broken loose.   
 
    Many of the boys stopped to watch the police car, its lights blaring as it parked outside the school gates.  So many of them looked on in awe as two hardened men got out, tired and hot from their day’s duties.  This was not the sort of call they were used to, the primary school rarely giving them cause for concern.  Normally they spent their days dealing with drunken husbands and stopping fights.  Even the occasional murder was handed to them when they were unlucky enough.  It was rare to hear about children going insane and attacking grown adults. 
 
    Police Corporal Anuwat looked at the front of the school, noticing the teacher waiting impatiently.  In the distance, the sound of an ambulance could be heard getting ever closer.  The report that had come over the radio had been about children attacking members of staff. One had even been bitten of all things.  Violent children?  What was the world coming to? 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” the teacher said, giving the usual respectful Thai greeting. 
 
    “What exactly has happened?” Anuwat asked.  Even though he had been at work for several hours, his uniform was crisp and pristine despite the sweat under the armpits.  It wouldn’t be pristine for long.   
 
    He listened to the teacher’s story with suspicious ears.  Sometimes these schools used less than humane methods to teach the children.  Teach?  Perhaps indoctrinate was a better word.  Anuwat would not tolerate many things, and hitting children was right at the top of the things he would not abide.  The teacher told a tall tale of two children, brother and sister, falling ill in the same class and being taken to the nurse.  All the teacher knew was that they then attacked the nurse before she had managed to lock them in a room together. 
 
    “How old are the children?” 
 
    “Seven,” replied the teacher.  He didn’t like dealing with the police.  Some of them were corrupt, more interested in filling their wallets than solving actual crimes.  They also had a habit of talking to you as if YOU were the guilty party. 
 
    “Take us to them,” Anuwat said nodding to his partner.  At that moment the ambulance arrived, paramedics charging out.  This was likely what the teacher was really concerned about.  Somebody was going to have to pay for that ambulance ride.  Would it be the school?  It would depend on who was injured, Anuwat supposed.   
 
    The teacher led them inside and along a long corridor.  Most of the pupils had now left, but some lingered to see what the police were doing.  There was possible excitement about to happen.  Would there be a gunfight?  Would people be arrested, dragged from the school in handcuffs?  Many of the children imagined their most hated teachers bloodied and bruised as they were taken away never to return. 
 
    The ambulance staff waited outside whilst the police made sure the situation was safe for them.  Corporal Anuwat really didn’t get paid enough for this sort of thing.  The low wages were allegedly used as an excuse for the existence of police corruption.  By taking bribes, it was said, the police could be paid less and thus fewer taxes would need to be collected.  All you had to do was stay out of trouble and then you wouldn’t have to pay any tributes.  It also helped that the police invariably left the middle and upper classes alone, preying on those who had no power and no voice in Thai society.  Unless the middle class broke the law of course, and then the bribes would be substantially larger.  Everyone knew the rules. 
 
    He heard the woman crying and turned the corner at the end of a long corridor to find the nurse being comforted by what was most likely another teacher.  The nurse’s left hand was wrapped up, blood soaking through the towel.  She was sat in a small waiting room with a red door at the opposite end to the one Anuwat had entered through.  The waiting room was in disarray. 
 
    “Where are the children?” Anuwat asked.  His intuition told him this wasn’t an incidence of child abuse.  The demeanour of the nurse and her injuries were all wrong for that.  Before anyone could answer, something slammed into the other side of the red door.  With her good hand, the nurse pointed to the door.  The hand shook nervously, the trauma still having an impact on her. 
 
    “Be careful,” she said.  “I think they have both gone insane.” 
 
    “Show me,” Anuwat ordered and the nurse unwrapped her hand.  The female teacher took this opportunity to leave the room, her support no longer needed.  The Police Corporal looked at the child like bite marks on the hand, a significant lump of flesh missing from the meat just under the thumb. 
 
    “I left them alone to get them something to drink, they looked so ill.  I was only gone for ten minutes.  And when I came back, they both jumped on me.  I think I might have hurt one of them.”  She brought her hands together in a praying motion.  “Please forgive me.”   Anuwat’s partner donned some leather gloves that had been shoved into his belt.  
 
    “Forgiveness will come later, if indeed there is anything to forgive.  You have the key?”  Anuwat was referring to the key to the door that imprisoned the two children, the lock clearly visible.  The nurse rummaged in her top pocket and handed it to the senior officer.  She then wrapped her hand back up.  “There are paramedics outside.  You should go to them, if you can afford it.” 
 
    “The school will pay,” said the teacher who had met the officers at the front of the school.  “Come,” he said to the nurse, and the two left leaving the officers alone. 
 
    “I do not like this,” Anuwat’s partner said.  He pressed his fingers against the amulet hidden by his uniform. 
 
    “You and your ghosts,” Anuwat mocked.   
 
    “This room is filled with spirits.  I can feel them.  There is evil here.” 
 
    “No, there are children, and we need to get them under control.”  Taking the key, he walked over to the door and placed it in the lock.  That brought a sustained barrage of fists on the other side of the portal, stronger impacts than he would have expected from a seven-year-old.  He heard a holster latch being released, and his partner drew his gun.  “Are you serious?” Anuwat admonished. 
 
    “It could be rabies,” his partner said.  That gave Anuwat pause.  There had been a case three villages to the east last year.  He nodded his head in contemplation, then donned his own gloves.   
 
    “Even so, put your gun away.  If you can’t handle a child, you shouldn’t be in the job.”  The partner hesitated, and then holstered his firearm.  “Better.  I will open the door a fraction so I can see what is happening.”  It opened towards him and, putting his weight against it, he turned the key.  The door shuddered as if something large and heavy had been thrown at it.  Anuwat turned the handle.  Instantly, pressure from the other side forced the door open, but he was able to control it.  The smell hit them.  Anuwat knew it instantly, death and human waste.  Now he feared what he would find inside.  “Whoever is on the other side is strong.”  Before he could look inside, a small arm thrust through clawing at the air. 
 
    “The child is possessed,” Anuwat’s partner said. 
 
    “I will open the door, and you grab him.”  From the limited view he had of the room, he had seen the girl was lying motionless on the floor.  It was the boy who was intent on escaping.  The ferocity of the child was unprecedented.  There was blood all over the girl’s arm. 
 
    “I’m ready,” his partner said. 
 
    “Be careful.  I suspect this child is on something.  PCP.  I’ve seen it before.  Seen a man punch through a plate glass window.” 
 
    “Where would a child get PCP?” 
 
    “Who knows what a child finds.  Are you ready?”  Anuwat’s partner nodded.  He released the door.  They both expected the child to come charging out, but it didn’t.  Instead, the boy stood there looking almost confused, his tiny mouth stained with blood.  Most likely the nurse’s blood.  It was the eyes that shocked both officers.  They were black.  Closer examination would actually show the colour was more a very dark red, caused by blood accumulating in the eyeballs.  In that instant though, they were the windows to the pits of Hell.  Then the child groaned, its head jerking in what would become a tell-tale signature of the returned. 
 
    The next ten seconds would play through Anuwat’s mind for the rest of his short life.  The two officers, on seeing the eyes and the unnatural movements, had backed up more out of pure survival instinct than anything.  The child had stepped forward, its gait shaky, as if the legs weren’t working properly.  Anuwat’s partner withdrew his gun again, fear overwhelming the man’s rational mind.  The partner would later claim, whilst drunk, that the boy was possessed, most likely by Phi Tai Hong, a vengeful and restless spirit.  That was why he had felt compelled to fire, to save Anuwat who the demon suddenly surged towards.   
 
    Anuwat had been surprised by the speed and the wildness of the child and had stepped back further only to lose his footing.  That was why he had fallen, allowing the little boy to jump upon him.  Despite the size disparity, the tiny form seemed to possess the strength of a beast and Anuwat struggled to keep him at bay, blood and spittle falling from the child’s mouth onto his face.  The bodily fluids that suddenly splattered him as his partner shot the zombie in the head most certainly passed the infection on.  Despite the shower he would take later, Anuwat felt he would never get his skin clean again.  Several days later, there would be no mind to worry about such things. 
 
    Another chance to learn of the virus was lost, another warning of what was to come missed.  The boy’s sister had also turned, but when the nurse had fought her off, the young girl had fallen and cracked her skull sufficiently to kill whatever was left of the reanimated brain.  The impact on her left temple against the corner of a filing cabinet had been enough to end her.  The mystery of why the children became violent would be investigated eventually, but public health officials would soon be swamped by a crisis that made the death of two happy, playful children completely inconsequential.  
 
    Briefly though, there would be tales about the two children, and how, on closer inspection, it was clear that the boy had tried to eat the flesh of his dead sister.  Those who returned were not averse to consuming the flesh of their own.   
 
    *** 
 
    Dang’s ageing mother was bedridden and hadn’t been able to walk for nearly five years due to a collapsing spine.  Despite her ill health, during the day there was nobody available to care for her, all the other adults in the family working to pay the bills.  The mother had been able to fend for herself just enough to manage those hours when she was alone, her only companion the almost antique TV set and a bucket at the side of the bed for her waste.  She was long past humiliation at this point in her life.  The TV blared on now, the volume high due to her failing hearing, but the mother did not watch it because she had died hours ago. 
 
       She lay motionless, blind eyes glaring up at the ceiling.  Now a zombie, the reanimated body was alas useless to the virus, because it could not walk more than a few steps.  Although the virus often made the resurrected stronger initially, it could not counter obvious deficiencies in the structure of the human body.  Whilst it could try and adapt, it had been unable to escape the confines of the double bed it rested in.  Whilst the hunger built within it, there was no smell of its prey to spur it on.  So instead it just lay there, the stench from its own expelled waste and building decay gases filling the room.  It was as if fate was acting deliberately to prevent the early discovery of the virus by the humans who would one day try and combat it. 
 
      
 
    14.08.2019  
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    Azrael stood in the darkened doorway watching the woman he was about to kill.  His world was darkened by the large sunglasses he wore, the fake facial hair itchy and at the same time essential.  The bottle of cheap wine in his hand was half empty, only it had been the gutter that had claimed the fetid contents rather than his gullet.  He would never soil his essence by drinking alcohol.   
 
    His latest victim was easy to spot within the heaving rush hour crowd due to the golden glow that surrounded her, a beacon for the attentions of those with the power to see. He often saw such auras around his victims.  Unfortunately, as far as Azrael knew, he was the only one with such a power, so he could not share the gift with anyone.  Azrael didn’t realise it was merely a hallucination caused by his own festering madness.    
 
    So many people tainted by the pestilence that cursed the world.  And yet he was alone, except for the organisation that fed him money and information.  They had looked after him from his very rebirth, and in return, he hunted out those with the seed of destruction in their hearts.  Something told him he was not their sole agent of destruction, although he had no evidence to back that up.  For all he knew he was alone against the agents of the Beast. 
 
    He had been given the information about the woman five days ago and had been observing her on and off ever since, building a picture of her movements, figuring out the best time to strike, the most optimum moment to remove her life from the planet.  Waiting for the killing word to come from the woman in the mist.  For once, his victim lived in the same city as himself.  Azrael often travelled on his murderous pilgrimages, travelling all across Europe. 
 
    Some of his victims were easy to kill, others not so.  This candidate was the latter, a politician of all things, constantly surrounded by people, rarely alone and not one to take public transport.  Azrael didn’t think he had ever killed a politician before, not that he cared either way.  The reason why was irrelevant to him.  All he cared about was the act itself.  His hands were a justice upon the world, and justice was blind in its execution.   
 
    Now the watching was over and this was definitely the time to strike.  She was vulnerable here, her limited protection overwhelmed by the throng that massed around her.  Slipping the razor sharp knife from its sheath, he stepped out from his place of observation and drunkenly staggered across the street.  It was rare that he was instructed to make murder so obvious.  Normally he did his craft behind locked doors, taking his time to savour every blessed tear and every drop of blood.  But the instructions had been explicit.  He was to kill her in public, in front of dozens of soon to be petrified Londoners.  And it would be easy.  Even if she had armed people around her, he would cut through them like rice paper.   
 
    As it was, the only protection the politician had were a few staffers and the goodwill of the British public.  Members of Parliament did not routinely have armed security because it just wasn’t deemed necessary.  The distinguished parliamentarian was here to talk to local constituents in the run up to the local by-election, and the golden glow that surrounded her proved that she had no interest in the meek and feeble populous she conversed with.  She was corrupted to her very core, and he would end her just like he had ended so many before.  There was a reason he had been named Azrael, the angel of death. 
 
    Why it had to be done publically Azrael didn’t know, and a part of him resented the quickness with which he would be forced to cease this woman’s existence.  She was prime meat, he could have kept her going for days.  Where could the true pleasure in such a quick demise be found?  Azrael would much prefer to take his time, to peel the flesh from her, to take her sanity before her life.  More often than not, such was denied to him in favour of speed and the illusion that the person’s demise was down to some tragic accident or suicide.  Still, he knew there was satisfaction to be found for the destruction of every conscious being in this decrepit life.  Such insanity was his gift to the world. 
 
    The traffic on the road was stalled, and he slipped easily between two cars, getting closer to his prey, his heartbeat beginning to rise with the growing excitement.  The right honourable member of Parliament for Chelsea and Fulham was now presently talking to an Asian shopkeeper who was evidently berating her for some unknown misdemeanour.  Clutching the wine bottle, he pretended to trip on the pavement curb, and he fell into one of the assistants the MP had dragged out with her.  The stench from Azrael was palpable, and the person almost screamed when Azrael breathed upon him. 
 
    “Sorry gov’ner,” Azrael said extracting himself from the individual whose face showed how defiled he felt, “but you couldn’t spare some change could you?” 
 
    “I…” the ministerial aide said.  Mindful of the public scrutiny all around him, the aide composed himself and reached into his pocket.  “Of course,” said the aide, extracting a five-pound note from his wallet, hoping it would usher away this embarrassment whilst making him seem caring and generous at the same time.  Several people in the crowd began recording the exchange on an array of camera phones, and with his soiled hood hiding most of his features, Azrael suddenly launched the bottle at the side of the aide’s face.  In Hollywood, the bottle would have shattered, but in the real world, it stayed lethally intact.  Instead, it was the victim’s zygomatic arch and mandible that shattered.  So strong was the impact, that the aide was propelled sideways off his feet, landing in the road where a car managed to stop just in time. 
 
    Azrael was already moving, as was the knife.  It slashed up and out opening the carotid artery in another neck before those gathered around the MP had even been able to react.  The unfortunate woman stood there for a second before the sliced flesh opened up, the bloody jet spraying those around her.  Azrael caught some of it, but his clothes were dark and they would be burnt within the hour.  Shame, he found the texture of blood almost erotic. 
 
    Self-obsessed as she was, the MP didn’t realise the danger to her life until the scream pierced her bubble.  She turned just in time to find Azrael forcing his face into hers.  With a strength that was irresistible, she felt her throat seized by a calloused and powerful hand.  Choking, she stared into the hidden pits that masqueraded as eyes of her now apparent assassin.  She couldn’t breathe, and she felt her feet being lifted from the floor slightly.   
 
    “God arise,” Azrael roared, thrusting the already stained knife into her abdomen.  “His enemies are scattered, and those who hate him flee before his wrath.”  With a flick of his wrist, he ripped the knife out of her sideways, opening up her guts.  The knife free, he stabbed again, this time into her inner right thigh, opening up the femoral artery, a fatal wound.  Releasing her, Azrael let the soon to be lifeless body drop to the ground.  Nobody tackled him.  Perhaps they realised the foolishness of such an act, but over three dozen people witnessed the murder.  His lower face covered, he turned to them and spoke the rehearsed words in a voice that boomed across the busy high street. 
 
    “Know this.  Satan lives amongst you, and his servants wear many faces.”  He looked down at the woman who was rapidly losing consciousness and witnessed the golden glow leaving her defiled flesh.  Blood dripped from the knife that he held at his side.  “Scum such as this will not be allowed to live.”  That should give the media something to talk about.  With that, he barged his way through the already separating crowd and made off down the street, his pretence at intoxication long since forgotten.  There were no heroes present that day, his formidable form and skill making cowards of them all.  
 
      
 
    Azrael could already hear the sirens.  The enemy was coming, but they would not catch him.  By now the bystander videos would have been uploaded to the internet and many of them would go viral within minutes as the amazed slaves of social media shared the images in their outrage and their impotence.  Within hours the scenes would be all over the news, his artificially accented words played over and over again to deflect the real meaning for the woman’s death.  The woman had been given a glorious demise.  What more could she have possibly asked for? 
 
    Killing in such a manner was only half of the task.  In a city of half a million surveillance cameras, the ability to disappear from the forces of law and order were limited.  But he had his ways and he had his training.  Escaping to kill again was just as important as the actual murder, and he had chosen his venue wisely.  Running down a side street, Azrael entered the outskirts of one of the many estates littered across this part of London.  Already he was stripping off his outer garments, ready for his transformation.  He barrelled past a woman pushing a pram almost forcing her into the road, but she wisely kept her own counsel.  Those who lived close to the poverty line knew when to keep their mouths closed, knew when predators were nearby.  In a city full of knives, it was unwise to speak one’s mind for fear of the life-ending cut that could follow.  And Azrael was more dangerous than a thousand gang members.  Looking behind him he saw with satisfaction that nobody was giving chase.  In those rare instances where he did the killing in public, the sheep never intervened.  His utter brutality vanquished any thoughts of heroics. 
 
    Turning the corner, he slowed, presently unobserved.  The area he was in was all pedestrianised now, and the surveillance cameras had long since been dealt with by the local criminality.  This was a fact he had confirmed the day before.  In his flight, Azrael had hardly worked up a sweat, his breathing regular and controlled.   
 
    Ahead was an industrial-sized bin he had accessed earlier, and Azrael removed the blood contaminated gloves, and pulled the scarf from his lower face.  The beard came away next, Azrael immune to the discomfort the departing glue made.  Opening the bin’s lid, he extracted the rucksack he had deposited there ready for his escape.  His torso now only clad in a heavily stained T-shirt, he unzipped the rucksack and took out the plastic bag.  The attire ruined by the blood of the wicked was shoved inside to be dealt with later.   
 
    Now he began his transformation, almost hidden from everyone around him.  From the rucksack, Azrael removed the clothes he needed to enhance his chances of escape.  Putting on the red and black chequered shirt, he let it drape over the instruments of perdition that circled his muscular waist.  A baseball cap came next, the sunglasses changed for a different design.  A thick coat to hide his shape, still yet to be donned.  In moments he was a different person, and rucksack in one hand he stepped out from his makeshift changing room. 
 
    It was then that his peripheral vision picked up the movement several metres away.  Time to play again so soon?  How amusing that the Jackals felt him a target for their games.  Whilst he would have preferred to have just made his escape, the opportunity to honour his name was nearly always welcome.   
 
    As good a place to avoid the ever watching eye of the security forces as these estates were, they did have their drawbacks.  They tended to house the more unsavoury characters that clung to the lower rungs of the ladder of society.  Three such characters now made their way towards him.  Azrael sighed, he really didn’t have time for this.  Two white youths and one slightly older black man approached, trying to give off an air of menace where in fact all Azrael felt for them was pity, the golden shield forming around them, a sign of their pending demise.  He was still contemplating how much damage he should do to them when the first one spoke. 
 
    “Hey, what you got there bro?” the black man said.  Only people who had to venture into this part of London ever came here, and Azrael dropped the rucksack and put on the thick jacket whilst he still had time.  Azrael didn’t look at them directly, and he adjusted the arms of the jacket and left it unzipped.  He would need access to his killing belt. 
 
    “Man’s talking to you sweetheart,” said one of the white youths.  He had a skinhead haircut, whereas the other white male had a long full head of hair that probably hadn’t been washed since he’d stopped sucking on his mother’s tit.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Azrael said, “were you talking to me?”  The boredom in Azrael’s voice was palpable.  The youth with the long hair hesitated, obviously sensing that things were not as one-sided as they seemed. 
 
    “Damned straight,” the black man said stepping closer.  He was about a metre away now, and Azrael slipped a hand onto the back of his belt.  The fingers curved around the blade there.  “What you got in the bag?  In fact, what you got in your pockets?”  There was a flicking sound as the skinhead activated a switchblade.   
 
    “Guys,” long hair said, stepping back further.  “He’s not worth it.”  Azrael was surprised to see such wisdom.  He might even let this one live.  But then, perhaps not. 
 
    “Oh but I am worth it,” Azrael said.  “I have such treasures on me.  Come and take them, if you are men enough.” 
 
    “The fuck you say?” the skinhead said, giving his black counterpart a confused glance. 
 
    “Seriously guys, leave it.  He’s dangerous.”  Long hair was close to fleeing.  Sometimes the hyenas realised they were outmatched. 
 
    “Strong lads like you shouldn’t be worried about a little thing like me.”  With his free hand, Azrael withdrew several twenty-pound notes from his trouser pocket, the same trousers he had worn to kill three people moments earlier.  “It’s here for you, all you have to do is take it.  Unless you’re fucking pussies.” 
 
     “Fuck you,” the black youth said and made to lunge for the money.  As he did so, the hand holding it withdrew and Azrael swung his body so that his other arm came out.  The blade at the end of it was ornate, carved with a language long since deceased.  It almost whistled as it sailed through the air, and its razor-sharp point embedded itself in the assailant’s neck.  It was already free and hurtling through the air before the skinhead could do more than say the word “what”.  The blade, ideal for throwing as well as cutting entered just below the skinhead’s rib cage, entering the lower lobe of the liver.  Azrael stepped back to view his handiwork, avoiding the bloody arc that shot out from the black man’s wound.  Knives were his favourite weapon.  The attacker with the long hair, now victim, turned and fled. 
 
    “Does this mean we aren’t friends?” Azrael shouted after him.  He would allow that wisdom to live.  The skinhead collapsed onto his back, and now holding a desperate hand to his pumping neck, the black youth staggered to his knees. 
 
      “Now then, what am I going to do with you two?” 
 
    “Please...” the black man gurgled as blood began to pour out of his mouth.  The knife had obviously penetrated the man’s gullet.  How truly exquisite.  Azrael removed his sunglasses and looked into his victim’s eyes with an intensity that in itself was frightening. 
 
    “You seek mercy from someone you were seeking to kill?  Foolish child.”  Stepping back, Azrael reached into his rucksack and pulled out the can of lighter fluid.  He had meant to use it to burn his tramp disguise, but now it could serve a dual purpose.  With evident boredom, he doused the black man whose eyes went wide at the reality of what was about to occur.  Knowing the fate that awaited him, the man withdrew the hand from his neck in the hope that he might bleed out before fire came to join the party.  He didn’t and the fiery hell ended him.  Another life for the Lord of Death. 
 
    Azrael couldn’t remember all the faces of the lives he had ended.  But forever etched in his mind were the two children he had killed with his bare hands.  Until his dying days, he would retain their words and the proclamation that he was their father.  To him now they were strangers and their voices and their lives meant nothing to him.  With their existence snuffed out, he had stood over them for several seconds, trying to get a sense of what he should be feeling.  Was he indeed their father, or had it been some kind of elaborate bluff?  He didn’t think he would ever know.  Still, for whatever reasons the Gods had decided, their deaths haunted him.  And yet, Azrael had not regretted a single second in the taking of their lives.  And there had been a lot of seconds…and a lot of screams. 
 
    Despite the satisfaction in watching this piece of trash burn, wisdom dictated that he now flee the site of his most recent murder, as he had fled that mansion seven years ago.  He recalled it fully, the London city streets merging with memories of his escape to a new life. 
 
      
 
    7 years ago 
 
      
 
    With the blood of his alleged daughters still wet on his hands, Azrael left the once pristine house that might have even once been his home, a fire left behind him to consume the evidence of his crimes.  Outside, he slowly breathed in the cool autumn country air and found it distasteful.  To some, it would have been refreshing.  Not to Azrael.  He found it surprisingly unpleasant.  It smelt too fresh, too pure to match the carnage he could so easily create.  Luxury wasn’t who he was, this wasn’t the world he was supposed to live in.  Pain was all he knew now, the infliction of it.  His were now murderer’s eyes and they did not deserve to witness serenity.  Perhaps it had always been so. 
 
    Standing on the marble steps Azrael waited for fate to show him what to do next.  All he knew was killing, and there were no victims left for him to practice on.  Standing there, he witnessed a gravel courtyard extending out in front of him.  Turning he took in the true size of the building, the house he had committed his crimes in able to house several families easily.  Such decadence required a solemn act of purification.  Who owned this property?  Was it his?  If so, what use was it now?  
 
    It was another three minutes before anything meaningful happened.  There came the sound of automatic gates opening, and a black SUV slowly passed onto the driveway, driving at a steady pace across the almost immaculate gravel.  The car pulled up in front of him where it sat idling.  Heavily tinted windows obscured the secretive occupants, and Azrael hesitated.  Clearly, this car had come for him.  But why?  Were secrets about to be revealed? 
 
    The back door of the SUV opened, an invitation for him to step inside.  A lone figure sat in the back of the car, a woman’s legs and body clearly visible.  Only the face was strangely obscured.  This was not a young person, the muscles and flesh withered and sagged by the travesties of time.  
 
   
  
 

 “Come Azrael, it is time.”  The voice from within the vehicle was soft, motherly.  Azrael stepped forward hesitantly.  The upholstery inside the car was a pristine white, which gave the interior an almost angelic quality.  Azrael looked down at himself, bore witness to the blood stained clothes he now wore. 
 
    “I am soiled,” Azrael exclaimed, almost embarrassed.  “I am not fit to ride with you.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” the mystery woman stated.  “Leather can be easily cleaned.”  Azrael nodded, but still, he removed his shirt which held the bulk of the evidence of slaughter.  He used what unsoiled aspects there were to clean the lion’s share of the gore off his hands.   
 
    “Hurry now, we must be away.”  Azrael agreed.  He needed to leave this killing place because something about it was beginning to worm doubt and intrigue into his mind.  Stepping up to the car, Azrael climbed inside ready for whatever awaited him.  Smoke was beginning to bellow out of the upper floor windows, the building now succumbing to the fire. 
 
    The woman he met there stared at him with an intensity that was almost hypnotic.  Seating himself next to her, Azrael closed the door, only briefly breaking eye contact.  The windows it seemed were not just obscured from the outside.  Sitting there, he could see virtually nothing of the external world.  Upfront the driver was separated by an opaque wall.  He was alone with the woman of mystery.  With the door closed, the SUV began to move. 
 
    “You have been busy Azrael.” 
 
    “You, you are the voice from the phone.” 
 
    “Yes I am.  And you are the bringer of light,” said the woman.  Her face beamed with satisfaction. 
 
    “How do you know me?” Azrael pleaded.  There was so much he wished to know, his mind a void of emptiness.  A vessel to be filled. 
 
    “I created you,” said the woman.  “This is why you will know me as Mother.  I am here to show you the way.”  The SUV was on a road now, and Azrael was certain he could hear sirens.  The noise clearly seemed to agitate him.  “You do not need to be concerned by the police.  They are no threat to you.  It is they who will come to fear your avenging hand.” 
 
    “But how did they know?  How do they know to come?” 
 
    “Because you phoned them.  Before you were born afresh to the world, you rang them to confess your crimes.”  Azrael looked at her with pleading eyes for he clearly didn’t understand.  “But that was the old you.  That was the man before Azrael, the last act of a faithless man wanting to redeem himself in the eyes of human laws.  You were once a man of doubt, fear and weakness.  No more.  You are now shaped, complete.”  She reached an arthritic hand over to him and grabbed his naked arm, unconcerned by the blood that was caked there.  “You are no longer that man.  You no longer have to fear, for now you are the fist of Mother Earth.  The bringer of light and the champion of the damned.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.  I don’t understand what’s happening.”  Tears were falling now, crying paths through the crime emblazoned on his cheeks. 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to dear.  You have many months ahead of you.  Your training will be long and hard, but ultimately rewarding.”  Two police cars shot past the SUV in the opposite direction.  Another ten minutes and they would have found him at the murder scene, the evidence of his crimes all over him.  If they had, the world might have been a very different place today. 
 
      
 
    14.08.2019 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    Colin walked the streets he loathed.  He was forced to live at the end of the tube line due to the cost of the rent, so his daily commute was an arduous journey fit for Odysseys himself. Of course, as one of the first to get on the train every morning, he was always guaranteed a seat, but the same couldn’t be said for his trip back to the hovel of a flat that was costing him nearly a third of what he earned.  Truly, he hated his life, and unlike many around him, Colin had made the decision to do something about that hate. 
 
    Today he wasn’t working, although he now wished he hadn’t wasted a day’s holiday on that idiot professor.  His days off were precious and limited, a problem with being an employee of the corporate machine.  There wasn’t even any relief in the work he actually did, its mind-numbing tedium only helped by the prescription for narcolepsy that he had recently been diagnosed with.  Even though he had a mild case, it was horrific to suffer sleep paralysis.  Although the feeling never lasted long, he always felt like he was choking, as if life was taking away from him the one time his mind could actually find any peace.  Sometimes the hallucinations came as well, the demons threatening to rip the soul from his helpless body.  
 
    The drowsiness had also been a problem.  Falling asleep on the tube and missing his stop had started to become an issue.  That was under control now, the drugs helping.  They also had the added bonus of making him productive at work to the great delight of his manager.  As pointless and repetitive as his job was, the little pills helped him breeze through it every day.  There were moments when his mind was almost blank with the lack of thoughts, the day disappearing in a blur.  It was not how conscious beings were supposed to spend their days. 
 
    Unfortunately, the prescription medication did nothing for the psychotic urges that dwelled and grew in his mind.  In the quiet moment when he was by himself, which was a considerable amount of the time, Colin plotted his revenge on an enemy that knew nothing about him.  His life was not as he liked it, and he blamed everybody except the real culprit.  Himself.  Most of his ire he turned on the agents of the state that he saw as an oppressing force and he schemed to bring the whole decaying edifice of this society down on their unworthy heads. 
 
    The rain began to get heavier.  With no umbrella or hood, Colin had no choice but to endure the downpour just as he endured life.  The weather adequately reflected his mood, and he was looking forward to getting indoors and shutting the door on the unforgiving and merciless world.  Today had been the last chance he had given himself before committing himself to his final act.  He had hoped listening to the lecture would give him some hope that there was someone out there who thought as he did, but all he had witnessed were lies and deception.  Colin felt he had no chance now but to take matters into his own hands.  He even briefly considered making the professor his ultimate target.  
 
    Something made him stop in the middle of the pavement, the people around him having to walk around him.  A woman turned on him as she passed, gesticulating at Colin in a language he didn’t understand.  Colin ignored her as an irrelevance.  It was clear to him that there were just too many people.  Why couldn’t everyone else see that?  Why was he the only one who knew what to do?  Humanity was not designed to exist in such numbers, piled on top of each other in an ever decreasing space.   
 
    He glared at the people around him, suddenly horrified at what they represented.  His face betrayed him and he knew he needed to get off the street, a strange panic beginning to grow inside.  Fear grew that he might actually do something stupid.  Colin surged forward again, mindless of his fellow pedestrians.  Although physically he wasn’t an intimidating figure, the look in his eyes gave those around him cause to step out of his way. 
 
    Back in his flat, Colin closed the door behind him, the moisture dripping from him being soaked up by the already dirty and soiled carpet.  For a moment he stood with his forehead against the wood as he attempted to regain control of himself.  The panic attacks were becoming more and more frequent, each one seemingly stronger in intensity.  Another sign that this world was not fit for him.  Whilst he did not believe in fate, he did believe that life guided you towards your ultimate purpose.  It was clear to Colin what was expected of him.  He couldn’t deny it any longer.   
 
    His abode was pitiful, a supposed two-bedroom apartment, with damp on the ceiling in the living room and a boiler that was most likely going to kill him in the middle of the night from carbon monoxide poisoning.  To call it a two-bedroom flat was also a bit of a cheek.  You might be able to fit a bed in the second room, but there wouldn’t be a lot of room left for anything else.  One wonders what the man who designed the flat was thinking when he wrote up the blueprints.  Perhaps he hoped for hobbits to move in.  Colin didn’t mind, he had another use for the room.  For that, all he needed was a chair and a small table.   
 
    Being in the small bedroom calmed him because it represented the power that the downtrodden and oppressed could bring to the world.  On the table was a partially constructed suicide vest that he had made himself.  It was ridiculously easy to learn how to make such a device, and yet he was proud of his achievement.  All you needed was a computer, the Tor browser and a knowledge of the web addresses in the deep web.  The last bit was the challenge, but perseverance and a fondness for internet cafés had given him the access he needed.  From there he could just read and research to his heart’s content.  The ingredients for the bomb weren’t difficult to acquire either.  All readily available on the high street. 
 
    Colin looked at the murderous device, felt the potential it represented.  His only problem was he hadn’t decided on a target yet.  The vest was also a bit bulky, and whilst wet, the temperature outside didn’t really warrant the thick overcoat that would be needed to cover it.  He supposed it could always be packed into a backpack, but there were too many chances of his bags being searched.  There was also no guarantee he would be killed with anything but a vest.  This was martyrdom, let us not forget that.  Perhaps he should wait for the weather to turn a little bit colder.   
 
    It was obvious to him that his target would have to be a heavily populated area, so he could walk among the guilty masses and end their pitiful existences.  Colin wanted to do the maximum amount of damage he could and envied those who had taken so many lives in the past.  Whereas society rightly saw Stalin, Hitler and Mao as the genocidal maniacs they were, Colin saw them as visionaries, heroes of a planet that had tired of the oppression of humanity.  He knew he was just one man, but he intended to make his mark on a world that was teetering on the edge of annihilation.   
 
    *** 
 
     Azrael returned to his home, safe in the knowledge that he hadn’t been followed.  It was a detached house on the outskirts of London.  Large and opulent, it had been provided to him by those who had saved him from himself.  To the casual visitor, it was well furnished and represented the home of an accomplished and successful individual.  Fine art hung from the walls, and the furnishings were shiny and modern, so hardly the den of a mass murderer.  He rarely saw the person that kept the house clean for him, her visits were mainly timed for when he wasn’t there.  When he did see her, she would make herself scarce, a respectable amount of fear present in her eyes.  Azrael had no idea who she was or how she had been hired. 
 
    He preferred his solitude, having difficulty being around other people socially.  There was an awkwardness that was only relieved when he was about the task of death.  With his killing belt on and a blade in his hand, he felt like the most powerful man alive.  Even when he had to pretend, to play a role to get close to a target and study them, he found he could act as normal as the next person.  But when he was stripped of all that, when he was left to play himself, he became uncomfortable in the presence of another human being.  The truth was, without a part to play, he didn’t know how he was supposed to act.  That information, the skills he had learnt upon growing up, had all been lost when he was reborn.  Azrael had only one identity, and it didn’t fit with the normal workings of civilisation. 
 
    Even the relative luxury of where he lived was awkward to him.  Luxury represented weakness, the blanket of comfort more likely to smother than it was to protect.  When he was not engaged in murder, the only times he felt whole were when he was alone, in his pit, with the lights off and the curtains drawn.  Safe in his own dirt, Azrael could let his mind be free, to try and fight off sleep if only for a little while. 
 
    He was angry with himself and he knew he had made mistakes.  Standing at the bottom of a rather extravagant marble staircase, he stripped off his clothes, the relative cleanliness of them almost chafing.  Leaving the garments where they fell, Azrael climbed the stairs to the one room the cleaner never entered.  Azrael had been adamant about that nobody should ever enter the room in which he slept.  To do so would court a protracted and painful death.  Even Mother herself would be at risk if she chose to invade on his most precious sanctuary.  It would never happen because you see, she never visited him here.  It had been years since he had seen her, at the secret place where he had been driven to in the SUV.  Azrael knew the country had been Germany, but apart from that, he had no clue as to where he had spent a whole year of his life. 
 
    As he topped the stairs, he could hear the phone ringing.  Hesitant to answer for fear of what it would mean, he still ran to ensure he would not miss the person on the other line.  There was only one individual who ever rang him, and her importance to him was incalculable.  At the end of the corridor, Azrael stopped by the grandfather clock that was actually a door to his hidden realm.  Pressing the hidden button, he stepped back as the ancient timepiece swung aside revealing the stairs beyond.  Taking them two at a time, he ascended into his lair.  There was no doubt in his mind that his home was filled with cameras that watched him.  That was how they knew to ring at this exact time.  At least this room was free of the prying eyes.  
 
    The phone still rang and he hurled himself at it.  He had been told long ago that the use of mobile phones was forbidden for communication.  They were too insecure, too easily tracked, even the burner phones that you could buy over the counter for less than the price of a pizza.  This phone was the only way Mother would communicate verbally with him for the duration of his “employment”.  He picked up the receiver, his heart filled with trepidation. 
 
    “You are late,” the voice of Mother said scornfully. 
 
    “I’m sorry, there was trouble.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “There were men.  Lowlife criminals, they came at me when I was discarding my disguise.” 
 
    “And you incapacitated them and made your escape?”  Azrael paused, the hesitation telling Mother everything she needed to know.  “You know the rules Azrael.  You only kill those we assign.”  In the background, the sound of distant machines clanked.  Chains collided with each other.  There was the sound of someone moaning. 
 
    “I felt I had no choice.” 
 
    “There is always a choice.  You killed them all?” 
 
    “No, I allowed one to live.  It seemed the right thing to do.” 
 
    “It was not,” Mother said scornfully.  “Another mistake, two in the same day.  What has become of you?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Azrael pleaded.  “I was not prepared for them.” 
 
    “Killing them so close to your target gives the forces of order a path to follow.  You do realise that?” 
 
    “They will not find me here,” Azrael insisted. 
 
    “No, but they will scour their surveillance camera feeds to hunt down your image.  If they know your face, you become useless to us.”  
 
    He knew this was true.  The disguises he wore could hide his appearance from human eyes, but not from the technology the agents of the state used.   
 
    “What is done is done,” Azrael said matter of factly.  “If I am discovered through my actions, then I will face the ultimate test.” 
 
    “Yes,” Mother said.  “You will.  Be ready.  I will have a new target for you within the day.  The courier will drop off the details.”  With that, the line went dead.  Before Azrael replaced the phone in its cradle, he thought he heard someone scream in the last dying seconds of the call.  
 
      
 
    The package arrived within three hours of the call.  Those hours Azrael spent sitting on the bottom step of the staircase.  What else was there for him to do?  He could have slept, but he wanted to be there to collect the package the moment it arrived.  When the brown envelope dropped through his letterbox, Azrael did not initially move.  There was always excitement in this moment, especially so soon after his last assignment.  Sometimes agonising months had gone between killings.  Sometimes hours.  He had never seen the courier and had no intention of breaking another rule today.  The organisation he belonged to, known only as Gaia, kept itself secret even from itself.  In the ways of espionage, it preferred to rely on the old techniques.  Technology had its place, but there was still a place for the methods of decades past. 
 
    Finally, he stood and strode over to what amounted to somebody’s death warrant.  The envelope was cold in his hands, and he tore open the flap to access the information inside.  Another woman.  She looked harmless enough in the photograph, but he knew that was deceptive.  You couldn’t tell the truth by a picture.  Only by looking into the eyes could you see the evil in another person’s soul.  The aura showed the truth of their heart’s intentions.  This individual would be flying into Manchester Airport on the eighteenth of this month.  And so the waiting would begin, the time of boredom and doubt.  When he had too much time on his hands, Azrael found himself deep in thought in an attempt to try and discover lost memories.  Although he had a purpose, there was still a part of him that demanded to know who he used to be, and that part had been growing of late.  Mother had warned him about this, demanded from the start that he resist the temptation that forgotten memories could have.  Why did he keep defying the rules she had passed for him? 
 
      
 
    14.08.19 
 
    The Amazon, Brazil 
 
      
 
    Through her long life, she had been known by many names.  Now she was known only as Mother.  There were others in the organisation she founded, but none had her expertise.  Whilst she no longer ran the organisation known as Gaia, merely acting as a facilitator, her voice was still a powerful one in the organisation.  Or so she had thought. 
 
    She rarely left the villa in which she lived anymore, age and disease taking their awful toll, the training of Azrael the last time she had been absent.  The warm climate was good for her arthritis, and Mother dreaded the rare moments when she might be expected to leave her sanctuary and travel to the training fields in the depths of the German forest.  Several times had she done that, and now it was possible she would need to repeat the process, even though her life was slipping away through her fingers with every passing second.  The assassins they trained always failed eventually, four of the seven she had personally created and instructed now dead.  Perhaps it was better that they were so few in number.  It made it easier for their operation to go unnoticed by the ‘Powers that Were’ (she called them that because their days running the planet were numbered). 
 
    It was not known by most who funded the organisation, but even amongst her limited peer network, the rumours surfaced.  Some said it was a multi-billionaire sick with the state of the world.  Others said it was a government planning war by the use of race-specific bio-weapons.  The speculation was meaningless.  Mother knew the three men who provided Gaia with the funds it needed, had recruited them herself in the early days, the days when she alone had been the source of finance.   
 
    At the beginning the need for money hadn’t been of any major concern, all that had mattered was the goal…to decrease the human population to sustainable levels.  It mattered now, The Four (as they were called) shaping Gaia in their image. 
 
    Sitting by the encrypted phone she had used to call Azrael, she wondered how long it would be before he would need to be replaced.  Cracks were already showing.  The process of selecting and recruiting the killers they used was complicated and so far remarkably effective.  The organisation was still in the early days of its operations, despite the decades of its existence.  There were many years of planning ahead before “The Project” was released, and there were dozens of unknowing operatives waiting to be activated for the cause.  When that final day came, it was hoped that humanity, stripped of its brightest minds, would be unable to fight off the plague that would be released upon them.  Mother knew she would not live to see that day, the cancer within her making that a certainty.    
 
    Her phone rang, a rare event for her.  It always filled her with a sense of resentment.  Her peace was not for others to interrupt.  Mother looked at the phone with a mixture of dread and anticipation.  An incoming call usually only meant trouble.  There was rarely opportunity in such calls.  With gnarled fingers, she picked up the receiver and held it tentatively to her ear.   
 
    “There is a problem,” the male voice said.  One of The Four, the one they called Father.   
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “There was a fire at the Thailand facility several days ago.  Most of the complex is destroyed.”  Mother considered the revelation and what this meant.  Her heart caught in her throat.  That was where the stupid men had been developing the virus they codenamed The Final Solution.  Mother enjoyed the irony in the fact that, whilst Gaia was tasked with killing scientists across the planet, they used some of the best and the brightest to create their weapons of damnation. 
 
    “What about the specimens?  What about the experiment?”  She had always protested against the insanity that was being created there, and she prayed inside that it had all been destroyed.  They called it The Final Act, and she was always reassured by The Four that it was merely a contingency, a tool to be used only as the last resort.  She hadn’t believed a word they said to her.  And now it was likely free. 
 
    “We think they have all been destroyed by the fire.  We can’t account for them all though.  We fear some of the test subjects might have escaped.  It was hours before we could get things under control, the fires burning too hot for us to get into the heart of the building.”  The voice failed to mention the cat that had been seen escaping into the forest, the cat that had been exposed to the virus they were developing. 
 
    “But how can this happen?”  Mother’s heart skipped several beats.  They were years away from readiness.  If the virus got out now, all would be for nothing. 
 
    “We are still trying to determine that.”  The man sounded defensive which confused Mother.  She held no real power in the organisation anymore, and yet those at the top still revered her as its founding member.  It had been her vision that had started everyone on the path they were now on, her network that had shaped the ground they built upon. 
 
    “And you take this long to tell me?” 
 
    “We weren’t sure of the situation.  We…we didn’t want to worry you.  Now we know there is a strong chance our ultimate plague is out there.” 
 
    “But we are not ready.  If that virus gets out…this was what I warned about.  I told you all this would happen.” 
 
    “Steps are being taken,” the male voice said.  “I will keep you informed.”  With that, the line went dead.  Mother replaced the phone receiver in its cradle and stood up painfully.  There had been a time where she had possessed grace and athleticism.  All gone now. 
 
    The room she was in led out onto a scenic balcony which overhung lush tropical forests below.  She made slow progress as her joints complained and protested her movement, but she made it without incident to the balcony where she gripped the metal barrier that was the only thing stopping her falling to her death.  Looking down, she realised how easy it would be to just topple over to her doom.  At that moment in time, the thought of this was almost compelling.  To finally be at peace and without pain. 
 
    The fools.  If they had accidentally let the virus out into the world, then they were all undone.  It was supposed to be a last resort, used only in the end game, after the weaponised influenza had been unleashed.  With the world’s airports and borders shut down, only then was this ultimate weapon to be uncaged only upon selected cities in the guise of a vaccine against the plague.  When the dead started to rise, the futility of human science would be there for all to see.   
 
    It was hoped that mankind would then revert back to a time before modern medicine, abandoning its industrial ways and forging a new path in balance with the Earth.  The zombie virus was not supposed to be released onto an unprepared world.  If she had her way, it wasn’t to be released at all.  Especially as the virus itself wasn’t ready.  It was still too contagious to non-human species, as shown by the cat.  To be safe to use, it had to be infective only to humans, especially avoiding things like rats and birds.  There was also the fact that it was an abomination.  What use was a salvaged world if there were no humans left to inherit it? 
 
    If it had indeed escaped into a world of unrestricted travel, before it had even been perfected, then there was no telling what mayhem it would create.  Mother shook her head at the utter insanity of it all.  She had never agreed with any of this, considering it madness.  On that aspect of the blueprint, nobody had listened to her.  And now it was possibly out there, spreading through the population, unhindered and unnoticed.  My God, what had they done? 
 
    “Steps are being taken.” 
 
    Mother had a feeling she knew exactly what that statement meant.  She hoped she was wrong.   
 
      
 
    15.08.2019 
 
    Bangkok, Thailand 
 
      
 
    Paul Jones had awoken feeling worse for wear.  This was not unusual considering the length of his flight, and even being in business class had obviously not alleviated the jet lag symptoms he would now need to endure.  He had managed to get some sleep to make up the deficiency caused by his flight from the United States, but it would take several days before he felt right with the world.  How wrong he was. 
 
    His hotel room was adequate.  For him, it was just a place to sleep and rest.  Most of his time would be spent at the International Conference, as well as at the after-conference meals that he was obliged to attend.  As one of the guest speakers, his room was in the same hotel as the conference which was a blessing for him.  He had no intention of leaving the hotel grounds until the time came to catch his flight back to the only country he had ever considered home.   
 
    If he was honest with himself, he just wanted to get this over and done with.  Paul did not crave the limelight as some in his field did, and he was not overly enamoured with the prospect of public speaking.  He was competent at it, and it didn’t hold much nervousness for him.  Paul was just much more comfortable with the intricacies of the microscopic world.  As one of the top Virologists working for the American Centres for Disease Control, his passion was research not personable interaction.  He tolerated having to deal with others in his field because he understood how important it was to share information for the betterment of mankind.  It didn’t mean he had to like it.  He would have much preferred to have skyped his talk in, or even better recorded it so that he could simply then forget about it and go back to concentrating on the minuscule packets of protein that caused so much havoc in the world.  
 
    Unfortunately, information would not be the only thing he would be sharing today. 
 
    The viral load in his body was rapidly building.  Much of his present ills were indeed due to jet lag, but as the days progressed, his symptoms would become progressively more severe.  It would still be several days before the reality of his fate would dawn on him, and by then he would be back in Atlanta.  His future was already sealed, all that had to be determined now was how many others he would take with him. 
 
    Sitting up in his hotel bed, Paul felt the clamminess of his hands, and even with the air conditioning running at full pelt, there was a sheen of sweat across his body.  That was the problem with air travel.  As someone so intimately acquainted with human diseases, Paul was fully aware just how hazardous aircraft could actually be.  Nothing that a quick shower (along with a high dose of vitamin D) hopefully couldn’t deal with.   
 
    Having finished with his shower, Paul left the towel on the bathroom floor, safe in the knowledge that when he returned to this room, a clean, pristine replacement would be waiting for him.  The hotel maid who would be servicing his room exactly ninety-seven minutes from now would contract the virus from Paul’s discarded bathroom towel.  She would then go on to spread the disease to every single room on this floor of the hotel, as well as bringing it home to her husband and two children.  The two children, both of primary school age, would then share the virus around their classroom. 
 
    The challenge with this particular virus, the thing that made it so particularly deadly, was the late presentation of the severe symptoms.  For several days, the host body would suffer mild ailments ranging from a slight temperature to a headache that was annoying, but tolerable.  All through this early stage, the people infected by the virus were able to pass the contagion onto anyone and everyone they came into contact with.  It had few limitations.  At the moment, the virus could travel via body to body contact, on the droplets of the breath and through direct exposure to bodily fluids.  The natural oils and sweat that coated the skin became a natural medium for the virus to present to aid in its transmission.  In a city like Bangkok, that was so overwhelmed by its population, such a disease spread with frightening speed. 
 
    Paul Jones was going to be shaking a lot of hands today.  He would be touching a lot of door handles, pressing a lot of elevator buttons.  And then, of course, there was the buffet meal he was actually looking forward to at lunchtime.  This hotel did really good food, which was not something Paul would usually admit when it came to foreign countries.  Unlike some pathogens which were surprisingly fragile, this particular virus was a tough little son of a bitch.  It could easily survive on manmade surfaces for several hours and was particularly unbothered by UV light.  As a non-enveloped virus, alcohol disinfectant didn’t faze it, nor did most readily available hand sanitisers.  Man had created something that, in several days, would leave the world’s scientific and medical communities in abject terror.  It was debatable that, even if it had been discovered at this early stage, the upcoming apocalypse could have been prevented.  Some would claim that Mother Nature herself had created this plague to rid the Earth of the human scourge that was ravishing the planet, not understanding mankind’s part in the great tragedy. 
 
    In the end, nature seemed as good an explanation as any as to why the virus had appeared as if from nowhere.  
 
    There was a knock on Paul’s hotel room door.  Having just finished putting his trousers on, Paul donned a shirt that the hotel had ironed for him at his request the day before.  The shirt smelt of chemicals, but it was clean and would hopefully see him through the day.  His hands still felt clammy, and he realised there was a strong chance he would need to return to this room and swap shirts mid-way through the day.  Not to worry, he had plenty with him.  The knock came again, more insistent this time.  For a brief moment, he considered not answering.  What if he just packed his things, got in a taxi and took the next flight back to Atlanta?  Would that be so bad?  It would certainly be good for his sanity. 
 
    Instead, he fastened the buttons of his shirt and answered the door.  The woman on the other side was immaculately dressed, the name badge hanging from her lanyard proclaiming her to be Dr Summers.  Her hair was pulled and tied back almost painfully.  In her hand, she held an iPad, and as the door opened for her, she thrust out her spare hand. 
 
    “Doctor Jones, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”  Paul shook her hand.  “I’m Alice Summers, your liaison for the conference.  I have your itinerary for the day if you want to check over it.” 
 
    “Can we do that over breakfast?” 
 
    “Of course,” Alice said.  “Can I say it’s an honour to be working with you.  I’ve looked over your speech, and it’s truly inspiring.  Your work in recombinant DNA is truly ground-breaking.”   
 
    “If you say so.”  Paul wasn’t one for the cult of celebrity.  
 
    “If you would like to follow me, I can show you to the breakfast room, and then after your opening speech we are scheduled to join an interdisciplinary meeting at eleven am.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got it all planned out for me,” Paul said dryly. 
 
     “It’s what I do.”  Alice had heard about Paul’s reputation.  He wasn’t a people person, and those who met him often found him to be cold and aloof.  She could see why.  Alice was a scientist, but also a student of human nature, possessing a degree in Medicine as well as a PhD in psychology.  Getting a job with the World Health Organisation was everything she had ever wanted because it allowed her the chance to meet some of the giants in their respected fields.  To her, the true celebrities were the Nobel Prize winners and the ground-breaking geniuses that were propelling humanity towards untold treasures.  It was just a shame that, by shaking Paul’s hand, she had bestowed upon herself a death sentence, and the remaining minutes of her life were already ticking away.  First though, she escorted him down to the breakfast room.  Paul ate the food on offer, but she noted that he didn’t seem to enjoy a single mouthful of it. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the elevator on the ground floor, Alice led Paul through the hotel’s marble-floored lobby and through an expansive corridor that led to the main ballroom.  There were people everywhere.  The event had roughly five hundred delegates, and Paul found himself running a gauntlet of handshakes and greetings from people, most of whom he barely knew.  He infected every one of them, even though he made a point of wiping the sweat off his hands before making skin to skin contact. 
 
    If you were wanting to infect the world with a population killing pathogen, this would have been the place to start it.  The wealth of experience and intelligence in this room was irreplaceable, specialists and experts from across the world.  Everyone here was involved in the fight against disease, and as they mingled, Paul’s microscopic companion spread amongst them.   
 
    There were representatives from seventeen governments.  Scientists from forty-seven countries.  Should a pandemic be unleashed upon the world, it would be these people who would lead the fight against it…and most of them had already been given a death sentence.  Even worse, when the conference ended tomorrow, the majority of them would take the virus back with them.  To spread it through the ranks of the teams and agencies they worked for.  The very generals in the battle against the virus would be some of its first victims. 
 
    Now free of the masses, Paul stood at the front near the stage, waiting for his turn to speak.  His throat felt scratchy as he watched the assorted geniuses slowly take their seats.  Every skin to skin contact risked spreading the virus through the crowd.  Next to him on a raised table Paul lifted a glass of water and drank heavily.  With the receptacle drained, he placed it back down, only for a hotel employee to swoop down and pick it up for recycling.  That was the one thing about Thailand that Paul didn’t mind, the work ethic.  Their understanding of customer service was exemplary because those that had jobs did their damndest to keep them. 
 
    Unfortunately, by doing his job with such zeal, the hotel waiter infected himself.  Even though he was wearing pristine white gloves, it was enough for the water on the rim of the glass to soak through to touch his skin.  Later on that day, the waiter would infect seventeen people at the dinner service.   
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s an honour to have you all here today,” Alice said from the front stage.  There were still people lingering at the back of the room, but most of the delegates were now actively seating themselves.  “If everyone could take their seats, please.  We have an exciting line-up of speakers for you today.”  The general chatter in the room died off to almost nothing, and the stragglers began to drift towards their chairs.  At that moment in time, seven per cent of the people in the room were infected with the virus.  By the time the day was over, that number would be eighty-seven per cent. 
 
    “I would like to invite our first speaker of the day.  Dr Paul Jones is the Acting Associate Director of Science at the American Centre for Disease Control.  He is here today to discuss how to combat the spread of International pandemics.”  Alice stepped aside as the crowd gave measured applause.  Paul didn’t expect any cheering.  He wasn’t a rock star, and he also had bad news for them.  Paul reluctantly stepped up to the microphone.  Right, let’s get it done, he said to himself, wiping his palms on his trousers for like the twentieth time that morning.  
 
    “On 26th September 1983, Lieutenant Colonel Stanislav Petrov saved the world.  Petrov was the duty officer at the command centre for part of the Russian nuclear launch early-warning system.  That system, on that day, reported the launch of six nuclear missiles from the continental United States.  His job was to report the launch to his superiors, and it is generally considered that if he had, they would have authorised a retaliatory strike.  But Petrov used his own judgement and considered the notifications he was getting to be a false alarm.  So he waited and it later turned out the false alarm was due to a problem with the satellites.  One man averted a nuclear holocaust, and most of you have probably never heard of him.” 
 
    The audience watched him in silence, wondering where exactly he was going with this. 
 
    “This is an incidence where pause and reflection possibly saved billions of lives.  When it comes to viral pathogens, however, such hesitation could have disastrous consequences.  As you are aware, there was an outbreak of a new strain of H5N1 in Guyuan, China last year.  Firstly, I would like to congratulate my Chinese counterparts on containing the spread of that virus.”  There was muted agreement from the audience, the five Chinese delegates present giving the impression that they were suitably humbled by the comment.  “There are some who were critical of China’s use of the military in the incident.  I am not one of those critics.  I feel the measures taken were wholly proportionate, and we should be thankful that the actions were taken.  Analyses of the virus showed it was a completely new strain, so all existing vaccine stocks would have been next to useless.  Had it spread out of the region, it is my considered opinion that we would have seen a global pandemic worse than the 1918 outbreak.  Millions would have died.” 
 
    Paul paused to drink a freshly supplied glass of water. 
 
    “But consider this.  Much of the success in stopping the Guyuan strain was down to luck.  This is not to disrespect the Chinese efforts, but to highlight how unprepared the planet is for the next pandemic.  Make no mistake, a pandemic will happen within the next ten years, and we are not ready to counter it.” 
 
    There were murmurings now.  Paul knew that the consensus was that the planet was more than ready.  This was why Paul’s boss had sent him to this conference because Paul was not afraid of what needed to be said.  And he had a boss who held the same view, but who was perhaps more politically attuned to say it in the way it needed to be said.  Dr Jones didn’t care. 
 
    “The spike in the purchase of Ibuprofen from Guyuan pharmacies triggered the Global Influenza Surveillance and Response system and the Chinese responded according to plan.  If they hadn’t, if it had happened in another area of China or even another country the end results would have been catastrophic.  The Guyuan virus had a twenty per cent mortality in those who contracted it.  A pathogen of that lethality would bring the world economy to its knees and set the human race back decades.  So today I want to talk about what we at the CDC are doing in addition to the recommendations of the World Health Organisation, and how effective we feel these measures will be when the next pandemic hits.” 
 
    On the front row of the conference, all already infected, were the Ministers for Health from the United Kingdom, Canada and Australia.  Each would catch a flight home the day after next to return to their respective countries.  Each would bring the virus back to the heart of their governments. 
 
    Fifty-seven thousand Chinese were killed by the Guyuan flu strain.  It was just pure fluke that the figure hadn’t been millions worldwide.  When compared to what was coming though, it was like a child’s toy.  Billions were about to suffer from Death’s impending stampede. 
 
    “It is my opinion that the use of the military in pandemic control will be mandatory.  For some countries, this is not a problem.  Unfortunately for those of us in the west, it raises objections based on our perceived human freedoms and human rights.  But viruses don’t care about your liberty.  They only care about replication and spreading to as many hosts as possible.  This is why the CDC has been working with the US government to oversee a coordinated use of National Guard and other military units to isolate, contain and quarantine affected areas.  Plans are being put in motion to allow governments to control the movement of citizens in and out of major population centres.  We need to be ready when the next pandemic hits.  To sit casually by and do nothing is to defy all logic.  In my talk today, I will be outlying the measures already in place, and the steps the US government will be making in coordination with each individual State of the Union.  It is hoped you can take our recommendations back to your individual governments.  If we are going to remove the threat of pandemics as a danger to humanity, we need to do it on an international level.” 
 
    If only Paul knew that he was already too late.    
 
    *** 
 
    The nurse who had been bitten by one of Dang’s offspring also woke up worse for wear that morning.  In fact, she woke up dead.  Returning home after the paramedics had patched her up from the attack, she had taken ill quickly and had retired to her bed.  Sleep had come easily to her, the adrenaline from the altercation wearing off leaving her feeling tired and drained.  
 
    Unlike many Thai women her age, she had been born to a middle-class family and had been offered a reasonable education.  It was enough for her to fulfil her lifetime ambition of becoming a nurse which had filled her parents with pride.  With her deep Buddhist upbringing, she felt that helping the poor was her calling in life and had forsaken the material path.  This was why she had volunteered to work a few days a week at a school in a deprived area, the children there malnourished and riddled with parasites.  The accommodation she stayed in whilst in the village was modest, not like her plush Bangkok apartment, but she felt such frugal existence was good for her soul. 
 
    The important thing was that she lived alone.  Being born outside the poverty gap had meant she had dodged the bullets known as pregnancy and state schooling.  The fact that she was alone in her small house when she awoke meant that there was nobody around for her to attack.  The need in her zombifying and now decaying core yearned for human contact, but as she had locked the door upon returning home, the Nurse(Z) was unable to escape the confines of her shack now prison.  Whilst she could have easily broken down those doors, she detected no humans nearby to stimulate her desire to engage in the hunt.  All the Nurse(Z) could do was wander from room to room, the gas escaping from her filling the air with a noxious smell that would eventually become noticeable.  By then, the village would already have been overwhelmed by the dead and she would just be one of many.  Never to feed.  Always to be denied. 
 
    Nobody came to check on her.  She was an outsider, not completely trusted despite her altruism.  The events of the school were now common knowledge, the tale spreading along the ripe branches of the gossip tree.  Many in the village blamed the nurse for what had happened, especially the death of the little girl.  Some even called her murderess.  The police, however, did not and so nobody came to check on her.   
 
    And there was the absence of the children’s parents to be considered.  When Dang’s wife went missing, it was thought that grief had sent her into some sort of self-imposed solitude.  Perhaps she had, now haunted by the ghosts of her dead children, killed herself in her sorrow.  Nobody knew where the husband was, the consensus being that he was drunk somewhere.  It didn’t matter.  The plight of that family would soon be forgotten with the coming plague. 
 
      
 
    15.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    When Sir Osmond had said Nick would be putting a team together, what he actually meant was that the team would be picked for him and he would be asked to lead it.  All Nick had asked for was the chance to approve those chosen which was why Nick had returned to the bowels of MI13.  Again, Gant had come to escort him from the upper levels.  This wasn’t because he wasn’t trusted, it was just policy.  Field agents were not permitted unfettered access to the heart of the nation’s most secret organisation.  That was just how things had always been done. 
 
    Presently, Nick was sat in a darkened room watching the presentation being projected on the far wall by Gant.  Gant looked worse today, and his every motion seemed to draw pain from his breath.  Just hitting the keys on the laptop he was using to do the presentation seemed to cause the man a silent agony.  The eyes were more sunken, the skin more jaundiced.  There was a strong possibility that the MI13 legend was in his last days.  As was common with men of his character, Gant soldiered on regardless.  Nobody had ever heard him complain about the disease that ransacked his body.  The only time anyone had ever witnessed him protest his predicament was when the concept of sick leave had been raised.  It wasn’t raised a second time.  Gant forced the usual stiff upper lip he was renowned for, but even he was starting to show signs of melancholy brought on by his impending doom.   
 
    “Jeff Brazier,” Gant said, indicating the unsmiling face that stared back at them from the projection screen.  “Born in Newcastle.  Formerly with the Black Watch, then Special Air Service.  Conspicuous Gallantry Cross and the Military Cross amongst others.  Probably more decorated than you Colonel.  Finished his career in the Military Police of all places.  Seconded to MI13 three years ago.  Expert in counter-surveillance, small arms, explosives…basically proficient in everything.” 
 
    “He’ll do,” Nick responded.  “I’ve worked with him before.  Good man to have on your side.”  Gant nodded and made a note on a clipboard that rested on the table in front of him.  The face changed to that of a woman.  Before he could start speaking, Gant was overcome by a coughing fit which took several seconds to run its course.  Nick sat and waited patiently for Gant to recover.  He made no attempt at enquiring about the man’s wellbeing.  Everyone knew that the superior agent was on death’s door. 
 
     “Natasha Stone.  Born in Wales.  Formally MI6. Good field agent as well as an electronic counterintelligence expert.  She’s one of our resident White Hats.  Got roasted by the lawyers over an overseas op that went dramatically wrong.  Was dragged over the coals and left to the wolves, even though the failure wasn’t her fault.  Fortunately, Sir Osmond does not deal with politics but with reality.  She has been with us for five years.  She was the one who stopped ‘The Manchester Boys’ releasing weaponised Mahjong virus across London during the Queen’s sixty-fifth coronation anniversary.  That could have been a nasty one.  Shot three of them single-handedly.”  Nick had been briefed about that incident because there had been nothing about it in the newspapers.  The radical jihadists had used their ISIS contacts to smuggle the deadly pathogen out of Western Iraq, where they had uncovered it in one of Saddam Hussain’s hidden weapon stockpiles.  Seems like he had weapons of mass destruction after all.  If that had been unleashed, it would have killed millions.   
 
    Nick examined the visage displayed before him.  The face itself was relatively average, but the eyes displayed a force of will that told him everything he needed to know. 
 
    “Definitely.  Anyone who can piss off the pen pushers at Vauxhall Cross gets a tick in my book.”  The face on the screen changed again. 
 
    “Carl Brodie.  Born in Scotland to a military family, but was orphaned at a young age.  Put through ‘The Orphanage’ and trained to serve his country.  Officially been on the MI13 payroll from the age of eighteen.”  ‘The Orphanage’, as it was known, was a covert training facility in Scotland.  It masqueraded as a boarding school for orphaned children but was, in fact, a selection school for future MI13 agents.  Those who showed promise progressed through the school.  Those who didn’t were transferred back to the waiting and tainted hands of the Social Services.  It was rumoured that, once you reached a certain level, a failure to graduate wasn’t an option.  Nick nodded his approval. 
 
    “I’ve heard of him.  Very capable.  In fact, I’m surprised he’s not in charge of this op to be honest.”  Nick had worked with a few agents from ‘The Orphanage’.  Their loyalty to the Realm was without question.  They were some of the hardest and most ruthless sons of bitches Nick had ever come across.  Their lives were dedicated to protecting the British populace.  The fact someone had managed to graduate from ‘The Orphanage’ meant they deserved an instant level of respect for their abilities.  Sir Osmond himself was a graduate from that very facility in its earliest days.   
 
    “Very good.  That just leaves one more.”  For the final time, the face on the display screen changed. 
 
    “No,” Nick insisted.  “I can’t work with that man.”  Gant was not surprised by the reaction.  Under the face on display, the name David Campbell, US Defence Intelligence Agency was written. 
 
    “Might not have a choice there,” Gant stated apologetically.  “The Americans have chosen him as their liaison.  They seem a tad insistent.” 
 
    “For fucks sake.  Why are the Yanks even involved?” 
 
    “They are involved because three of their top scientists from Dulce were killed last year.  As much as we would like to go it alone, the Americans have more resources than we do.”  Dulce, the secretive military facility buried deep beneath Dulce International Airport.  So deep below ground was it that it was able to survive a direct nuclear strike.  The stuff that went on down there was supposed to dwell in the realms of science fiction.  Instead, the conspiracy nutters wallowed in the misinformation about it being filled with aliens.  People were so gullible.      
 
    “If they had stopped their biological weapons program like they were supposed to they wouldn’t have had any scientists that needed killing,” Nick admonished.  The reason Nick didn’t trust the American agencies, in general, was that they had a habit of interfering to promote their own best interests.  You couldn’t really blame them for that, except Nick had nearly been killed when one of his operations had been burned a year ago.  The man responsible was glaring formidably out at the room. 
 
    “Sir Osmond’s orders I’m afraid.  He says he appreciates your feelings on the matter and that they are noted.  We are however limited in who we can work with across the pond because so few of their operatives know about MI13.  You will just have to live with it.”  It seemed there was no option of turning the operation down.  Gant watched his subordinate inhale deeply through his nose.  Nick was slowly seething inside.  Should be interesting to see how this develops, Gant thought to himself.  “Is this going to be a problem?” Gant enquired. 
 
    “No.  But if he gets in my way or threatens my operation in any way, I may be forced to kill him.  I trust that won’t be a problem?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “What’s a nice girl like you doing on her own?”  Natasha Stone looked up at the man who had decided he was worthy of her attention.  Sat outside her favourite coffee house on Virginia Embankment, she wanted solitude whilst being connected to the world around her.  Working for MI13 could be a lonely occupation, but she wouldn’t give it up for the world.  She liked to sit here, the river breeze washing over her, the noise of the city a distant distraction.  Natasha could relax here and people watch, her back against the river wall so that nobody could approach her unobserved.  She’d certainly clocked this clown well in advance of his decision to get in her face. 
 
    “Excuse me?”  She looked at the man who towered over her.  He was big, muscles layered with an unnecessary coating of fat which was undoubtedly due to the amount of alcohol he drank.  His suit, whilst expensive was somewhat dishevelled, and she surmised he was somewhat worse for wear on the soberness scale. 
 
    “I’m saying a girl like you should have company.”  He wavered on his feet slightly.  Drunk enough that it would be illegal for him to drive, still sober enough for him to get into trouble, the words he uttered not yet slurred.  Another two pints and he would likely be away to the races.   
 
    “A girl like me huh?”  Her tone was mocking in nature, but only slightly.  One of the rules with her work was not to draw attention to oneself.  This was why she deliberately dressed down with minimal makeup.  She was no great beauty, but she knew her athletic physique would pique many a man’s interests.  Still, she had no doubt that she could have almost any man she wanted if the desire took her.  It rarely did.  Natasha could only be aroused by a man she respected…and the only men she respected seemed to be those she worked with.  That was a no go for her, she never slept with those she was engaged with on a professional level. 
 
    “I’m just saying.  And you could do with sprucing yourself up a bit.  You’d have them flocking then.”  Natasha sighed internally.  This was the problem with living in a big city.  There was always a proportion of humanity that occasionally needed an education in manners. 
 
    “It’s time for you to walk on,” Natasha said with a steely quality to her voice.  She usually could put most normal men in their place with just a look.  Natasha had it down just right, a technique taught to her when she had joined MI13. Of all people to teach it, their trainer in that particular skill had been an elderly Chinese woman who could cow most people into submission with the slightest glance.  
 
    “Don’t be like that.  Hey, you’re not very friendly are you.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t know the half of it.  Now please fuck off.”  With those last two words emphasised, Natasha picked up her half-filled cup and took a mouthful of still hot coffee.  She looked out at the river, the apparent calmness of the water an illusion.  This was his cue to leave, made obvious and clear.  The drunk didn’t fuck off, unfortunately.  Instead, he did the exact opposite and sat down in the spare chair at her table.  He gave a big satisfied sigh and beamed at her. 
 
    “What’s your name love?”  She didn’t answer him.  She knew his type well.  A big man who thought his size could intimidate others.  Obviously successful, but probably used a bit too much macho bullshit in the workplace.  Natasha watched him warily.  With alcohol in his system, some of the switches in his mind that controlled polite interaction obviously weren’t working properly.  She finished her coffee and discarded the cup on the table. 
 
    “Well, thank you for ruining what was a pleasant ten-minute break.”  Natasha stood up to leave. 
 
    “Hey, don’t go.  We were just being acquainted.”  From the corner of her eye, Natasha noticed the waiter who had served her.  The waiter had noticed the interaction that was occurring.  Having caught her attention, the café employee mimed a question as to whether she needed any assistance.  Natasha shook her head.  She could easily handle this prat. 
 
    “You don’t know me and I certainly don’t want to know you.” 
 
    “How do you know until you try it?” the drunk said.  He stood back up, his five-inch advantage his apparent free ride into the realm of being an arsehole.  That was when her phone beeped, and she stepped back from him so as to withdraw it from her jeans front pocket.   
 
    Attendance required today.  District Office.  18.00 
 
    “Hey don’t fucking ignore me,” the drunk commanded.  Replacing her phone, she looked the semi-drunk square in the face, and this time, the message in her eyes did get through.  It was not advisable to speak to Natasha Stone in such a fashion. 
 
    “What do you hope to achieve by this?  You want to fuck me?  Is that it?  You want to take long strolls through the park hand in hand?  Maybe get married and have a couple of kids?”  There was acid in her words and doubt spread across the man’s face. 
 
    “I’m just trying to have a pleasant conversation.  Why are you being such a bitch?” 
 
    “Because I can.  And let me ask you something.  Think carefully now, because you might actually learn something.”  Natasha stepped up to him.  “You have a mother?  A sister maybe?” 
 
    “What’s that got to do with anything?” 
 
    “Well.  I’m assuming you care about your Mum.  So how would you feel if a random stranger twice her size started harassing her like this?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not harassing you,” the drunk said defensively.  He actually backed up, because Natasha had started to push into his comfort zone.  “I’m just being friendly.” 
 
    “No, you are being obnoxious and confrontational.  And one of these days someone is going to get hurt by your actions.”  She spotted a twinge of guilt in his face.  “Ah, I see perhaps someone already has.” 
 
    “Fuck off, you don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    “No, but I’d like to.  You want to get down and dirty, well let’s do it.  There’s an alley behind the café.  If you’ve got the guts, I’ll see you there and give that cock a good sucking.”  She stepped into him and grabbed his crotch.  “Careful though, I always bite.”  The drunk’s nerve failed him. 
 
    “Fuck you, you’re crazy.”  He moved away from her, keeping Natasha observed with a wary eye.  
 
    “Afternoon officer,” Natasha suddenly said looking over his shoulder.  The drunk turned his head, his body wide open.  Her shoes didn’t have heels, they were sensible, boring even.  They also had steel toecaps.  One of the problems with kicking people, which Natasha was very adept at, was you could easily break the bones in your foot.  Steel tips were ideal for kicking obnoxious blokes in the bollocks, which was what she did now.  She didn’t hit him full force, Natasha didn’t want to rupture anything.  She just wanted him on the floor long enough so she could walk away without having to do him any real damage.  Because if need be, she could easily kill him without breaking a sweat. 
 
    He went down like a sack of spuds.  There was a gasp from one of the few people observing the altercation.  A middle-aged woman at another table even started clapping. 
 
    “Way to go girl,” someone cheered.  The drunk was lying on his side now, clutching the bruised family jewels.  Natasha bent down so he could just hear her whispered warning.   
 
    “If I ever see you again, I will fucking remove them and feed them to the next stray dog I find.  Believe me when I say I will fucking end you.”  With that, she sauntered off with purpose in her step.  She had an appointment to prepare for. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jeff Brazier was jogging.  No actually, jogging wasn’t quite the word to use.  Most joggers didn’t have a rucksack on their back filled with ten kilograms of loose rocks.  They generally didn’t go at his exaggerated pace either.  The final thing that distinguished him from the average jogger was that he had chosen his route specifically so he could run up and down as many flights of stairs as he could find. 
 
    He was coming to the end of his hour run, the bare minimum he tried to get into his daily routine.  When you worked for an agency like MI13, you never knew where you were going to be one week from the next, so you had to adapt and go with whatever you could find to keep the fitness levels up.  He had developed his fitness routine accordingly.  So far, his age didn’t seem to be impacting on his ability, but it would.  The more he could stay in shape, the longer he could stay working in the field.  It was what he did, who he was.  His identity was wrapped totally around his ability to do what the Army and the SAS had trained him to.  If not for MI13, he would have likely found himself acting as a mercenary for some multinational in a boiling, dirt poor hell hole.  Mercenaries had a habit of meeting unfavourable ends in such places. 
 
    The money would have been good, but he really didn’t care about that.  Jeff lived a frugal existence, realising long ago that material trappings were irrelevant and counterproductive.  All his life he had wanted only one thing; the chance to serve his country.  Reward didn’t come into it.  Ferrying VIP’s through some war-torn hinterland would not have achieved that aim despite the improvement in his bank balance.  It would have also left him dead inside.  Men like him needed a cause, a purpose.  Without it, they were empty shells, gutted by the true meaningless reality of life.   
 
    Jeff often used the hardship and pain of excessive exercise to drive the demon doubts from his mind.  Others used drugs or alcohol.  Jeff wouldn’t let those poisons into his system, and he was well versed in the dangers they posed.  That was what having an alcoholic for a mother taught you.  The beatings he had received at his mother’s hands had only strengthened him, creating an iron will that had truly manifested at the age of thirteen.  Guilty of some infraction Jeff now couldn’t even remember, his drunken mother had taken a belt to him.  Only this time, Jeff never made a sound.  At the end of the beating, the mother exhausted and confused by what had just happened, Jeff simply pulled up his trousers, turned and looked his parent in the eye.  The woman hadn’t laid a finger on him from that day forward.  The father, long since cowed by the woman had given him a look of pride that Jeff remembered with fondness to this day. 
 
    He had initially been mocked during his stint in the Black Watch for his refusal to touch alcohol, but as he had established himself as a solider to be reckoned with, the piss-taking had quickly dried up.  It was replaced by respect and in some cases adulation.  His combat record made people sit up and take notice. 
 
    Jeff was realistic of course.  There would come a point where his body would fail him.  This would either be a result of wear and tear or because an operation he was involved with would go wrong.  Unlike many of the people he worked with, he had never received a severe injury from combat.  The odd scrape here and there, but there were no bullet scars adorning his well-toned frame, and no stitched up knife wounds to tell the world how dangerous he was.  Jeff only had his eyes to give that warning. 
 
    It was one of the reasons he had accepted the offer from MI13.  At least with that organisation, he could still serve his country in some way should injury or illness strike him.  He had every intention of seeing out his days in the covert organisation, most likely in a training role at the Orphanage.  That place was always crying out for adequate teachers.  And when retirement finally came, he would probably eat a bullet rather than battle with a failing and ancient body.  Jeff didn’t know for certain about that, but it held a high likelihood of happening. 
 
    He wasn’t depressed.  It was just that he loved war.  Whilst a good number of the soldiers who came back from operations suffered PTSD, Jeff would never be one of them.  Combat was the most exciting and exhilarating thing he had ever experienced.  He absolutely craved it.  Even the loss of friends didn’t faze him that much.  Whilst he was loyal to the men he fought with, and would willingly give his life to save them, he never formed a truly deep attachment with anyone.  There was just enough distance kept between himself and those around him to act as a buffer when one of the lads had his legs blown off by an IED.  His rise through the ranks to Colour Sergeant helped with that. 
 
    The phone in his pocket vibrated.  So wrapped up in his run was he that Jeff almost didn’t feel it through the sensations coursing through his tired body.  Jeff stopped running and, only mildly out of breath, extracted the small flip phone and read the message.  There were no numbers stored on the phone, and it was used only to receive.   
 
    Attendance required today.  District Office.  18.00 
 
    “Get in,” he said to no-one in particular.  He loved these moments, the adrenaline of a new assignment, the prospect of adventure.  There was also the high probability of being able to kill someone.  That was a very real motivating factor in his life.  He didn’t need the narcotic highs so many people engaged in because he had something far better.  Taking the life of someone who threatened the realm was all the fun he would ever need, and he was happy to wait for it to be sanctioned by Queen and Country.   
 
    *** 
 
    Carl Brodie was sitting in the sauna when the text came, so it was a good thirty minutes before he was aware that his presence was demanded.  He loved the heat, feeling the individual droplets of moisture meander down his flesh was a pleasure to him.  The heat shock proteins that were coursing through his body were also good for the mild arthritis that had started to develop in his shoulder.  Still occasionally stiff in the morning, the doctors had warned him that the joint there might be susceptible due to the damage that had been inflicted upon it.  Whilst he had free range of movement, the stiffness was an almost constant irritation to him.  That’s what you get for being shot in the shoulder at the age of seven.   
 
    Carl visited the gym every day when he wasn’t in the field.  He preferred to do his training indoors, the chaos of nature a distraction to him.  Possessing a mild case of OCD, Carl liked everything exactly where it should be, and in Carl’s mind, everything had a place in the world, including himself.  Order was everything, and his place would forever be with MI13.  When his stint doing field work was over, he would move up the ranks of the command structure and, he hoped, would one day even run the whole organisation.  It was the least he could do.  MI13 had saved him, and Carl had pledged his life to the secret organisation.  It could do a lot worse than have him sat in the top chair. 
 
    At the age of seven, Carl had nearly been killed by his father.  A sergeant in the Scots Guards, Dominic Brodie had returned from the Falklands War a broken man.  Having seen things no man should ever see, Carl’s father was wracked with night terrors and a sense of failure due to the loss of the men under his watch. Glenda Brodie could only watch helplessly as the man she loved self-destructed before her eyes.  The fact that Dominic Brodie was a war hero didn’t make that any easier.   
 
    Things only got worse when, due to his erratic behaviour, Dominic was discharged and labelled ‘not fit to serve’.  Instead of helping him, the British Army tried to get rid of the problem they had partially helped to create.  They rejected him and then left him to his own devices.  Whilst the Army couldn’t be directly responsible for Dominic Brodie witnessing two of his best mates being obliterated by an Argentinian artillery shell, they could have helped him when he needed help the most.  The resultant kick to his already damaged mental health was catastrophic and the man fell into a spiral of depression and psychosis. 
 
    The eventual police report didn’t identify where Dominic Brodie had acquired the gun.  All they knew was the carnage left in the family home when they attended following the 999 call reporting gunshots.  Dominic had shot his wife and daughter through the head, before turning the gun on himself.  There were four shots fired from the pistol, and they found a traumatised Carl cowering several streets away, wet with the rain and almost catatonic with shock.  Having lost nearly a pint of blood, Carl was close to death and the doctors reckoned it was a miracle when he eventually recovered.  Fortunately, his mind, as well as his health, came back from the brink. 
 
    The British Army betrayed Carl and his family, but the British state went some way to rectify the situation, although it wasn’t out of a sense of altruism.  MI13 had, since its foundation, realised that there was a limit to the loyalty of its agents. The security services were constantly reeling from betrayals like the Cambridge Five spy scandal.  Even though MI13 had never been infiltrated, it had very early in its existence decided there needed to be a long-term plan to recruit a loyal and effective pool of agents.  Hence was born ‘The Orphanage’.   
 
    The idea was simple.  Young children were selected below the age of ten, based on a host of factors, the most important of course that they had no living relatives.  They would be placed in a specially crafted teaching facility which acted as training ground and selection facility.  Male and female children were equally valuable as there was no discrimination in this branch of the secret services.  Both men and women could play valuable roles in, as was so often said, ‘The defence of the realm’.  Carl, upon his recovery and discharge from hospital, had found himself in a stately home deep in the heart of the Scottish wilderness.  It was a luxury and a degree of order that had been absent from his life.  It also gave him a sense of belonging.  Carl was instantly entranced with the place. 
 
    Unlike his father, Carl was given extensive psychological counselling.  It soon became apparent that he was made of exactly the right mental toughness to be of use and he passed the arduous testing process with flying colours.  Many children passed through the Orphanage’s doors, but only fifteen per cent passed the subtle and secretive selection criteria.  These were children after all.  The fun stuff came later. 
 
    Things changed after passing the selection.  The Orphanage was made up of two main facilities.  One was the ornate and ancient stately home with its classrooms and sports field.  It was freely accessible and just seemed like any other school.  To the occasional curious visitor though, the ‘Groundskeepers’ patrolling the grounds armed with shotguns kept the place secure from prying eyes.  With a school full of orphans, there really was no call for visitors to be calling.  
 
    The other facility, the secret behind the Orphanage was below ground, covering several sub-levels. This is where the children were indoctrinated and turned into trained, methodical agents for the state.  Killers by any other word.  Ego was frowned upon, bullying was discouraged because the team was the key to any organisation’s success.  Individual glory was shown for the foolishness that it was.  Whilst the children were encouraged to strive, they were also taught the importance of humility.  Like the Russian Sparrow school, The Orphanage also taught methods of seduction, which was why a mixture of boys and girls was considered essential.  The primary function of the Orphanage, however, was not in creating spies, but in creating methodical murderers that would follow orders without question.  On graduation, they were known by their nickname…Orphans. 
 
    By the age of eighteen, Carl graduated top of his class of thirty-two.  The accomplishment meant nothing to him.  By the age of nineteen, he had already been sent into the field a dozen times.  By his twenty-first birthday, he had killed over seventeen people, most of them enemies of Great Britain.  To his indoctrinated mind, his country of birth was the greatest country the world had ever known and he would defend it at all costs against, as the Americans liked to say, all enemies foreign and domestic.  There was nothing he was not prepared to do for Queen and Country.  
 
    His life was his devotion.  Relationships were frowned upon unless it was required for deep cover work which Orphans occasionally did.  Again taking a leaf out of the Russian playbook, there were Orphans presently embedded in dozens of countries across the globe, gathering intelligence and waiting perhaps for an order that would one day come.  This included countries the UK were allied with.  They were the core of MI13, they were its strength.  The best trained and the most committed, they were relentless in their pursuit of their ultimate goal.  British supremacy, an idea that should have long since been relegated to the dustbin of history.   
 
      
 
      
 
    15.08.19 
 
    Village North of Bangkok, Thailand 
 
      
 
    Dang’s wife had died quietly.  She worked in the fields when the children were at school, and the illness that had been hinted at when she had woken up quickly ran away with her, spread by the passing of bodily fluids from her amorous husband.  When it became too much to handle, she had retired to sit under the shade of a large tree, the other workers visible in the distance.  There was a stream running alongside where she half lay, the sound of the water flowing past was peaceful despite the fire that was raging in her head.  Some of the victims of the virus died in agony, others just slipped away as their bodies failed.  Dang’s wife was the latter.  Nobody saw her pass away and return from death.  When the police finally turned up at her home to tell her about the unfortunate death of her children and her husband, there was nobody apparently at home to answer the call.  It was as if she had simply slipped off the Earth. 
 
    The newly born zombie dragged itself to its feet.  The ground was uneven, and it stumbled as it attempted to work the stiff and uncooperative limbs.  The zombie failed miserably.  Without any real sense of balance, the zombie lurched uncontrollably towards the stream, the sound there strangely beckoning.  With no real sense of direction, Dang’s former wife fell into it.  The sides of the stream were muddy and steep, and tumbling down the bank, the zombie broke one of its legs causing the bone to stick out.  There would be no more walking for this creature, and it lay in the stream, the shattered limb sticking out at an obscene angle.  It let out a quiet moan, not through pain, more from reflex.  Unable to do anything other than thrash about, that was what the zombie now did, the stream too shallow to wash the moving corpse away.  It churned up the mud as the water trickled over it. 
 
    Its eyes couldn’t see when night fell.  Its skin couldn’t tell when the temperature dropped.  Nor could the skin feel the creatures of the night that had begun to feed on the decaying flesh.  Mosquitos, horse flies, and of course the rats that nibbled at it.  Even though their food was moving, the rats could tell it was dead and thus was, in their eyes, a viable meal.  Tentatively they chewed at it.  When it didn’t fight back, they became bolder, tearing great chunks from the exposed skin, ripping through the sodden clothing to get more access to the banquet that had been handed to them.  One was grabbed by the zombie who, craving any kind of living flesh, bit the head off the unfortunate rat.  Despite this, the zombie came off worse in the exchange. 
 
    When creatures fed off the dead, the virus was passed along.  Whilst the insects just became vectors, able to pass the virus to everything they bit and touched without themselves becoming affected, the same could not be said for the rats.  They turned rapidly.  At first, it was dozens, but those dozens turned into hundreds, then thousands.  Within a day, people started reporting being attacked by rabid rodents.  Most of the attacks though were on livestock and other animals who consequently also began to turn.  An army of undead monsters began to grow in the fields and the villages north of Bangkok. 
 
    Dang’s wife was never found.  It just got stripped of most of its flesh.  Unable to penetrate the skull, the reanimated brain sat there unable to control anything, the muscles and sinews that had once moved the body parts now consumed.  What was left of the abdomen became bloated with the death gases, inviting more flies to not only feed but also breed.    
 
      
 
    15.08.19 
 
    Peak District, UK 
 
      
 
    Tom Dunn had decided years ago that civilisation, as he knew it, was about to come to an end.  Initially it had been through a nuclear war.  Then, when the Berlin Wall fell, it was the millennium bug.  When at the turn of the century, the lights stayed on, Tom turned his attention to the end of the age of oil and the global financial meltdown that would result.  Realising that technology had offset that, his fevered pessimistic mind hunted for other things to worry about.  When the end of the Mayan calendar in 2012 came and went, Tom found another thing to constantly concern himself with.  Pandemics. 
 
    Throughout all this, Tom had actually been successful in business.  When the computers didn’t all fail, Tom realised the potential in the digital economy and began to invest heavily in learning how to run a business from the comfort of his own home.  By the time John Cusack’s film about the end of the world was released, Tom was a multi-millionaire with multiple streams of passive income that made money whilst he slept.   
 
    As his wealth grew, his desire for self-preservation started to take on an almost obsessive quality, and he spent considerable time and effort hunting out the perfect property for himself and those close to him to hide out and survive when the apocalypse finally came.  Settling on a remote farm in the middle of the Peak District, he began the steady construction of his fortress.   
 
    Strangely he wasn’t a loner, and was happy to socialise and visit the friends he had accumulated over the years.  Although some considered him a little weird, the fact he didn’t try and ram his beliefs down anybody’s throats took some of the stigma out of his eccentric lifestyle.  Deep down, some of his friends even understood why he did it, secretly wishing they had the ability to do what he had. Tom also had a very good way of disarming those who found his ideas strange. 
 
    “You have car insurance, and insurance on your home in case the unthinkable might happen.  Well, that’s all this is, it’s just insurance for my life.” 
 
    Whilst he was happy to visit, he was not happy to take visitors unless they were carefully selected.  Very few people had been to his farm.  He let it be known that, should a pandemic strike, he wouldn’t be opening the gates of his farm for anyone except those he held closest and dearest.  Said in a joking fashion, nobody really appreciated the seriousness with which he made that statement.  Tom had convinced himself that he was more than prepared to kill anyone that threatened to penetrate his enclave during a national emergency. 
 
    The farm was hard to find.  Accessed by winding country roads that barely saw any traffic, the entrance was easily hidden and heavily gated.  Occupying a triangle of land, it was bordered on two sides by a fast flowing river with steep banks.  The third side was a mass of razor wire topped fences and thorny brambles.  The natural and the technological coming together to keep out the uninvited.  Covering thirty acres, he had taken great pains to make his property as impenetrable as possible, helped by his not insignificant bank balance.  With a sustained effort, a determined individual could probably get onto the property, which is why he kept the existence of the farm as secretive as possible. 
 
    Several local farms bordered his property and he made a point of getting to know the three closest neighbours.  All, after trust had been established, confessed similar views to Tom about the way civilisation was heading.  Whilst natural barriers and strong walls were essential, allies would also be a requirement in the coming fight for survival.  Tom even offered to help them defend their lands should the need arise.   
 
    There were three people who he trusted implicitly of course.  His brother, his sister and his mother.  Although they were sceptical of his outlook, he hoped that one day they would see the light and join him.  His farmhouse could easily house six people, more able to stay in the outhouse.  To aid in what he saw as the inevitable transition, Tom had a whole basement kitted out with everything he needed to survive.  A casual observer walking around the farm property would never be able to find the secret door to his subterranean storeroom, which was large enough to act as a survival bunker should the need arise.  He had even had it reinforced and extended.  Some would say he was foolish to spend his money this way, but what better use could those fragile representations of the monetary system be put to than the preservation of life when the whole system eventually failed. 
 
    There were hundreds of tins of freeze dried food with a shelf life of at least 25 years.  Mountains of candles, matches, firelighters and water purification tablets.  There was a whole garage full of tools of all description, with the equipment to maintain and repair them should they eventually fail.  The property was also self-sufficient when it came to utilities.  A natural well fed it fresh water.  Solar panels and an array of windmills gave it power.   
 
    Tom also had the skills for survival.  He had travelled to America years ago to learn how to shoot and hunt.  He knew how to kill and gut an array of locally found animals, as well as an almost encyclopaedic knowledge of which local plants could be eaten and which could be utilised as medicines.  On the ground floor, he had converted a room into a library.  Whilst the electronic format would have been preferable, Tom was mindful of the risk posed by a coronal mass ejection wiping out the world’s electronic equipment.  Tom was trying to prepare for as many eventualities as possible.  There were also nearly a hundred fiction novels that he had yet to read.  The mind had to be kept active at the end of the world. 
 
    To defend his property, Tom had a small arsenal of shotguns and hunting rifles.  This was why he hoped his family would join him come the end of the world.  Whilst most of the violence would be limited to the cities initially, when the supermarkets ran dry, the multitude would flee to the countryside to pick the land clean like God’s own locusts.  If his natural borders were breached, he wanted people with him to defend what was his.  Most likely though, if that event happened everything was likely lost.  The best bet was to keep hidden and keep safe. 
 
    Finally came his communication set up.  His internet connection was satellite-based as was his mobile phone.  There was limited cell coverage out here, and the old copper landlines were for shit when it came to accessing the world wide web.  Also, he had reckoned that the satellites would stay up there long after the power grid and the phone network failed.  If all else failed, he had the old ham wireless set he had purchased off eBay.  Whilst he wasn’t sure who exactly he would be talking to, it was there in case he needed it. 
 
    Probably the most important thing that made this future life viable was Tom’s acceptance that he might need to live it alone.  He hadn’t yet decided on what he would do if his family members were struck down with the impending pandemic.  Tom hoped that they would have adequate warning to join him and escape the first wave of it.  But there was always the chance that they would not be able to escape the infection.  His backup plan was the second property on his land which could act as a quarantine facility.  Whether he would accept family or friends would have to be based on the information available at the time.  The last thing he wanted to do was to let some ‘Typhoid Mary’ into his midst.  
 
    He thought he was prepared for every eventuality.  He wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    15.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    Whilst field agents were never allowed unaccompanied access to the subterranean home of MI13 (with the exception of graduates from ‘The Orphanage’ who were free to come and go as they pleased), agents and representatives of other organisations were never allowed access to its hidden halls for any reason.  That was especially so for agents of foreign organisations, no matter if there was a “special relationship” in existence or not.  It was a rule that, as Sir Osmond said many times, would never be broken.   
 
    For such occasions, the District Office was used.  Just as secretive, only smaller and admittedly less secure.  The British had a strange habit when it came to naming their government and secret buildings.  The House of Lords was known as ‘The Other Place’.  The home of MI6 was known as ‘Six’.  As for the home of MI13, it was simply known as ‘Central’, District being a not unsubstantial secure four-floor subterranean building beneath the streets of Hammersmith.  The commuters and office workers who went to work every day walked above its hidden rooms in their thousands, completely oblivious to the hidden world that lurked below them.  
 
    There were two Londons.  The one the public knew of above ground, and the secretive one that resided only in the realms of conspiracy and the eyes of the men and women who worked in those deep, secured chambers.  Just as with the Underground tube network, London was crisscrossed by a series of clandestine tunnels that allowed the privileged and the secretive to travel unhindered except for the limits of their security clearances.  So deep and pervasive was this network that it could house thousands of employees.  None of this was for the direct protection of the public.  There were no bomb shelters for the population.  In the event of a nuclear war, for example, only the elite would be spared.  That was in direct contrast to Russia which had built nuclear protection for millions of its citizens.  Sometimes you had to wonder who the real axis of evil really was. 
 
    It was at District that Colonel Nick Carter and his new team now met.  Whilst Nick was acquainted with some of them through previous missions, this would be the first time they would all be in the same room together as a unit.  Nick was excited to see how the dynamics would play out, to see how quickly they bonded as a team.  The lack of ego and bravado was always refreshing and the obvious professionalism should mean there would be no issues to deal with except the mission at hand.  Whilst each individual would have their own personal little quirks, Nick was confident that the team dynamics would work well. 
 
    There was, of course, one individual Nick could do without.  He had made his distaste and distrust for David Campbell known, but Nick was always a man who followed orders.  If anything, that was probably one of his failings.  There had been several incidents during his army career where, had he gone with his gut rather than the troubling orders of his superior, a lot of good men would have made it back home undamaged.  Even upon attaining the rank of Colonel, he had still needed to bite his tongue when those of a senior rank gave commands that were so odious in their level of incompetence. 
 
    There was little of that with MI13.  It was standing policy that any agent was allowed to question an order given if the situation in the field warranted a fresh appraisal, thus Nick had given and had noted his opinion on Campbell.  Also in the planning stage, every person involved in a mission was allowed input into how the mission should be planned as well as executed.  There was still leadership, but below the top hierarchy it tended to be leadership shaped by consensus and mutual respect.  Trial and error had shown that this helped stop mistakes from being made.  Every operative of MI13 was an expert in one or more fields, and that expertise had to be listened to.  This had been borrowed from the policy and procedures produced for “The Increment”, the now disbanded shadowy assassination MI6 department.  Disbanded was perhaps the wrong word to use because most of the personnel were simply moved and incorporated into MI13.  Why let such good talent go to waste? 
 
    Nick was not surprised to see both Gant and Osmond present in the briefing room when he arrived.  Campbell was already there as well, and the American looked at Nick with what seemed gentle appeasement.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” Nick said as he entered the room.  The three men present nodded back to him respectfully.  They were all sat at the end of a well-polished wooden conference table which was surrounded by twelve chairs.  Before sitting down next to Osmond, Nick helped himself to a cup of coffee from the room’s dispenser.  Tasting it, he grimaced.  This was not premium blend, but the caffeine would help with what was to come.  You took fuel whenever you could get it, even if it risked burning a hole in your taste buds.   
 
    He carried the cup over and sat opposite Campbell, who at this moment declined to say anything.  Nick was fine with that.  The temptation to throw the hot coffee into the American’s face briefly flashed in his mind and Nick easily quashed it.  Leave it for after the mission, Nick said to himself. 
 
    “I don’t know why you even drink that stuff,” Sir Osmond commented, a sly smile on his face.  There was tension in the air, and it was the boss’ job to see if that tension could be reduced.  Osmond had to admit he wasn’t too keen on Campbell’s involvement in all this either, but as head of MI13, he had to make concessions and play politics.  The Americans had insisted that their help came with a price.  The Americans were bigger, better funded and more able to work on the world stage.  They also had superior technological intelligence collecting apparatus which Britain was allowed access to so long as they behaved themselves.  This was the price of the special relationship.  
 
    The Echelon surveillance network consisted of a number of listening posts across the western world.  Known as the “Five Eyes” it consisted of bases in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the United States and Great Britain.  It was the English speaking world’s signals intelligence collection and analysis network…a global system for intercepting private, military, diplomatic and commercial communications.  Phone calls, emails, message board, social media…all got shoved through its supercomputers to be sifted and sorted to try and find the secrets that the world was trying to hide.  And the Americans ran it, although the UK made up a considerable part of the resources that made it function.  If you knew who the bad guys were, you also wanted to know what they were saying.  
 
    “Would it kill someone to order decent coffee?” Nick asked. 
 
    “I am in control of many things,” Osmond joked, “but catering is not one of them.  Even I have to bow down to the whims of accountants and bureaucracy.  Sometimes I think the bean counters have more say in running this place than I do.” 
 
     “I thought you Brits all drank tea anyway?” Campbell interjected.  He had an air of pristine confidence.  Nick would like to have believed that Campbell was unworthy to be here, that he was some political appointee that could be ignored and sidelined as an annoying irrelevance.  That was unfortunately not the case.  Although he didn’t have the breeding so evident in Osmond and Gant, his field craft was second to none.  Campbell was very capable in what he did, which was unfortunately part of the problem.  
 
    “I do usually,” Nick said, “but I think the tea bags served here are left over from the last world war.  At least it keeps Beth entertained.”  There was a rumour that Beth kept a secret stash of quality tea bags, that she would occasionally substitute for the shite normally served.  If you didn’t appreciate a good cuppa, it was said that she wouldn’t give you the time of day.   
 
    “Can we perhaps get on with this,” Gant said impatiently.  Osmond nodded. 
 
    “Yes of course.  I am aware there is a certain amount of tension between you two men,” he said giving both Campbell and Nick the once over.  “I have confirmed the importance of his part in this operation with my American counterparts and it is pertinent to state that Mr. Campbell here is acting in purely an advisory role.  Colonel Carter will be in charge of the operation.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” Campbell stated.  Nick simply nodded. 
 
    “Colonel, I trust you can put aside your animosity to our American friend here?  Do remember that when you last encountered him, he was only doing his job.”  Osmond was fully serious now.  His usual jovial manner had evaporated. 
 
    “As long as Mr. Campbell follows the rules set out, I can work with him.” 
 
    “Splendid, then we are all friends.  My wife will be pleased.  She does so hate me coming home grumpy from the workplace.”  Osmond turned to Campbell.  “Do be advised though Mr. Campbell.  A repeat of your last performance will not be tolerated.  Britain is a sovereign nation, and Her Majesty really does become quite distressed at the thought of foreigners running around with guns kidnapping people.  Whilst I completely understand that you work for a foreign power and that your allegiance is primarily to your home country, you are here at the pleasure of the British government.  If you burn this operation in any way, you will be persona non grata in any country owned by the Crown.  I trust I don’t have to spell out what that means.”  Campbell nodded his head.  He knew what it meant.  Persona non grata, in the world of the security services meant an individual would not be welcome in the home country and would be actively hunted out and forcibly removed if discovered.  Whilst belligerent agents from a competing power were often eliminated, those from so-called friendly nations escaped more lightly.   
 
    “Good, then let us begin,” Osmond said, full of enthusiasm again.  “Call the rest of the team through please, Sir Gant.” 
 
      
 
    12.05.16 
 
    Berlin, Germany 
 
      
 
    Nine months undercover in Berlin ended with a Taser and chloroform. 
 
    Nick sat unable to see anything.  The hessian sack over his head smelled of damp, the zip ties securing his wrists and ankles painfully tight.  The material covering his face was a deliberate choice.  It implied simplicity and barbarity.  Its nature hinted at the identity of his kidnappers without really confirming anything.  Basically, it was to keep him guessing, the psychological aspects of what was likely to happen just as important as the physical.  Nick’s mind was already being readied for the potential tortures that were about to be inflicted on the body.  
 
    In the corner, he could hear the laboured breathing of someone, probably the Russian he had been negotiating with prior to the events that had led here.  The Russian was a mid-level player in his country’s security services, the FSB.  Made up from the remnants of the shattered KGB at the fall of the Soviet Empire, it had reshaped itself under President Putin’s guiding eye.  The Russians once again had a secret service to be reckoned with.   
 
    Nick had been working him for months, paying him a not unsubstantial sum to share with MI13 some of the finer points of FSB activities.  Much of the information wasn’t acted upon, simply stored away for reference.  Occasionally a nugget here and there was shared with the relevant covert organisation that could use it.  If it affected the health of the Realm, however, MI13 acted independently.  Unlike MI5 and MI6, it pretty much had free rein to do what needed to be done.  If James Bond was real, he would have most certainly worked for MI13. 
 
    The problem with the world’s covert security apparatus was the sheer number of organisations engaged in this secret war.  Hell, the Americans had a half dozen agencies just on their own, often competing against each other for funding and influence.  Nick had no idea at present which of the various groups had abducted himself and the Russian off the Berlin street in the dead of night.  The pleasure in discovering who would hopefully not be tempered by the country of the organisation’s origin.  If it was the FSB or some Jihadist group, then he was most likely fucked.  Nick really didn’t want to star in a beheading video or experience the delights of the FSB’s very effective interrogation techniques.   
 
    If it was Mossad, he probably had a ten per cent chance of getting out of this alive.  The Israelis were a law unto themselves, caring only for the preservation of the Jewish State.  They were as fanatical as those they battled against.  
 
    Nick had always had a knack for languages, and having a German cousin who he had spent several summer holidays with as a child helped considerably.  This was one of the reasons he had been picked for the Berlin operation.  He was also fluent in Russian and Farsi which sometimes came in handy, especially when trying to persuade a disillusioned and underpaid FSB agent to betray his country for a few hundred thousand dollars.  You needed more than money though to get to a Russian’s heart.  Comradery, vodka and blondes were also essential aspects, which was why Nick had found himself walking out of a strip club with a drunk FSB agent in the middle of Berlin at two o’clock in the morning.  The deserted streets had made them easy pickings for their abductors.    
 
    Apart from the breathing of the Russian, the only other sounds were the faint traffic noises.  They were clearly in a secluded part of the city, probably an industrial area.  Nick could tell that the ground beneath his feet was concrete because he had no shoes or socks on, the warmth of his skin leaching into the unforgiving hardness.  The feet, that was probably where all the fun was going to start.  Would they begin with the questions or the torture?  There was always the chance that there wouldn’t be any questions asked, that he would merely be used as an example and a warning.  If his identity as a MI13 agent had been exposed, then there were bigger problems than his own imminent demise for it meant the whole of MI13 had been compromised, and that was an unthinkable prospect. 
 
    How the next few hours would go would be dependent on how much of a hurry those who held him were in.  If they had hours, their approach would be much different than if they had days.  Whatever the situation, he knew it wouldn’t all be about pain.  Nick understood they would want to humiliate and degrade him, to help break any resolve he had.  He had received extensive training in how to hold out against interrogation, but everybody broke in the end.    
 
    There was always the chance that this could work in his favour, depending on who his abductors were.  The Russian, Aleksandra Urinov, did not know Nick was British.  Urinov thought he was a member of the German security services, the BND, masquerading as a German businessman.  A lie within a lie.  Although he was pumping Urinov for information about FSB activities in Germany, the real reason for Nick’s mission was to obtain the identities of a particular Russian sleeper agent working inside the Berlin branch of MI13 which was housed in the British Embassy.  They knew one was there, just not who he was.  Urinov had hinted at it when the vodka had started flowing but had as yet not revealed the vital information.  
 
    Sleeper agents were left behind after the collapse of the Soviet Union.  Despite the evaporation of the communist structure they worked for, most of the sleepers were allegedly still active, living lives of deception amongst the German and Western populations.  When Russia rose from the ashes, they found their original purpose revitalised.  Nicknamed ‘The Illegals’ these sleeper cells were riddled throughout the Western World and had given Russia an edge in their espionage activities.  The one in the Berlin branch needed to be dealt with because he (or was it a she?) was becoming a bit of a problem.  
 
    The sound of a metal door opening broke the relative quiet and brought Nick back to the moment.  Two, no three people entered, the sound of their feet a clue to their numbers.  Nick waited for whatever was about to happen.  He didn’t feign unconsciousness, instead looking towards the sound of the new arrivals.  Now we see if all that training actually amounted to anything, he thought.  It was very easy to inflict agony on a human body.  The difficulty arose in knowing just what kind of discomfort would break your subject whilst keeping their sanity in check.  If the mind broke, the information given often became useless and garbled which was why they said torture never worked.   
 
    Someone slapped him lightly on the side of the head. 
 
    “Glad to see you’re awake Mr. Mystery Man,” an American voice said.  Nick would later learn that the man’s name was David Campbell.  A hand slapped his head again, harder this time. 
 
    “Please stop,” Nick said in German. 
 
    “Nice accent.  Good tonality and inflexion.  But you’re about as German as I am.  Your documents are some of the best I’ve seen, but we know you aren’t who you say you are.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Nick said, again in German.  Just because the man talking to him had an American accent, it didn’t mean he was actually a representative of the United States.  Voices could be mimicked.  Games could be played.   
 
    The hood was removed. 
 
    The light in the room was dim, a low watt bulb in the ceiling and three high and narrow windows on a far wall.  Early morning light was filtering through the grime smeared glass.  Nick looked around, taking everything in, assessing his available options.  The Russian was sat on the other side of the room, head slumped.  He had been wearing a cream shirt, but that was mainly ruined by the blood that had flowed from a broken nose and torn lip.  The Russian had fought back when the men had leapt out of the van and had suffered for it.  Nick had seen the blow Urinov had received when the rifle butt smacked him in the jaw.  There would be the need for a considerable amount of dental work to fix that…assuming anyone was to survive through the day, of course. 
 
    The three men wore black which wasn’t very original, but effectively intimidating.  They all had side arms and spotless combat boots, US military issue.  Campbell had a bemused look on his face whilst his two compatriots looked on in stony seriousness. 
 
    “Americans?” Nick said, this time in English but maintaining the German accent. 
 
    “You aren’t the one asking questions,” Campbell exclaimed.  “Now are you going to tell me who you are?”  Nick looked at the man.  Most likely they were Americans, so either CIA or Defence Intelligence Agency.  The problem was knowing for sure.  It could easily be a ruse.  And even if they were American, Nick was still in danger.  There was no way the German authorities knew about their operation as the Germans tended to object to the presence of foreign spies abducting people off the streets.  So this was black ops, off the radar.    
 
    They could even be independents, mercenaries for hire which asked more questions than it answered.  Nick was unlikely the primary target if that was the case.  Urinov undoubtedly has his fingers in more pies than the Russian had revealed.  Not an uncommon occurrence these days, corruption running deep through the Russian state.  What could Nick safely tell this man? 
 
    “I’m sure you know who I am.  I work for the BND.  What are you CIA?  You should not be here in my country!”  This reprimand earned Nick a slap from Campbell’s fully open palm.  Then a second, this one drawing blood from Nick’s mouth.  Shaking his head, Nick looked up defiantly.  He had to play the psychological game, just the right amount of defiance with a hint of submissiveness.  The Grey Man.  Unreadable.  Unpredictable.   
 
    “I’m going to ask you one more time.  If you don’t answer we are going to start removing toenails.”  The larger of Campbell’s companions reached into the back of his utility belt and withdrew some needle nose pliers.  “Once the nails are gone, we start taking the toes. Joint by joint.  We will cauterise the wound each time.  You should enjoy that.  The smell of long pig in the morning.  Then we go to your fingers.  And if you’re still not talking after that, then we move to the more…vital areas.”  The pliers looked rusty and well used.  They were brought close to Nick’s face so he could get a proper look at them. 
 
    “Have those been properly sterilised?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Funny,” the man holding the pliers said.  “It will be interesting to see if you are in such a comedic mood when I am cutting off your eyelids.” 
 
    Campbell slapped him again.  The chair didn’t move, it was obviously bolted to the ground.    
 
    “I don’t know what you want me to tell you.”   
 
    “Ok then, fun begins,” said Campbell.  The man bent down and gripped the nail on his big toe.  Nick tensed himself. 
 
    That was when a phone rang.  The man with the pliers looked up at his superior, but Campbell held up his hand whilst he extracted his phone. 
 
    “Campbell,” he said into it.  The American turned his back on Nick whilst he listened to what was being said.  Campbell shook his head and started to say something, only to obviously be shut down by the person on the other end.  It took forty seconds for the call to end, and Campbell spent another five seconds simply looking at his phone.  The DIA agent looked at his two CIA subordinates and pointed at Nick. 
 
    “Get him the fuck out of here.” 
 
    What none of them realised was that Campbell’s actions on that day would probably doom the world.  If Nick had acquired the information he sought, he could have unravelled the whole plot now unfolding. 
 
      
 
    Nick had been lucky, and in a way so had Campbell who, on that day, had been working a joint mission with the Central Intelligence Agency.  MI13 agents are required to check in routinely, and with the abduction, Nick had missed that check-in.  The secret organisation had invested considerable time and effort in the men and women it used, and it was very protective of them.  It was therefore rightly assumed that something was amiss.  Knowing Nick’s meeting place with the Russian, German street camera feeds were hacked into.  It didn’t take long for the video feed of two men being dragged into a van to be witnessed and examined.  It helped that a passer-by had seen the events and had phoned it in to the authorities.  
 
    The video taken from the surveillance of the German street was of high quality, which helped the tech wizards in their identification of the kidnappers.  Although the men had been wearing balaclavas, the computers deep in the basement of Central analysed the biometrics of the team that had so skilfully whisked Nick off the streets.  The style of the abduction was also analysed.  Within three hours they had a likely face from the MI13 database.  From that face, Osmond was able to put a call into the head of the DIA to ask why its men were kidnapping British agents in a manner that contravened international law.  The head of DIA then phoned his junior, who phoned Campbell directly to tell him that perhaps detaining the Mystery Man wasn’t in the best interest of UK/US relations.    
 
    Campbell wasn’t blamed because he was working on intelligence obtained by another branch of the DIA.  Said Intel was said to be reliable and indicated that Urinov was about to sell a stash of leftover Soviet-era plutonium to the Iranians.  You couldn’t really blame the Americans for wanting to stop such a disastrous transfer.  In technical terms, it was just all bad luck.  The interrogation still went ahead, only it was the Russian in the chair.  Urinov lasted six toenails into the interrogation before he spilled the beans.  Nick never did get the information he was after.  If he had, the world might have turned out to be a very different place. 
 
      
 
    15.08.19 
 
    Leeds, UK 
 
      
 
    “Pull.”  The clay skeet flew through the air and shattered as the birdshot hit it.  The shooter causally reloaded his now depleted weapon. 
 
    “Pull.”  Two skeets this time, both disintegrating in the air.  Andy Burns looked at the falling wreckage with a sense of satisfaction.  Unlocking the gun, he discharged the spent cartridges and knew he was done for the day. 
 
    “Nice shooting Andy,” Bob Curl said.  Bob owned the shooting range, overseeing Andy’s tuition back when Andy had first learnt how to shoot.  “Next year you might want to try entering the championships.  You can shoot better than me now.” 
 
    “That’s decent of you to say mate, but I doubt I’ll have time for that.”  It was something Andy had been contemplating, but with business at the moment, he was lucky he had time to get two practice shoots a week in.  The issue was that business was too good, which was always an excellent problem to have.  Brexit wasn’t having the slightest impact on the products he sold online. 
 
    “Well if you change your mind, let me know and I’ll get the forms filled out.  We would really appreciate you shooting for the club, we haven’t won anything nationally in years.” 
 
    “Let me think about it and get back to you,” which was Andy’s usual way of saying not a chance.   
 
    Bob left him alone, Andy breaking his weapon apart and packing it away in its case.  He’d decided to get himself a shotgun licence because he wanted a way to de-stress.  As he really didn’t do exercise, it was either that or alcohol, and the latter he had a bit of an issue with if he was honest.  He wasn’t so much addicted but had reached a point where he was using it as a crutch which was getting unhealthy.  He’d been putting on weight and finding it difficult to sleep, even though a few beers helped calm the carnival that often played in his head in the dead of night. 
 
    His girlfriend at the time had recommended meditation because she was all into that yoga, hippie shite.  His response to that ridiculous suggestion… Let me think about it and get back to you.  That relationship hadn’t lasted, which in hindsight was probably a good thing. 
 
    The drive home took twenty minutes and was uneventful.  Pulling onto his cul-de-sac, he prepared himself for what sometimes occurred whenever he returned home.  The cul-de-sac had ten detached houses, of which Andy’s was probably the biggest and highest on the whole middle-class estate.  His problem was the neighbour who for some reason had taken an instant dislike to Andy.  The neighbour had moved in six months ago, five years after Andy had arrived, and ever since then, the new arrival had been nothing but complaints and grievances. 
 
    “You need to trim this bush back, it’s overgrowing my fence…” 
 
    “You put your wheelie bin on my property again…” 
 
    “Why are your surveillance cameras spying on me…” 
 
    “Your friend’s parked on my drive, you need to stop that…” 
 
    The neighbour, who was disliked by virtually everyone else on the cul-de-sac, had been nicknamed “twat face” and seemed to actively go out of his way to be unpleasant.  The problem was compounded by the fact he was a big intimidating bloke, full of muscles and steroids.  All weekend he would be half and half out of his garage working on the huge muscle car that had obviously been imported, a car Andy had never actually seen the man drive.  Anyone Twat Face clocked would be glowered at and sometimes even harangued with some random pettiness. 
 
    As Andy drove up to his drive, he saw the man was there in all his hypertrophic glory. Great, thought Andy.  Despite being a much less impressive physical specimen, he wasn’t intimidated by the bloke, just tired of the incessant shabbiness.  The neighbour was just an unhappy human being who could easily kick the shit out of you if the desire came to him.  Fortunately, in civilised society, such bulk wasn’t that great an advantage, laws and the police generally keeping such people in check.  Andy didn’t believe that Twat Face was of a criminal mind, he was just a really unpleasant person to be around. 
 
    The neighbour’s name was actually Iain, and Andy waved to him pleasantly as he drove his Ford Mondeo onto his drive.  It was a big driveway, enough to get about five cars on if you pushed it, which argued against one of Iain’s many aired objections.  Andy switched off the engine and got out of his car. 
 
    “What was that about?” Iain said loudly.  He stood just off Andy’s property. 
 
    “What was what about Iain?”  Here we go. 
 
    “That sarcastic wave,” Iain demanded.  The man’s face was going red with anger.  “Are you taking the piss?” 
 
    “Mate, why are you so angry all the time?”  Andy walked around to the back of his car and opened up the boot.  Iain took several steps forward, Andy ignoring him as he took the shotgun case out of his car.  It was then that he realised Iain was brandishing a hammer. 
 
    “You lot think you’re all better than me, talking behind my back.” 
 
    “If we talk behind your back Iain, it’s because you are an unpleasant bastard to everyone.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me like that,” Iain threatened.   
 
    “Or what?  You’ll hit me with the hammer you’re brandishing?  That won’t get you the result you hope.” 
 
    “You just keep your bins off my drive.”  Iain had stopped advancing, but he kept thrusting the somewhat rusty hammer in Andy’s direction. 
 
    “Is this what this is all about?  The fucking bins again?” 
 
    “I’ll not warn you again.”  The redness had vanished now, Iain’s face going decidedly pale and menacing.  Now that worried Andy, and he retreated away from his neighbour towards the safety of the front door. 
 
    “Likewise, now get off my land.  You are trespassing.”  Andy put his key in the lock and turned.  Through the door now, which closed securely behind him.  Looking out of the window, Andy saw Iain was still standing on his drive.  What the hell was wrong with the guy?   
 
      
 
    15.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    The rest of Nick’s team entered and seated themselves.  None of them helped themselves to any refreshments.  Gant stood and dimmed the lights, seconds later a projector powered up displaying a presentation on the wall behind Campbell. 
 
    “Floor’s yours,” Osmond said to the American.  Campbell stood.  He seemed to bask in the attention.   
 
    “Over the past several years, there have been a series of unusual deaths across the west.”  Campbell pressed a button on the clicker in his hand and the projected image changed to show the faces of dozens of people.  “Each death seemed random.  Murders, suicides, house fires.  Despite the disparity in the way they died, our analysts have determined there is a connection.” 
 
    “Are these all Americans?” asked Natasha. 
 
    “No, multiple countries.  They have all been involved in some form of research involving pathogenic organisms.  We think there is a high likelihood these deaths are coordinated.” 
 
    “That’s unusual though,” Nick said.  “Why go after the best and brightest?” 
 
    “We think it’s a pre-emptive measure.  All the deaths have been in western countries.  Whilst we don’t have accurate access to information from China and Russia, it would be hard to hide the deaths of their top scientists.  And none have been reported that we can tell.”   The display changed to a single image, the face of the most recent victim.  “So worried are we that the FBI is now assigning agents to guard those potentially at risk.” 
 
    So why are you only telling us now? thought Nick. 
 
    “The last death was Professor Damian Cheung.  He was close to developing an effective vaccine against Ebola and the derivative viruses.  He died three weeks ago when he was out jogging.” 
 
    “How did he die?” asked Gant. 
 
    “Apparently he jumped off a bridge.  We can’t know for sure, but the NSA has identified chatter that indicates an organised group is involved in these killings.  At least that’s the interpretation by the supercomputers deep in the basement of Fort Meade.  We suspected there would be another such murder on British soil, and two days ago the member of Parliament for Chelsea and Fulham was killed in an apparent religious attack.” 
 
    “You could have warned us old boy.”  Osmond kept a serene exterior, but inside he was fuming. 
 
    “We had nothing definite.  We didn’t even know the city.  But her death fits the pattern.  And the apparent religious nature is likely just a ruse to deflect the real reason for the killing.” 
 
    “How is this related though, she wasn’t a scientist.”  Natasha again. 
 
    “No, but she was the head of the parliamentary committee on pandemic preparedness.  She had been instrumental in markedly increasing your country’s readiness for an outbreak.  She was the one who proposed the Bill through your parliament that will eventually set up Hazmat response teams in every major city.”  Campbell changed the image again.  This time there were several pictures of what looked like the same man.  Similar height and build, but it really was impossible to tell.  It could have been different men wearing similar clothing.  The largest was a grainy image of a hooded man taken in a London city street.  Few showed the man’s face, and when they did, a scarf or something similar obscured most of the features.  In the middle of the screen was a video player, and Campbell activated it. 
 
    “The Metropolitan Police were able to acquire this video from a private individual’s phone near the scene of the MP’s murder. Around the same time as the assassination of your Member of Parliament, the Metropolitan Police had reports of a mugging gone wrong.  An eyewitness saw three men try and attack what looked like a homeless man.”  The video was jerky and showed a man fighting off three other men.  “We were lucky with this one.  It wasn’t posted to YouTube, instead, the witness actually contacted the police first.  I’m told that’s a rare event in that part of London.”   
 
    “The Met have graciously shared it with us,” Sir Osmond said smugly.  The sound quality was poor, but when the kneeling person was set on fire, the video zoomed in to show the person (that nobody in the room knew was called Azrael), remove his sunglasses showing most of his face.   
 
    “This has enough biometric markers to make future recognition possible, but to meet this man in the street you likely wouldn’t know him from Adam.  The computers have run their magic.  They have done gait analyses and, even with the distance the film was shot at, a measure of interpupillary distance has been obtained. We think this is the politician’s killer and it’s likely the same man in all these other pictures.  The conclusion is that the man in this video is primarily responsible for many of the deaths I am concerned with.  He seems highly skilled and appears able to disappear from sight, even in a city as thoroughly surveilled as London.  Until today that is.”  Campbell offered Osmond the projector remote. 
 
    “Oh no old boy, you carry on.”  The display changed to show a much larger face, the face of Azrael.  It was still grainy due to pixilation, but it was a lot more to go on, and enlargement of one still of the video feed. 
 
    “Whoever he was, the muggers didn’t stand a chance.  He left two men dead, one by immolation.”   
 
    “Pleasant,” said Jeff. 
 
     “Our computers have been running everything, but it was actually MI13 that put the pieces together.  It was your algorithms that spotted the connection, these videoed deaths being on the reported escape route of the MP’s assassin.”  Osborne had taken over now.  
 
     “The estate where the apparent muggers died has virtually no operational surveillance cameras.  It also has a curious and scared population, so as Mr. Campbell rightly pointed out, we were lucky someone got in touch with this crucial evidence.  We went further, scouring dozens of hours of the cameras covering all possible exits from that estate, but could find nothing.  If this is the face of our killer, we now have something to go on.  Not surprisingly, this face has now been flagged in the surveillance database.  If anything that remotely looks like this man pops up again, we will know within minutes.  Then you will be informed Nick.  Your team need to be ready and on call at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “I think we can handle that.”  
 
    “Good,” said Osmond, standing.  “The codename for this assignment is Operation Pharmacy.  Gentlemen, and lady,” Osmond gave a slight bow to Natasha who smiled at the obvious charm of the man, “Let’s see if we can’t catch ourselves a murderer.” 
 
      
 
    At the end of the meeting everyone drifted away.  Everyone except Nick and Campbell.  Sir Osmond personally closed the door of the conference room behind him when he left. 
 
    “Sorry about Berlin mate.  We didn’t know you were a friendly.  Hell, at that time I didn’t even know there was a MI13.”  Campbell seemed earnest, but Nick didn’t trust a word that was coming out of his mouth. 
 
    “The job’s the job,” Nick said. 
 
    “If I’m honest I’m not happy about the situation either.  I don’t appreciate being sequestered to a team I don’t know.  I’m not going to blow smoke up your arse.” 
 
    “I work with whoever my Lords and Masters tell me.  I don’t have to like it.” 
 
    “You British are an odd bunch,” Campbell said. 
 
    “Funny, we always say the same about you Yanks.” 
 
    “So where do we go from here?” 
 
    “As Sir Osmond said,” Nick replied standing up, “as long as you follow the rules, we won’t have a problem.  But get in our way and we are going to have serious words.  You are here as an observer, nothing more.  If you have an agenda that you aren’t telling us about, know that it will be discovered.  The three other agents you will be working with are all hardened veterans.  You really don’t want to be getting on the wrong side of any of them.” 
 
    “And if I get on the wrong side of you?” 
 
    “You already have.”  With that, Nick left the room. 
 
      
 
    16.08.19 
 
    Doha, Qatar 
 
      
 
    Half way home, thought Paul.  His journey from Bangkok involved a stopover in Doha.  Travelling business class, he was spared the trauma of mixing with the common passengers and had been bused from the plane to the specially designed terminal where luxury awaited.  Paul was absolutely shattered, another reason why he hated leaving the USA.  He was getting slight muscle cramps as well which was worrying him.  Most likely he had contracted a case of flu, either from the plane, or the hundreds of hands he had shaken the previous day.  When you worked with microorganisms every week, you knew where the dangers were but still had to accept you were generally as susceptible as everyone else. 
 
    The social event yesterday evening had actually been a pleasant affair.  His speech had gone down better than he had hoped, and his lack of condemnation for the Chinese military actions had put him on the correct footing with the people he had dined with.  It was so easy to be a hard arse when you were an external observer looking at events after they had happened.  Truth was, he doubted the US military would have handled things any differently. 
 
    Paul was an advocate for the use of martial law in national pandemic emergencies.  The reasons were clear, humans being an irrational and selfish species at the best of times.  Hurl a life killing contagion at them and they would lose all sense of civility.  If it came down to their own individual preservation, and personal sacrifice for the greater good, humans would invariably try and save their own skins unless there was the threat of a loaded gun to persuade them otherwise.  Which meant people trying to flee quarantine zones, even though they might themselves be infected with the very disease they were trying to flee.  Irrational people could not be reasoned with, meaning the only recourse was force of arms and being willing to carry through on any threats you made. 
 
    It was a little-known fact that the CDC had plans for such eventualities through their association with the Federal Emergency Management Agency, otherwise known as FEMA. And it had been Paul that had been instrumental in setting up those plans.  The apparatus for emergency management in America was huge, bloated and unyielding, governed by egos and fiefdoms.  There was, however, one thing in its favour.  The Office of President of the United States had the power to pass written orders to the federal government which did not require congressional approval.  Known as Executive Orders, many of them were put in place as contingency plans for worst case scenarios.  One such Order was Executive Order 13295:  
 
      
 
    By the authority vested in me as President by the Constitution and the laws of the United States of America, including section 361(b) of the Public Health Service Act (42 
 
    U.S.C. 264(b)), it is hereby ordered as follows: 
 
    Section 1. Based upon the recommendation of the Secretary of Health and Human Services (the "Secretary"), in consultation with the Surgeon General, and for the purpose of specifying certain communicable diseases for regulations providing for the apprehension, detention, or conditional release of individuals to prevent the introduction, transmission, or spread of suspected communicable diseases, the following communicable diseases are hereby specified pursuant to section 361(b) of the Public Health Service Act: 
 
    (a) Cholera; Diphtheria; infectious Tuberculosis; Plague; Smallpox; Yellow Fever; and Viral Haemorrhagic Fevers (Lassa, Marburg, Ebola, Crimean-Congo, South American, and others not yet isolated or named). 
 
    (b) Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), which is a disease associated with fever and signs and symptoms of pneumonia or other respiratory illness, is transmitted from person to person predominantly by the aerosolized or droplet route, and, if spread in the population, would have severe public health consequences. 
 
    Each US State had the authority to declare and enforce quarantine within their borders.  The CDC, Paul’s employer, also had the power to detain, medically examine and quarantine anyone they suspected of carrying a communicable disease.  This could be done against an individual or a community’s express wishes to the contrary.  To add to this, every Sherriff’s department had received equipment, training and funding far in excess of what was needed for everyday law enforcement.  With so many communities spread across the Continental United States, it was obvious that the Sherriff’s departments would be an essential tool in the control of potentially infected populations, their local knowledge an essential asset.  The powers were even in place to suppress the movement of the population.   
 
    Paul was officially the first American to be contaminated by the virus.  He would also be the first to present the symptoms within the borders of the USA.  He would be directly responsible for the death of tens of thousands of his fellow Americans and would bring the virus deep into the core of the CDC.  He would have a far greater impact however. 
 
    On his brief stop in Doha, Paul touched three door handles, four buffet tongues as well as shaking hands with three people he knew from his work for the CDC.  He also seeded the air-conditioned atmosphere with his virally infused breath.  The virus survived well in the conditioned air, sucked up and spread around with startling efficiency.  At Doha, he infected dozens of people.  Over the two plane journeys combined, he was culpable in the further infection of one hundred and seventeen people.  Eighty-seven of those would take connecting flights out of Atlanta, infecting hundreds more.  Each of those hundreds would spread the virus amongst their respective communities.  Without a single focal point of infection to deal with, the coming apocalypse would be almost impossible to stop. 
 
    Think how many people you interact with in a day, and then think how many people those individuals come into contact with.  Post office workers, checkout tellers, teachers, doctors, postmen and baristas.  Airborne on the droplets of his lungs and transmittable from the moisture on his very body, Paul brought the virus to America. He also, unwittingly, did much worse than that.  He brought it to the beating heart of the very organisation designed to stop the spread of the disease. 
 
      
 
    16.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    Nick sat on the bench deep within Hyde Park.  The air was crisp, the night slowly drawing in.  By the time he got home, the sky would be black.  Presently it was merely bruised.   
 
   
  
 

 The evening streets held no fear for him, even in a city where knife crime had reportedly exploded.  Any young thug who was foolish enough to try and mug Nick would find that decision one of the worst they would ever make.  A weapon in the hands of youth and inexperience was useless when faced against someone with the ability and the readiness to kill you with his bare hands.  Nick’s certainty in the matter was bolstered by the fact he was wearing the latest in protective clothing.  Not bulky, allowing for free movement, his legs, torso and arms were protected against knife attacks, secure in the sense that no knife would penetrate the high tech cloth.  It didn’t make him invulnerable of course. 
 
    Nick knew he didn’t get enough of nature.  His off days were spent in the grime and the chaos of the city.  Even sat here, the hum of humanity could be heard in the distance, tainting the illusion of nature’s wonders.  When on operation, there was no time to take in the scenery, his life often a blur of violence and survival.  Then there were the other times, of boredom and surveillance when concentration was key.  His line of work was far from that portrayed by James Bond, and he certainly didn’t have the charisma, the inclination or even the energy to try and bed every woman he encountered.  
 
     Nick sometimes struggled to know where his life had gone, so moments like this were to be cherished.  To find such peace in a city of millions was bliss, and he often came here to sit and think.  It helped that this particular bench allowed full 360 vision of the grounds around him meaning it was impossible for someone to sneak up on him here.  He felt safe despite his exposure. 
 
    He saw Jeff Brazier running towards him, the grace of the man and the power in the body evident for those who knew what to look for.  Jeff seemed to be propelled as if he was a force of nature, defiant of the ageing that was already starting to happen in his body.  Certainly, he wasn’t someone Nick would want to go against toe to toe.  The man’s street fighting techniques were legendary, even in an organisation that prided itself on its training.  MI13 did not train classical martial arts, because most of them were deemed useless in real combat.  Whilst they were good for teaching discipline and building stamina, for defending oneself, most of them were only really of any use against people using the same technique.  Put someone who did Karate, for example, in a rough and tumble street fight, and technique wouldn’t last against brute animal force. 
 
    MI13 trained hand to hand street fighting.  They taught how to take people down and keep them down.  It was a mishmash of different techniques developed over decades.  A system of raw power and explosive force, when threatened, a MI13 operative would use overwhelming suppressive attack to bring their opponent down.  Jeff was the best Nick had ever seen.  So good in fact that he now taught his style of fighting at the Orphanage three months of the year.  Rumour had it that the young recruits, saved from the torments of Social Services, had started calling Jeff “John Wick” after the fictional Hollywood assassin.  Behind his back of course, and out of complete respect rather than ridicule.  You did not ridicule a man like Jeff Braziers.  When such a man said something you only needed two words.  Yes, and Sir. 
 
    Jeff came to a stop at the bench Nick was seated on and sat down next to him.  Nick noticed the man was hardly out of breath.  In his inside pocket, Nick took out a small silver box and flipped a switch on it.  An audio jammer, to stop any prying ears should someone have a directional microphone on them.  Unlikely, but you never knew in this day and age, and it was always wise to never assume that “The Other Service” hadn’t been compromised.  The day you stopped following your training was the day mistakes started to happen. 
 
    “There’s a rumour going around that you never use public transport, that you just run everywhere.” 
 
    “Certainly cheaper.  And it helps that my place of work has adequate shower facilities.”  Jeff turned in his seat to face Nick.  “What are we doing here Colonel?” 
 
    “I have a concern about this operation.” 
 
    “You mean the Yank?  I heard about your run in with him.” 
 
    “More than that.  I don’t trust the man for a second, but there’s something more to this that I can’t put my finger on.” 
 
    “So why are you telling me?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “Because of all those in the team, you are the one I trust the most.  I’ve never worked with Natasha in the field before.  And as good as he is, Brodie is a company man through and through.  There’s another thing.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I had the face run through the records we have.  There was no match.” 
 
    “Well, that’s understandable if he isn’t known to us,” Jeff answered. 
 
    “No, think about it.  An image like that isn’t perfect, there should have been a few false positives at least.  But there were none.  The only way that could happen is if that face had been completely wiped from the computer records.  It has no history.  That’s not supposed to be possible.  We are talking about a computer network that links MI13 with MI5, MI6 and the Metropolitan police.  Hell, it’s even got its tendrils into the systems of the FBI and Interpol, not that they are aware of that you understand.” 
 
    “What is your gut telling you?” 
 
    “This is not what we are being led to think it is.  Campbell tried to spin it to make it look like the Russians or the Chinese were behind this, but I don’t buy that.  They aren’t stupid.  This isn’t the Cold War anymore.  China has already won the economic war.  By twenty thirty they will have overtaken America as the biggest economy.  And Russia will gain from that immensely.  If you look at the scientists who were killed, a lot of them were working on stuff that would have revolutionised healthcare worldwide.  That benefits the whole of humanity, not just the west.  No, I doubt it’s a foreign power.  It also worries me that the Americans are involved.  That goes against protocol.  Something smells here.” 
 
    “I thought the same.” 
 
    “Campbell’s involvement in this bothers me, and not because he once threatened to remove my toenails.” 
 
    “That’s a bit old school,” Jeff joked.  “Mind you, they still think waterboarding is an effective technique.” 
 
    “I think we both need to watch him.  As long as he behaves himself I’m not going to let him be a problem.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t behave himself?”  Jeff was serious now because this was serious stuff. 
 
    “Leave him to me.  I’ve already warned him what will happen if he crosses the line.”   A breeze hit them bringing the distant smell of cooking.  Nick looked out at the park.  “Something just feels off, as if something big is coming.” 
 
      
 
    The hooded figure hid behind the large oak.  Watching the two men, the figure had already discarded the directional microphone.  The Colonel wouldn’t have made such a basic error, which left the figure resorting to lip reading, and that wasn’t easy at this distance, even with the telescopic lens used.  The figure missed some of the words, especially when Nick turned to talk to his colleague, but the spy got the gist of what was being said.  This was not good.  This was not good at all.  Things were starting to unravel.    
 
      
 
    16.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Brian stood outside the courthouse relishing his freedom.  The jury had come to their conclusion quicker than anyone had expected.  Not guilty.  What more could he ask for?  Fortunately, there was no press here to hound him, obviously because his apparent innocence was a none story to them.  Although the chance to take the piss out of the incompetence of the Manchester police force would have held huge temptation, Brian liked to keep his head down.  He didn’t like being in the limelight.  It was bad for business. 
 
    “I’m grateful for all your work on the case,” Brian said to Jessica who was standing next to him.  He now viewed her as a sexual being, her talents as a lawyer no longer required. 
 
    “That’s OK Mr. Metcalf.” 
 
    “You know you can call me Brian, right?” 
 
    “I know, but let’s keep things professional.”  Jessica stuck her hand out and Brian shook it, perhaps lingering a fraction too long.  He didn’t squeeze as he would with a man.  Instead, he almost caressed the appendage before letting go.  She didn’t flinch, but Brian could tell she was uncomfortable being around him.  He didn’t care.  
 
    The barrister had already left, triumphant in his victory.  Likely he would already be on his way to his private club where the rich wiled away their evenings safe from the trauma of having to interact with the common people.   
 
    “Try and keep out of trouble now, Mr. Metcalf.  You’ve paid us far too much as it is already.”  Brian smiled dryly at that.  Although he had won and could reclaim costs from the government, such a reclamation of costs was capped.  He was significantly out of pocket and Brian was intent on making someone pay dearly for it.  Whilst he knew he could easily make the money back in a matter of months, it rankled him that such things were allowed to happen.  The bloody politicians were making it expensive to be a criminal in this country. 
 
    “Me, I wouldn’t hurt a fly.”   
 
    Brian watched as Jessica strode off.  He could tell that she probably didn’t have what it took to make it in her chosen field.  This was one of the skills he had developed that made him so valuable and so dangerous.  Brian could determine what you were made of, could see inside you and spot the flaws and the strengths you probably didn’t even know existed.  Jessica was probably too weak, and the last few days she had definitely been preoccupied.  Damn, he’d like a piece of that, but he was not one to force himself on a woman.  It was clear that she had no interest in him.  Oh well, her loss. 
 
    The important thing was that he was free.  The look on the face of the officer running the case when the not guilty verdict had come through had been priceless.  That alone had almost been worth all the hassle.  This result was not without its problems.  No doubt they would be watching him for the next few weeks like a hawk.  The Old Bill didn’t like having egg on their faces, and any false move on his part would be jumped upon savagely.  That was fine, he was already planning a holiday.  Brian hadn’t booked it of course, there was no point forking out several thousand quid if he was going down for another ten stretch.   
 
    Because it was a charge involving violence, Brian had been remanded in custody pending the trial.  The month on remand had reaffirmed his commitment to not going back to prison if it could be helped.  Back in the day, prison had held no threat for him physically because he had always been at the top of the prison hierarchy, his willingness to use violence and his reputation granting him a level of respect rarely seen amongst prison inmates.  Brian had almost been like a celebrity.  That’s what doing a ten stretch for armed robbery and assaulting a police officer gave you. 
 
    Things were different now.  Brian enjoyed his freedom too much.  He liked living the high life and the boredom of prison was what he now feared.  When he was younger, he didn’t know any better.  Fifty years of life experience changes you though.  There were still too many things he wanted to achieve, and he couldn’t do any of them serving time.  Brian was so close to getting exactly what he wanted in life that he couldn’t have that jeopardised now.  He could almost taste the drinks with the little umbrellas in them that would be served to him on the beaches of his choice.  This was a financial setback, but his ultimate goal of leaving the damp, moss-ridden rock called Britain was still on course. 
 
    With Jessica now out of sight, Brian stood on the roadside and watched as the silver SUV pulled up in front of him.  This was a ride he had been expecting and secretly dreading.  Brian stepped up, opened the rear door and climbed into the back.  What he hadn’t expected was for his boss to be sat in the back of the SUV waiting for him.   Brian felt a stab of worry form deep within his core knowing that this could go well, or really, really badly. 
 
    “Mr. Clay,” Brian said respectfully.  “You didn’t have to come and pick me up personally.”  In a one to one fight, Brian could have easily taken him.  But Reginald Clay ran one of the most vicious gangs in Manchester.  Just looking at him the wrong way could be a death sentence.  Whilst Clay had a reputation for violence, he was also wise enough, and rich enough, to get others to do most of his dirty work.  Most.  There were occasions when he felt the need to roll his sleeves up and do the punishment himself. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure Brian.  Lucky escape that one though eh,” Clay said.  The boss was bald and short.  There was a layer of fat on his body, but most of his bulk was muscle.  Hard street muscle, not the fancy physique the metrosexuals got from the end of a needle and a gym membership.  This was a man who had known struggle and pain.  The dark eyes scanned Brian as if looking for a hint of weakness, searching for any hint of untruth or deception.  Clay was as close to a predator as a human could ever get, and Brian had a healthy level of fear for the man. 
 
    “I had a good legal team.  Thank you for putting me in touch with them.” 
 
    “That law firm has saved me a lot of heartache in the past,” Clay said, the car slowly accelerating as it re-joined traffic.  “You’ve done me proud Brian.” 
 
    “How so Mr. Clay?” 
 
    “I have my informants, just like the police.  They tell me the cops offered you a deal.” 
 
    “Yes they did, Mr. Clay.”  Brian had been offered lenient treatment in exchange for information on Clay’s operation.  There was no chance he would strike that kind of arrangement.  Firstly, he didn’t trust the cops for a moment.  And Secondly, Clay would have seen to him had he squealed.  The temptation had thus been to laugh in the officers’ faces.  Instead, Brian had repeated a mantra that Mr. Clay was a legitimate businessman and I have no knowledge of any illegal practice.  He wasn’t surprised that someone in the police was taking brown envelopes stuffed with cash off Clay’s organisation.  So it was fortunate that Brian had indeed kept his mouth shut and risked jail for the man who had effectively made him who he was today.  “I have been thinking though, Mr. Clay.” 
 
    “Dangerous business that Brian…thinking.”  There was a glint of humour in Clay’s eyes. “Tends to get people in a lot of trouble.  Best to be avoided wherever possible.”  
 
    “Yes Mr. Clay, I try not to do it where I can.  But what I’m thinking is the heat is still on me.  It might be an idea for me to go away for a couple of months.  Spain maybe, just to lie low.”  Brian watched his boss’ reaction. 
 
    “Sounds wise,” Clay said, “but there’s something you need to do first.” 
 
    “What would that be, Mr. Clay?”  The SUV hit a pothole, and the driver cursed. 
 
      “Oy Kevin, what have I told you about watching your mouth,” Clay said loudly to the driver. 
 
    “Sorry Mr. Clay,” the driver said.  Clay was renowned for not allowing any profanity around him even though he frequently swore like a trooper. 
 
    “There’s bad blood,” Clay said turning back to Brian.  “Things need ironing out.  You put one of the Moss Side lads in the hospital.  They need persuading that you didn’t start it.” 
 
    “Might be difficult to do boss,” Brian responded.  “That bitch has wormed her way in with them.  No telling the lies she’s told.  And the only witness is one of their boys.  He’s hardly going to admit to starting it.”  Brian turned his head to look at Clay, only to find his boss’ eyes boring into him.  Brian felt the back of his neck turn ice cold.   
 
    “Is it all lies Brian?” Clay demanded.   “If there’s anything you haven’t told me, now is the time to let me know.  I don’t do liars, and perpetuating the lie only makes things worse.”  Brian knew that was true.  Disappointing Clay often resulted in punishment, but lying to him resulted in death.  Betrayal usually added prolonged torture to the equation, and on those occasions, Clay ALWAYS dealt with the matter personally. 
 
    “I can assure you, Mr. Clay, I was not at fault here.  I told the police the truth on this one.  In fact, it’s probably the first time in my life I haven’t lied to them.  Those two idiots came at me with baseball bats.  What did they think was going to happen?”   
 
    “Then we are all good.  We are the aggrieved party and those black bastards will have to apologise to us.”  Clay put a hand on Brian’s substantial shoulders and squeezed.  “Once we clear the air, then you can go on your holiday.”  Brian gave a sigh of relief inside.  He didn’t fear many people, but he feared Clay. 
 
    That was about to change because life was about to give him many other things to fear.  Roughly about five billion of them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jessica walked back to her place of work as it was strategically positioned near Manchester Crown Court.  Her senior partners would undoubtedly be pleased with the result she had helped bring about, Mr. Clay and his “legitimate” companies being a considerable source of their revenue.  Another feather in her cap to help her on the road to full partner. 
 
    There were days though where she wondered if it was all worth it.  The late nights, the general lack of social life outside of those she knew at the office.  There was the constant grind of case after case that beat at her psyche.  Even now, several years into her career, Jessica wondered if she was right for all this.  To add to all that there was her family who she hardly got to see.  Her mind was constantly agitated about it, some days law was the only thing she seemed to care about.  Other days she wondered why she was wasting her life’s energy on such a pointless and egotistical ambition. 
 
    These thoughts had been in her mind more than ever now due to the dilemma she presently faced.  Jessica had already decided she couldn’t go ahead with the pregnancy, there was just no way it could work.  It wasn’t the right time, and it would mean having a man in her life who she didn’t even really like.  Jessica certainly didn’t respect him, and she definitely wouldn’t be telling him about the human that was slowly taking shape in her womb, not now that she had decided to abort.  He was one of those who would suddenly think he had to be involved in the decision, she just knew it.  She strongly suspected he would be all for her choice of having an abortion, but why take the risk?   
 
    Why the hell she hadn’t just nipped down to the chemist to get the morning after pill she would never know.  In hindsight, it seemed like such a logical step to take.  Better still, she should have been sober enough to have insisted on a condom, or more logically, not engaged in the fruitless act of procreation in the first place.  It would have saved all this, Jessica being spared hours of anguish and heartache.  All for an alcohol-infused fumble beneath the sheets which she had then ultimately had to clean.  
 
    She stopped to cross the street, a tram whistling past her as it ferried the dispossessed to wherever it was they needed to be.  The people on the street around her milled about mindless to her plight, probably not even seeing her in their mesmerised world of earphones and mobile phone screens.  None of them realised what she had long ago learnt, that this country was broken, and only the rich could really prosper here.  The rule of law was a joke, justice often a purchasable commodity as had been proven today.  There was no doubt that Brian had bought his innocent verdict by buying the best legal care available.   
 
    How many people had her firm of lawyers got off through fancy interpretations of laws that were never really designed to be followed?  That was one of her primary motivations to become a senior partner.  Self-protection from a system she saw becoming ever more corrupt and oppressive with each passing year.  What she witnessed in the police force was not a bastion of law and order, but an ever-increasing mob of corporate revenue officers.   
 
    The city she worked in had the veneer of safety and civility, but that was an illusion that the activities of the likes of Brian Metcalf exposed.  If you looked, you could see the damaged humans that walked its streets, the broken minds that caused people to morph into adversaries against the order of things.  Shat on by social services, shovelled up by the police.  The locks and the roller shutters kept them out, but more and more, there was an army of deprived, desperate and addicted people that would kill you for the contents of your purse or wallet.  Some would assault you just for looking at them the wrong way on a Tuesday morning.  For those who didn’t have any, money was the prize that could be attained through threats and violence.  The real gangsters though, they lived in the office towers of chrome and glass and the ancient structures of parliament.  The thugs on the streets were like children playing against goliaths.  And yet even they could often escape the Queen’s justice if they had enough money. 
 
    Take Brian for example.  He obviously made his living by extorting money out of those too weak to resist.  He undoubtedly had a whole team of minions under him running the protection rackets, loan sharking and causing whatever mayhem was deemed profitable.  Despite the efforts of the police, he was free to roam the streets, the safety of which was not enhanced by his presence.  It had to be said though that the case put forward by the Crown Prosecution Service had been weak, even derisory.  There was little arguing twenty years ago Brian would have been in jail now.  That’s how much things had changed for the worse recently, and she saw daily how the state crushed the relatively innocent whilst letting the powerful and the corrupt run amok.  And yes, there were exceptions, high profile cases where the scum did find their just deserts, but such cases were few and far between.  With nearly seventy per cent of reported crime going unsolved and the prisons full to bursting, it just showed how bad the problems were.  Jessica was there to see this all first hand, and sometimes she knew she was part of the problem.  
 
    It was a difficult one for Jessica to get her head around.  On the one side she saw and resented what the worst of the worst were capable of, and on the other, she was trying to move up the hierarchy of a firm who tried its best to keep people like Brian out of prison…so long as they paid.  Whilst her law firm wasn’t primarily interested in keeping criminals out of prison, it was a side effect in what her department did.  Jessica wanted the ordinary man to have justice, and yet this meant that even those who were guilty had the right to have the best representation available.  By looking out for number one, she realised she might well be doing her bit to weaken the whole structure of law and order.  The financial incentives though, those drove her on, the shiny promise of a large detached house with gates and high fences loomed in her mind.  Whilst her Salford penthouse was nice, it wasn’t what she felt she deserved.    
 
    There was a question that she kept asking herself though… was she hungry enough?  And in the dead of night, with the cacophony of her mind raging, that answer was sometimes no. 
 
    The decision on the pregnancy had been made.  She wouldn’t be having the kid.  Crossing the street now, Jessica scolded herself for even considering it.  The shock of discovery must have caused her to have a brain spasm.  As unpleasant as it was going to be, she would book in and arrange to have the abortion which was her saviour from the path of financial hardship and interrupted sleep.  Jessica did not have what it took to be a single mother, and there was absolutely no way she would even consider seeking help from her own family.  The inevitable judging looks just wouldn’t be acceptable.  Open parental disapproval was a favourite of her mother, which probably explained why Jessica was avoiding her more and more as the years went on.  Strange how you could love someone without actually liking them. 
 
      
 
    16.08.2019 
 
    Peak District, UK 
 
      
 
    When Tom had woken up that morning, he had been filled with a feeling of impending doom.  He couldn’t quite explain why he felt this way, but the nagging doubt stayed with him through the morning.  This was not an unusual occurrence and was probably down to the way he tended to obsess on the latest threat to humanity whenever it appeared on his horizon.  Last year, for example, he’d spent two months obsessing about Yellowstone blowing up.  
 
    A psychologist might have claimed it was a form of depression, but whatever the cause, Tom knew what he needed to do.  As always, he would run a full audit of everything he had stored away.  With the natural well, he didn’t need to buy bottled water, but he still kept several five-gallon jugs filled in the basement.  Every couple of weeks, he emptied and refilled them, mindful that he wanted to keep the water treatment pills for dire emergencies only.   
 
    The food he didn’t have to worry about.  The amount he had stored would last him long enough to see him through any tragedy.  If he ever ran out, then the world wouldn’t be one he was willing to live in.  His ability to live off the land helped with that also, but there was only so much that could be obtained from foraging and hunting.  The weak link was the ability to cook the food.  Gas cylinders were dangerous to store, which was why they were in a separate secure building, but they were a temporary measure.  If society collapsed, there would be no way to refill or replace them, so he would eventually be left with wood and the limited electricity his property could produce.  Even the latter was likely not a long-term solution because once trees were felled they took years to replace, windmills had moving parts that broke and solar panels would eventually stop working.  The solar oven, which used reflected sunlight was useful, but only when the sun was out.  He was good with his hands, but without the factories churning out spare parts, even his preparations would eventually fail.  He had always hoped that whatever collapse occurred would be followed by a flowering rebirth of humanity.  Tom rarely spent much time thinking about that, his effort concentrated on surviving a series of disasters that never arrived. 
 
    He was infinitely more prepared than the average person.  If and when the shit hit the fan (and Tom was still convinced it would be a when), the majority of people would not survive without the state to back them up.  And when he reviewed natural disasters such as Katrina and Haiti, it was clear that the government could not be trusted.  Especially the British government, for they really had no experience with dealing with high-grade natural disasters or end of the world events.  A country generally free of war, disease, tornados and earthquakes, the UK was not ready to deal with the end of the world.  Poor planning would result in piss poor performance, as was about to be clearly demonstrated. 
 
    You had to go back to World War Two before you saw anything like government preparedness.  And while Tom hoped that the government would be able to quickly adapt and learn from their past experiences, he secretly knew that wasn’t going to happen.  It was true that Tom was as pessimistic an individual as you could find.  
 
    At present, he wasn’t on his farm.  He had driven the twenty miles to the nearest gunsmiths to stock up on more shotgun shells.  He had boxes of the things, but like with everything else, they were only available whilst humans had a manufacturing base to make them.  The thousands of rounds he had stored might have seemed like a lot, but it wouldn’t hurt him to have more.  Besides, he needed to get around people.  Even Tom, who was a self-confessed hermit, required human interaction on a regular basis. Social isolation was psychologically damaging, and the interactions he had with people online was no substitute for one on one conversation.  He could tell it had been too long because he felt awkward in his own skin.  It was so easy to just fall down a rabbit hole of conspiracy websites and paranoia and lock yourself away in a darkened room.  In the gunsmith, he bought another thousand shotgun rounds. 
 
    “You sure do have a lot of vermin on your farm,” the owner had stated. 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe,” Tom had answered.  It would have been more logical to buy the shells in one bulk order, but with the strict licensing laws for weapons in the UK, that might have raised a few eyebrows.  So he bought his stock of guns and ammunition in dribs and drabs, his mind battling with the constant terror that the end was just around the corner. The world will end tomorrow, but then as everyone knows, tomorrow never comes. 
 
      
 
    16.08.2019 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Tom’s mini arsenal was nothing compared to what Brian knew was hidden behind the drinks cabinet in Clay’s ornate home.  When pressed, a hidden button would open a door that allowed Clay access to an array of sub-machine guns, shotguns and pistols.  There was enough there to easily fight a war on the streets of Manchester, which was exactly what Clay was presently planning.  And that was just the showroom.  A large chunk of Clay’s wealth came from international arms shipping.  For the UK, such weaponry was almost unheard of, which reflected how vulnerable the country was to the threat that was hurtling towards them.   
 
     Sitting on the plush white leather sofa, Brian sipped at the beer his boss had personally handed him.  Nobody else was in the room, Clay’s guards patrolling the grounds of his two-acre home.  With high walls, trained attack dogs and a small platoon of henchmen, Clay was pretty much invulnerable here.  Even the police were of little threat because, as had already been demonstrated, Clay also had an army of lawyers almost as threatening as the thugs who did his less than savoury bidding. 
 
    “The meet up is tomorrow evening Brian.  Neutral territory.  I have told them that I wish to clear the air and then get on with business.”  Clay liked Brian.  The man was hard enough to look after himself, bright enough to help run the operation, but not stupid enough to get ideas above his station.  Brian was loyal, which was something that couldn’t be bought.  It was a measure of character, which was why so much of Clay’s operation was run by men over the age of forty.  The young ones just couldn’t be trusted.  That did leave a problem for the future of the organisation, which was why Clay was already working on an exit strategy.  There was an island with his name on it in his pending future. 
 
    He knew that Brian would at some point want out too, and had made it clear that when that day came, Brian would be free to leave.  It didn’t make sense to hold onto someone against their will.  Clay was generous with the profits of the illegal enterprises, sharing the wealth amongst his lieutenants.  As much as he trusted loyalty, he also knew that money was also a powerful motivator.  The police officers who took his brown envelopes stuffed with cash were proof of that, each taking the money despite knowing, deep down, that it could be the end of their careers. 
 
    This problem with the Moss-Side lads was troublesome though.  They didn’t respect the conventional ways, kept pushing into Clay’s territory, trying to grab themselves a too big a slice of the pie.  Their love of violence and lack of respect for life made them dangerous and unpredictable.  They didn’t follow the rules, refusing to show deference and the proper level of reverence to those better than them.  It was important to Clay that people respected him, but he was more than happy to settle for fear instead.  His present enemy showed him neither. 
 
    “Can the air be cleared though?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Of course not.  I think you know what I have in mind.” 
 
    “Can we afford war with them?” Brian asked.  He’d known Clay had been getting ever more exasperated.  It was only a matter of time before the threat had to be eliminated.  Clay might not have had the numbers, but he had the organisation.  Many of those on his payroll were ex-military.  The Moss-Side shits were just young thugs who thought brutalising old age pensioners and selling drugs on street corners was respectable. 
 
    “We can’t afford not to.  They showed disrespect when they came after you.  They need to be shown that I will not abide such actions.  It needs to be demonstrated, once and for all, who the boss is in this city.  It needs to end.”   
 
    “What if it all goes south?” Brian enquired.  This was why he was here.  Clay didn’t respect the views of many people, but he respected Brian’s, often bouncing ideas off him.  Brian knew that his role was to spot the flaws and speak candidly, and he did that without fear of reprisal.  Clay might have been a vicious bastard, but he wasn’t a moron.  He knew not to surround himself with yes mem, well aware that it was important for counter-arguments to be made and to be heard.   
 
    “This is going to be Blitz Krieg, Brian.  Genocide.  By the time I’m done, the only drugs being sold on those estates will be in the fucking pharmacy.”  Brian could believe it.  Three months ago, Clay had taken delivery of seven crates of AK47’s shipped to him from his cousin in the Ukraine.  Even better was the crate of sniper rifles that had also been delivered in the shipment labelled auto parts.  It was not difficult for a man of Clay’s resources to get them through customs.  More envelopes for government employees who felt they were paid much less than they were worth. 
 
    Those guns had not been sold on but had been kept.  That meant they were better armed than the cops.  When the gangs went to war, the side with the firepower and the tactics always came out on top.  And already the opposition’s numbers were being thinned out by police raids that were occurring even as Brian finished off his drink.  He gratefully accepted another offered by his boss.  Mr. Clay often turned his enemies over to the forces of law and order, helping the police officers in his back pocket steadily climb the promotional ladder with the scalps of those who threatened to oppose him. 
 
    Ironically, Clay justified it all through his long-term goal.  He envisioned a city free of organised crime, a shining Nirvana safe for decent people to go about their lives.  The hope then was that this would allow him to eventually turn his business fully legitimate, swelling the value of the decrepit properties his corporation had been buying up over the years.  Then he could float his corporation on the stock market which is where the real money was.  And if a few low lifes had to meet their makers to achieve that then so be it.  Clay wanted to build a legacy, it was everything he worked for, a city safe for women and children…and he was willing to burn the whole fucking place down to get there if he had to. 
 
      
 
    16.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    Gant sat alone in a home that shortly wouldn’t belong to him.  Sitting by the open window of his Kensington flat, he inhaled the cannabis deeply.  As illegal as it was, it was the only thing that really now had any impact on the pain.  Whilst the morphine helped, the doses needed left his mind useless, and so he chose to break one of the few laws he disagreed with.  He had no fear of arrest, his vice well known to his bosses who tolerated its use when the results came up on his random drugs testing.  He was too valuable to be discarded, and if Gant wanted to spend his dying days doing what he felt he did best, MI13 would support him in that.  The man had proven his worth in the service to the Realm. 
 
    Had any of it been worth it though?  Gant had sacrificed much for his country, had put Queen and duty above happiness and personal ambition.  There was no denying that he was a sour-faced, serious individual, even before the cancer had started to ravage his body.  Whether he would have been any different had he chosen the path of a nine to five office job would never be known.  Probably not if he was honest.  Most likely he would have been even more miserable, the tedious monotony of normal existence reducing him most likely to a quivering wreck.  A wife, two kids and a cat?  Jesus, he couldn’t imagine anything more horrifying.  
 
    It was questionable whether he had made a difference in the great scheme of things though.  Despite the best efforts of MI13, the country was a festering basket case.  Its leaders were moronic at best, criminally incompetent at worst.  The public, with notable exceptions, weren’t much better.  Those virtuous examples of good British values made Gant cringe with contempt, voting for cretins who couldn’t run a fucking corner shop.  Time and again he had witnessed the work of MI13 be undermined by bureaucrats and pencil-necked idiots who cared nothing about the health of the country.  All that mattered to them was for an X to be placed in a box on half a dozen pointless pieces of paper.  Successive governments had destroyed what had once been a great nation, and the people, the men and women on the streets, had let them do it.  All were complicit in the demise of the Realm, and one or two of the incompetent bastards had needed to be removed from office.  Where public ridicule of revealed secrets through the press didn’t work, death by natural causes was always a viable option. 
 
    Gant actually saw himself as a symbol of the nation.  Once powerful and noble, now haggard, bitter and riddled with a disease that destroyed him from within.  It was the end of an empire and Gant actually wasn’t surprised in the slightest.  All empires fell eventually, why should Britain be any different.  America would be next, as the strength of the world inevitably moved to the far east.  Thirty years from now, China would be the leader, and there was no stopping that.  One day maybe Britain would rise to the top of the heap again, but if he’d chosen to have any children, none of them would have lived to see it.  Perhaps it was better for him to die before he saw the ultimate demise of a country he still loved despite all its failings. 
 
    What hurt the most was how good it could have been.  The country of Stevenson, Brunel and Smith.  A country that brought the world Common law and an end to slavery.  It was far from perfect, but compared to all the others, the good in Gant’s mind outweighed the undeniable bad.  Taking another hit, he let the analgesic effect of the cannabis wash over him.  If he could sit here all day with his weed and his Gin, it would not be a bad way to end it.  He was too stubborn for that kind of self-indulgence though. 
 
    The night air was surprisingly crisp, the street below all but deserted.  Weeks, the doctors had said.  That was how long he had left to be functional.  Eventually, the pain would get too much, even for him.  They said he should get his affairs in order, but he had a whole organisation to do that for him.  When his last breath left his body everything he owned would be searched, tagged and either sold or destroyed.  He had no relatives, no family, and really, outside of MI13, no friends.  As another graduate of the Orphanage, he had only his service to MI13.  He was theirs in life just as he would be in death, knowing that his demise would be mourned, but not by loved ones.  The only evidence of his passing would be a small plaque in the crematorium.  Gant wouldn’t even be honoured by having his name on the wall of heroes who died in service to their country.  It hadn’t been the enemies of the Realm who had killed him, but the failings in his own physiology and that was probably the thing that hurt the most.  That was perhaps the ultimate betrayal. 
 
      
 
    17.08.2019 
 
    Hong Kong 
 
      
 
    Some had called it the Spanish Flu, and when it hit in 1918 it killed nearly fifty million people, three per cent of the world’s then population.  At the time it was devastating, killing more than were slaughtered on the fields of France, Belgium and the Eastern Front.  Stricken by malnutrition, the soldiers brought it home with them, spreading it throughout a world that lacked any kind of understanding of how to deal with it.  The virus eventually infected almost half a billion people, and that was in a time where it took over a week to cross the Atlantic.  It was nothing compared to what was coming. 
 
    “I’m really not looking forward to this,” Charles Gilmore said.  At the age of twenty-seven, he had decided to take a year out from work and travel the world.  Sat on the Hong Kong airport train, it had suddenly hit him that he was about to have to return to the real world and start working again.  As one of the top android platform App designers in California, he was certain that he would have no problem walking into employment upon his return.  Worst case scenario, he could just work for himself, which might actually be preferable.  So skilled was he that he was already a millionaire to the great delight of his mother who now lived in a house in the suburbs he had paid for.  All she demanded of him now was that he settle down and furnish her with several grandchildren.  Like he even had the inclination for that shit!  Charles had no intention of providing her with that particular luxury any time soon.  The very idea of having children filled him with dread.  It was utterly abhorrent to him.  He enjoyed his liberty too much.  Whilst he wasn’t averse to settling down, there would be no little pink screaming things resulting from such a union.   
 
    “You can’t be a bum all your life,” Claire Stewart responded teasingly.  Her head was resting on his shoulder, and he turned to look at her.  Her blond hair cascaded down his arm and he suddenly felt astounded at how lucky he was in life.  Every door had just seemed to open for him, and he couldn’t actually remember a time he had needed to struggle for anything.  It was such a shame he would be dead in five days. 
 
    “Did I ever tell you how gorgeous you are?” She snuggled up to him and snaked an arm around his back. 
 
    “Yes,” Claire said, “but tell me again.”  Her other hand casually snaked into his lap.  An elderly lady across from them looked on disapprovingly, only the eyes visible behind the mandatory surgical mask that so many on Hong Kong island seemed to wear.  It wouldn’t save her from what was coming.  Only a full hazmat suit offered any kind of protection. 
 
    “Careful, you’ll give me the horn,” Charles said playfully. 
 
    “Ooh, that would be terrible.”  She didn’t move her hand. 
 
    The whistle-stop tour had officially been organised to get away from everything, to de-stress and see what the rest of the world had to offer.  A five-week vacation planned months in advance.  Charles had another reason though.  As much as the idea filled him with nervous doubt, he had wanted to propose to Claire.  She apparently shared his desire to avoid a life of nappies, broken sleep and regurgitated milk. 
 
    He had organised it all in secret, the venue, the timing, everything.  And like most things in his blessed life, his plans had gone off without a hitch.  On an almost deserted beach on one of the lesser known Fijian islands, he had bent on one knee and offered her a ring that would cost most people a year’s wage.  As the gentle breeze had caressed the palm trees bordering the almost abandoned beach, Claire, through tear-filled eyes, had said yes.  To Charles, she was the perfect woman, the icing on the cake being that she was born infertile.  To Claire, the fact that he seemed so understanding when he raised the issue of her inability to raise children seemed like a blessing.  His absolute aversion to anything below the age of eighteen was one of the few items of his personality that he hadn’t shared with her.    
 
    The wedding plans were already made.  Unfortunately, the marriage would never happen.  Both Charles and Claire were infected with the virus, having picked it up at Bangkok.  Their joint world tour had involved many cities and nearly a dozen flights, Hong Kong being their last destination after returning to the Thai capital from four days in Phuket.  It was perhaps just bad luck that the night before his flight, Charles had insisted on stopping into one of the dozens of stores surrounding his hotel to grab an ice cream, the craving brought on by the stifling heat.  But there, behind the counter, almost mesmerised by the dullness of her job, Anong had accepted the money he offered and returned to him his change.  He had, for the briefest of moments, considered telling her to keep the coins, but she hadn’t even smiled at him which was unusual for Thailand.  So he had accepted the money, never trusting electronic payments in a foreign country.  It wouldn’t have mattered, the ice cream wrapper she had handled and the mandatory plastic bag it was placed in were all contaminated with death’s own creation.  Stepping outside into the heat of the night, Charles had hugged his now betrothed and had shared the frozen delicacy with her.  By the time they got back to their hotel room, they were both irreversibly infected. 
 
    Their flight from Bangkok to Hong Kong had directly infected one hundred and seventeen people.  They would be the first carriers to transfer the virus to the once former British protectorate, and there it would spread to the Chinese mainland.  One billion hapless souls ready to accept the gift of death. 
 
    Claire would also have a role to play in the pantomime of the damned that was about to unfold.  They were only staying in Hong Kong for two days.  Soon they would be returning to the good old US of A.  And although they would not be the first infected to enter the United States, Claire would bring it to the heart of the California state Capitol, home to the California state legislator.  
 
    This was how the virus infected the world.  Just like the happy couple had, hundreds of people flew out of Bangkok airport, taking the plague with them.  Each aeroplane became a breeding ground, each airport a site of contagion.  Humanity never really stood a chance.    
 
      
 
    17.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    Geoffrey Haines, the UK Minister for Health walked the hallowed halls of Parliament having returned from his brief stay in Thailand.  Haines would have liked to have stayed on a bit longer in the Thai capital, as it was a country he had never before visited.  One of his Thai hosts had even invited him to several “venues” that the host swore by, but Haines had declined the offer, sticking with the official evening itinerary.  Haines had been warned about what happened in such establishments which were basically brothels for the rich and powerful.  He was happy to turn them down.  Haines might not have been popular in his post as Health Secretary, but he was a Christian and was faithful to his wife and couldn’t abide what he saw as the exploitation of women.  There wasn’t much anyone could criticise him in that regard.  Besides, the opportunity for blackmail was just too high, the days where cabinet ministers could sleep around were pretty much over.  Wherever he went, an army of eager photographers seemed to follow waiting for the fateful slip of the tongue or embarrassing moment. 
 
    Haines really didn’t see anything progressing from the conference, and he was unlikely to order the implementation of the majority of the recommendations made there, just as he had been reluctant to implement the recommendations of the Rifkind report.  There were other priorities for the money at present and Haines had bigger worries with his department.  There were also two other reasons to return so quickly from what had basically been a wasted trip.   
 
    The first was the pending cabinet meeting where the beleaguered and embattled Prime Minister was likely coming to the end of her tenure.  She had been a disaster.  Ineffective, constantly battling a reduced Parliamentary majority, leading a party riven by strife over Brexit.  There was word of a reshuffle, and although Haines was confident that his position was secure, there was always the chance that he might find himself moved to another role.  He didn’t want that, he still had work to do in trying to reshape and correct the failings in an NHS system that was broken at its very core.  Haines had already let it be known that he would not accept another cabinet position.  This was where he was meant to be, and if he was no longer required, then he was more than happy to repay betrayal with betrayal, sowing discord and havoc from the back benches.  In that meeting, Haines would keep his position as Health Secretary, but he would also spread the virus to the entire British cabinet. 
 
    The second reason was he had to meet with the doctor’s union leaders this afternoon.  The silly bastards were threatening to go on strike again, and he couldn’t have that, not at a time when the changes he was making were starting to take effect.  The state could no longer carry on funding socialised medicine to the degree it was, why couldn’t people see this?  That was his flawed opinion and he was sticking with it.  Tomorrow he was also doing a whistle-stop tour of several London hospitals, to highlight the steps the NHS were making to protect the British population from the pandemic threat…a threat that he had already pretty much decided to ignore.  You had to make the noises though, massage the fears of those whose votes you depended on once every five years.  If he got a moment, he might just ask one of the doctors he encountered why his hands were so sweaty ever since he returned from Thailand. 
 
    How ironic that Haines, the person in charge of health, would be the cause of so much death and destruction, bringing the virus to the very establishments that would be at the centre of the battle to fight the coming apocalypse.  Instead of combatting the virus, many of the hospitals he visited would be the focal points for its spread, recruitment centres for the army of the dead. 
 
      
 
    17.08.19 
 
    Atlanta, USA 
 
      
 
    There was to be no rest for the wicked.  Sitting at his desk, feeling more jet-lagged than was normal, Paul tried to catch up with the paperwork that had accumulated in his absence.  It was true that he was only acting associate director, but there weren’t many others who could fill the role he so effectively accomplished.  He was good at what he did, damned good and everybody knew it.  Whilst Paul himself wouldn’t admit it, the general consensus was that the acting part of his title would shortly be removed.   
 
    Five years from now he would likely be running the whole department, and in ten, most likely the whole of the CDC.  This was assuming his stomach acid didn’t eat a hole in the side of his gut from all the stress involved.  Paul wasn’t even sure if all this “success” was even what he wanted.  A part of him yearned for the days when he was just a basic research scientist in an air-conditioned laboratory.  
 
    Blowing his nose, he noted the bright yellow mucus that his lungs were producing.  On the drive here this morning he’d nearly crashed due to a sneezing fit.  So yeah, that was great.  Again it just reinforced why he didn’t like flying, especially to countries where you couldn’t even drink the tap water.  This was the twenty-first century for Christ sake, how could they still not have tap water that was safe to drink?  Instead of spending billions on skyscrapers, Thailand needed to divert that money into the bloody infrastructure.  He was also distressed by the destitution he witnessed there.  Whilst he lived in a city that was no stranger to homelessness and poverty, Atlanta had nothing on the Thai capital.   
 
    Something troubled him though.  Paul couldn’t get over why his skin was so constantly damp.  His office had an en-suite restroom, and he had borrowed one of the towels in there so as to constantly dry the palms of his hands.  The towel smelt faintly of vanilla, scented by the cleaning service that was contracted to clean the building.  It was also now contaminated with the lethal virus strain that was gradually building in Paul’s system.  So far, seven people had become infected by his presence in the CDC’s main building, and they, in turn, were passing it around to the people they worked with.  By the end of the day, that number infected would reach forty-seven, a tally that would grow as the days passed.  Added to that would be the passengers he had contaminated on his return flight who were spreading it across the continental United States, along with more infected travellers returning from Thailand.  The time bomb was ticking and there was no way possible to diffuse it. 
 
    An email popped into his inbox, the muted ping barely audible.   
 
      
 
    Michael Parry <Michael,perry@CDC.org.gov 
 
    Busy tomorrow? 
 
    Paul 
 
    I know you just got back, but the White House have been on the phone and they want an update on the country’s pandemic readiness.  Apparently, the President himself has a bug up his arse about the whole thing.  I’m sure you knew that the President is doing a tour of Georgia to help firm up support for the Senate race next month.  Well, apparently he’s coming to the CDC.   
 
    I’m not here, neither is Sandy, so I’m afraid you will have to be an amiable host and show him what he wants to see.  Make sure he doesn’t break anything, OK. 
 
    Sorry about this Paul.  Comes with the job though. 
 
    Michael Perry MD 
 
    Director 
 
    Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
 
    Direct line: 800-232-4636 
 
      
 
    Paul read the email twice.  Two words instantly came to mind.  Fucking hell. 
 
      
 
    17.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Portofino’s restaurant was busy as it always was.  Jessica entered, ignoring as best she could the fleeting glances her feminine energy sometimes drew from men... and occasionally women.  It was something she had learnt to block out years ago, and she long ago stopped feeling bad about those around her.  They couldn’t help it, the masculine was always drawn to the feminine, and whilst she would never be described as a great beauty, she was far from a withered old hag either.   
 
    She saw it in the men at work, the fleeting movement of the eyes, the snatched gaze.  It was a biological drive, not part of conscious will, almost as unconscious as breathing for some of them.  If she had wanted to, she suspected she could have seduced most of the men in the restaurant with a bit of effort.  Some would resist, but most would succumb to their base urges, no matter how much they professed to be in love with another.  She had long since realised that the majority of men spent their lives in the endless pursuit of sticking their dicks into anything that would accept it.  
 
    In her university days, she had fallen into the rabbit hole of self-help books and found a fascination with the writing of Gurdjieff.  He would have said that when men looked at her they were the longing glances of mindless machines fulfilling their programming.  So, in essence, it didn’t bother her, and at times even brought her amusement.  This was not to say she wasn’t mindful of the threats some men posed.  In her work as a lawyer, Jessica knew that the majority lived their lives oblivious to the true perils that walked amongst them.  Danger lived and worked with the sheep.  They never saw the wolf, never even knew the wolf existed until it had its teeth around their vulnerable and flabby necks.  Knowing the true nature of humanity did impact slightly on her hope for the species.  It also sometimes left her a little bit jaded, which was why age had brought her a desire to concentrate on the self rather than sacrifice for the majority.   
 
    She wormed her way through the crowded tables towards the back of the restaurant, where she knew her table would be free, having phoned ahead to say she was coming early.  To the right of the restaurant was a well-stocked bar, behind which a short elderly gentleman waved her a warm greeting.  How he beamed at the sight of her.  He came out from behind the bar to meet her, and she hugged him warmly.  She had been to this restaurant so many times, he was almost like family. 
 
    “Eduardo, how does your restaurant do so well in this recession?” she teased him.  The old man smiled warmly at her.  He always smiled at her like that.  She remembered the first time she had seen that smile.  It had been six years ago, a dark, cold night with the snow blanketing the land, Jessica one of the only customers who had bothered to venture out. 
 
    “You know why my beautiful child.  It is because my chef cooks the best Fettuccine Alfredo outside of Rome.”  He affectionately tapped her cheek. “And you my darling don't eat enough of it.  Look at you, Eduardo does not like to see thin people in his restaurant.  Come, sit, I have a lovely bottle of Rioja open for you.”  Jessica took his arm in hers, and let him guide her to the table.  She sat down and pulled out a chair for him. 
 
    “Will you sit down too Eduardo, I haven’t seen you in weeks?  I’ve been so busy.” 
 
    “To sit in the company of such beauty, with such fine wine would be my pleasure.”  He groaned to himself as he sat in the chair next to her.  “These old bones like to remind me how many years I have been on this planet.  Every day I wake up, I pray to the Virgin and thank her for her blessing.”  Eduardo took a bottle offered him by one of his waiters, and shooing him away, poured it into two glasses.  “And who is joining you this evening?  A handsome suitor?” 
 
    “No, just a friend.” 
 
    “Ahhh, a girl as lovely as you should be having hot sex with a real man.”  Others couldn’t have got away with such conversation, but Eduardo had the perfect personality to get away with it.  Jessica blushed. 
 
    “Eduardo, you’re incorrigible.”  She slapped him playfully on the arm. 
 
    “That is what my wife always says, just before she screams at me to get out of the house.”  He took a sip of his wine.  “But seriously, you spend too much time working.  You are not relishing life.” 
 
    “I have bills to pay.” 
 
    “Trust me.  You will look back when you are my age and wish that you had enjoyed your time here.  I know for I made the same mistakes.”   
 
    “I enjoy life,” Jessica said almost defensively.  Did she though?  It was hardly filled with passion and adrenaline.  With the exception of the occasional cruise missiles life threw at her, her existence was mundane at best.   
 
    The door to the restaurant opened and Stuart walked in.  She waved at him.  Saved by the bell, Jessica joked with herself.  Stuart made his way over to her and she stood to give him a hug. 
 
    “And who is this handsome devil?” Eduardo asked. 
 
    “This is Stuart; he lives in the same apartment block as me.  Stuart this is Eduardo, he owns the restaurant.”  Stuart put out his hand which was shaken. 
 
    “You two would make a cute couple,” Eduardo insisted.   
 
    “Eduardo!”  Jessica’s cheeks went red. 
 
    “No chance of that,” Stuart said.  He gave Eduardo a playful wink, and the old man understood instantly. 
 
    “A strong and proud gay man, excellent.  You should talk to my waiter Marco, he fills my restaurant with his homosexual friends and they all drink like fish.  Very good for business.  Come sit, sit.”  Eduardo offered Stuart the chair he was sitting in.  Stuart turned to Jessica. 
 
    “I think I’m going to like this place.”  He caught Marco’s eye who smiled back teasingly.  Yes, he really was going to have to come here more often. 
 
      
 
      
 
    17.08.19 
 
    Brussels, Belgium 
 
      
 
    Brussels was an unusual city.  It was the place that passed most of the laws governing the European Union, and yet it seemed to ignore many of them.  Thomas Maes sat in his car almost mesmerised by the blue flashing lights that he could see in his rear view mirror.  He knew it had been a mistake to drive from the airport, but he was tired and grumpy and he just wanted to get home.  As good as the transport network of Brussels was, it just made sense to use the car that was waiting for him. 
 
    Thomas hated flying.  Unfortunately, his job as NATO translator often required it.  His latest flight though had been pure holiday, a visit to Thailand to indulge his love of Buddhism.  He loved the culture there and had implemented many of the teachings of the religion into his life, although he still drank and ate things that were bad for him.  It was ideal for him and gave him a sense of spiritual superiority over those he worked with.  Not that he would ever put it in those words you understand.  The seedier side of the land of smiles had no interest for him.  He’d realised from an early age that he was basically asexual, the rampant copulation most of his school friends had so obviously been obsessed with, dull and pointless to him.  Thomas just really couldn’t see the point, a lot of grunting and effort for such a brief and inconsequential reward. 
 
    Still, his avoidance of the red light districts of Bangkok hadn’t kept him safe from the virus that now coursed through his alcohol-infused veins.  He had no symptoms as of yet, his only ailment the presence of too much vodka in his system.  Thomas had possessed enough self-awareness to realise he was still drunk when he got off the plane, but he hadn’t acted on that awareness.  Vodka and beer were his way of getting through the horrors of the flight, which was a small price to pay for his spiritual improvement.  As he was not a practising Buddhist, just someone going through a spiritual crisis, he saw no problem with indulging.  For medicinal purposes though, it was important that this was made clear. 
 
    With his window down, he waited for the policeman to chastise him.  Thomas wasn’t too worried.  He’d got far enough into the city that he could abandon the car if need be and walk the remaining two miles home.  It was just so inconvenient and so unnecessary.  It wasn’t like he had run anyone over, or ploughed into a crowd of school children.  He actually swore that he drove better with a few beers inside him.   
 
    “You were driving a tad erratic there sir,” the policeman said as he bent down at the window.  “How much have you had to drink?” 
 
    “I just got off a flight and thought I was ok.  Sorry officer.” 
 
    “Would sorry help if you ran someone over?” the officer cautioned. 
 
    “No officer.  You’re right, I should have got a taxi.”  The policeman sighed.  It had been a long night and there were too many of these idiots still willing to risk it. 
 
    “Well, tonight the fresh air will do you good.  Park your car down the road there,” he said pointing, “and come back tomorrow to pick up your car.”  It was not uncommon for the police to take this approach.  
 
    “Yes officer, thank you officer.”  Thomas did as he was instructed, amazingly parking it between two other cars without any issue.  He took the keys out and stepped out of the vehicle.  He would need to pick it up early because he was needed at work tomorrow.  There was a delegation of Russians at NATO headquarters meeting with the Supreme Allied Commander.  And Thomas was rostered to translate the proceedings.  He actually spoke Russian better than he spoke English.  He would also transport the contagion into NATO high command.   
 
      
 
    17.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    They met on neutral ground.  The factory around them had once been a display of the industrial might of an unstoppable empire.  Now it was a decaying hulk, stripped of anything useful, slowly rotting as time worked on it.  Graffiti laced the walls, although there would be no artists here today.  The factory roof wasn’t too healthy either.  The half-moon was clearly visible through the gaps in the steel covering, the support columns rusted and close to ruin. 
 
    Brian deployed his armed men in a defensive arc around Clay’s Limo.  The car was bulletproof, designed to offer protection to the occupant against most ballistic rounds, but the other cars that the men had come in weren’t.  The darkened limo windows obscured its occupants, giving an air of mystery as to who was inside whenever it sailed down the city streets.  Looking at his watch, he noted that the Crane Close Crew were five minutes late.  So they were starting the meeting off with a clear demonstration that they lacked any kind of respect for Clay.  That was an expected move. 
 
    The Crane Close Crew or CCC as their tags advertised ran drugs throughout central Manchester.  Whilst Clay had a certain set of principles about what he would sell, the CCC didn’t.  They would hawk anything to anyone, and wouldn’t think twice about tainting their product if it meant an increased profit.  The CCC also ran forced prostitution which Brian found particularly unsavoury.  Brian had particular experience with how the young and the vulnerable could be turned into victims of the depraved.  Years ago, his niece had been snatched from the streets by a nonce who the courts had failed to lock up for previous offences.  The twelve-year-old had been found floating in the Manchester canal several days later, and although the prime suspect was arrested, there was no evidence to charge the man with anything.  Street justice, fortunately, didn’t need evidence.   
 
    Brian’s brother had been broken by the incident and had eventually ended up committing suicide by sticking a shotgun in his mouth.  But not before Brian had used Clay’s contacts in the police to find out the identity of the suspect.  It was one of the reasons Brian was now so loyal to Clay, the crime boss always looking after his own.  Brian had doted on the daughter of a brother he found weak and pitiful.  As an uncle, Brian felt he had failed in his duty to protect her, and partly out of a response to his own sense of inadequacy, Brian had naturally wanted to kill the nonce, a man with prior history.  Clay talked him out of it.   
 
    “Where would be the justice in that?” Clay had insisted.   
 
    One day, the nonce had been snatched from the street by balaclava wearing men in a “white, maybe blue, maybe yellow van” as the witnesses had described it.  For days the child killer had been made to suffer, Brian restraining himself whilst men worked tirelessly on the flesh.  The killer of Brian’s niece was still alive but he was now useless to himself and society.  Clay, who also had a general hatred for anyone who would hurt a child, had paid for an underworld surgeon to do some particularly sick and twisted things to the man who was reportedly half-mad from the trauma done to him.  He was also now a cripple, missing several limbs, as well as the more vital appendages.  The story on the street was that his tongue had been meticulously removed with surgical precision, and, wheelchair-bound, he now had to shit into a bag.  Many on the police force secretly approved of this form of retribution and little was done to investigate who the vigilantes were.   
 
     The CCC had no respect for women. They were known to have them shipped over from Eastern Europe, where they would be enslaved with heroin and torment.  The police raids barely put a dent in the number of illegal brothels they ran across the North West, the girls frequently moved around so the lonely, the corrupt and the sick at heart could have their way with them for the price of a large pizza.  Brian felt nothing but revulsion for the scum who masqueraded as gangsters in this day and age.  They had no style, no class.  And to think that the CCC thought they were the aggrieved party in all this.  They were about to be taught a grand old lesson on the laws of nature.  Do not step on the toes of lions.   
 
    The sound of cars came to Brian’s ears.  At the far end of the factory, three sets of vehicle headlights appeared.  Giving the signal, the headlights of four cars switched on behind Brian, giving some sort of illumination to the meeting place.  Brian and his men waited as the three enemy Land Rovers slowly approached.  Showtime. 
 
    The Land Rovers carrying the CCC stopped and although their engines shut down, the headlights stayed on.  Brian waited, the nervousness of the men around him obvious.  This could go one of two ways, to plan or bloodshed.  Wives and girlfriends might be grieving tonight, doctors battling to save the lives of torsos and limbs riddled with bullets.  
 
    Four men stepped out of the first Land Rover, Brian unable to recognise any of them.  The CCC leader, Winston Nathan had yet to show his face.  Was he even here?  Of course he was.  Nathan was many things, but nobody could ever accuse him of being a coward. 
 
    “Yo, where Clay at?” a dreadlocked CCC member shouted.  The reprobate held an AK47 menacingly in two hands.  Brian could tell he wasn’t trained in its use.  He was probably more likely to kill his own friends if he tried to fire it. 
 
    “Mr. Clay is in the limo.  He’s ready to talk to Mr. Nathan.” 
 
    “You the cunt who put my brother in the hospital?” dreadlocks demanded. 
 
    “I am the individual who was attacked and who defended himself against two of your crew, yes.” 
 
    “WN wants to speak to you bro,” Dreadlock said, pointing at the third Land Rover.  “He wants to lay down some facts on your stinking hide.”  As if to highlight that this wasn’t a request, two more sets of headlights appeared at the other end of the factory.  Hmmm, thought Brian, a flanking manoeuvre.  How very strategic of them.  
 
    “Whilst I am not your Bro, I am happy to talk to Mr. Nathan.”  Brian stepped forward, opening up his coat so he could be frisked.  He stood there whilst one of Dreadlock’s companions patted him down, the stench from the man’s breath repugnant.  What the fuck did he brush his teeth with, cat’s piss?   
 
    Brian didn’t have a gun on him and Dreadlock gave a thumbs up sign.  The other two Land Rovers unloaded their passengers.  From the third one stepped a tall muscular black man.  This was the leader of the CCC, and he walked forward, flanked by his men.  Even in the dark of the factory, Nathan wore sunglasses.    
 
    Nathan didn’t look like the stereotypical Afro-Caribbean gangster.  There was no gold bling on display, instead, he sported a well-fitting suit that was obviously tailored.  He carried himself with confidence, exuding a presence of authority and menace.  Nathan walked up to Brian, the two men coming to roughly the same height. 
 
    “It seems we have some business to attend to.”  Nathan spoke with a faint Liverpudlian accent, although there was definite education and breeding in his tone.  He’d obviously made a conscious effort to work on eradicating the accent, rumour being that he had taken elocution lessons.   
 
    Not much was known about Nathan however, himself and his gang seeming to come out of nowhere five years previously.  After a brief turf war, he had risen to oversee the most powerful gang in his part of Manchester.  Only the organisation established by Clay was comparable, Clay having the advantage because of how many in the police and the judiciary were in his back pocket.  The CCC made up for that by sheer brutality and intimidation.  They ran estates where even the police feared to go. 
 
    “You’ve been hitting Mr. Clay’s business activities.  That needs to stop or there will be war,” Brian demanded. 
 
    “Where Clay at?  Get him out here, WN don’t want to talk to the likes of you,” Dreadlock insisted.  Nathan put a restraining hand in the air to silence his lieutenant. 
 
    “Mr. Metcalf,” Nathan said, “the injuries you inflicted on my man were egregious. There needs to be restitution for us to go forward.”  The other thing that made Nathan unique was his intelligence and the obvious education he had received.  Sometimes he spoke like a Baptist preacher, other times like a professor.  He wasn’t a child of the streets but had fallen into that later in life.  Much like Clay, he was a businessman, but one without morals or any kind of ethical code when it came to humanity.  If it made him money, he was into it. 
 
    “I was defending myself.  If anything, I’m the one who was wronged here.” 
 
    “That’s not how I hear it told,” Nathan insisted.  He snapped his fingers and a man previously unseen stepped into the light.  Brian recognised him, it was the other thug from the attack.  The one who had run away. 
 
    “Leon here tells a very different story.” 
 
    “Well he would do,” Brian pointed out.  “I could imagine attacking one of Mr. Clay’s senior associates without your sanction would rankle with you.”  Brian looked at Leon.  “Also I’m surprised he said anything.  It must be embarrassing for two fit men to be unable to deal with an old fucker like me.”  Although the light wasn’t great, Brian could see the CCC member looked gaunt and troubled. 
 
    “Hmm.  What are we to do about this?” Nathan enquired. 
 
    “Back in days of old, in the times of Knights, Kings and wizards, there used to be a thing called trial by combat.  It was considered that if two men met on the field of battle then only the one worthy of victory would win.”  Brian put the idea forward. 
 
    “So you against my man?” Nathan asked, genuinely surprised by the idea.  
 
    “Oh no, that would hardly be a fair fight.  Your boy couldn’t punch his way out of a paper bag.”  Almost unnoticed, Brian took a step back. 
 
    “Yes,” Nathan agreed, giving Leon a disapproving look.  “There is that.” 
 
    “The problem with trial by combat was that one side was always more skilled and better prepared.  So it was rarely a fair fight.  A bit like now.  There is a bigger issue at play here, the elephant in the room so to speak.  Mr. Clay is well aware you want to take over his operation.” 
 
    “Competition’s healthy,” Nathan stated with a sarcastic smile.  “It breeds innovation.  I am, at heart, a capitalist by nature.” 
 
    “Ah you see there’s the problem.  Mr. Clay is more a monopoly man.” 
 
    “Clay is old and tired.  And he doesn’t know when to show his equals respect.  He should be out here talking to me.” 
 
    “Mr. Clay does not consider you his equal.  In fact, he considered your activities an annoyance at best.”  Brian took another small step back.  “So he has asked me to deliver you a message.” 
 
    “Too afraid to talk to me himself.  Figures,” Nathan mocked.  The CCC leader hadn’t noticed the red dot that had appeared on his forehead.  But Dreadlocks had. 
 
    “Chief,” Dreadlocks said pointing at Nathan’s head.  Nathan didn’t need telling what was up, because Dreadlocks had the same dot.   
 
    “Anyone who twitches a finger on their weapons gets shot,” Brian stated.  Nathan looked around at his men, the aiming lasers picking half of them out.  “And you go first,” Brian warned, pointing at the CCC leader. 
 
    “Clay you double-crossing cunt.  Show your face.”  Nathan now ignored Brian and shouted at the limo.  Nobody got out of the stretched vehicle.  Instead, the two CCC cars at the end of the factory exploded in a fireball that lit up the whole environment.  Even Brain flinched, and he had been expecting it, the result of two rocket-propelled grenades.  
 
    Dreadlock’s head exploded, the explosive sniper round hitting him just above the right ear.  Further shots rang out as the men Nathan had brought with him all suffered a similar fate, the three Land Rovers being obliterated by a fifty calibre machine gun that was hidden over to Brian’s left.  One of Nathan’s men managed to duck down, but a bullet passed through the bulk of the Land Rover he was cowering behind, ripping open his chest.  On the edges of the factory, gunfire could be heard and seen.  The CCC flanking action had been out-manoeuvred.  Nathan may well have had the numbers, but Clay had the weapons and the men who knew how to use them.  Some of the men with Brian moved over and started checking the fallen bodies that were scattered around the Land Rovers.  Not a single one of Clay’s soldiers had suffered a scratch.  It was a massacre, Nathan completely underestimating the firepower Clay had at his disposal.   
 
    Within twenty seconds Nathan had become crewless.  Brian took a Bluetooth earpiece out of his pocket and stuck it in his ear.  He activated it and listened briefly. 
 
    “Confirmed,” Brian answered. 
 
    “You bastard,” Nathan seethed.  There were now several of Clay’s men pointing their guns at him.  Any form of attack would now be utter suicide. 
 
    “We thought you might try something.  The men you had flanking us are all dead.” Brian said.  “You did indeed pose a threat, but your one failing has always been your underestimation of Mr. Clay’s abilities.  In a sense, your men attacking me was a godsend.”  Brian stepped up to Nathan and opened his jacket.  He found the gun in the man’s rear belt holster and removed it.  “We knew you would try and use this meeting to expand your influence.”  Nathan looked down at the bodies of his men, revulsion all over his face.   
 
    “You fucks,” Nathan said between his teeth.  From the distance, another vehicle appeared, entering the factory the same way Nathan had arrived.  With armed men now watching him, Nathan could only watch as the van came closer and parked up.  Men grabbed Nathan who struggled, but he was easily overpowered despite his size.  The side door of the van was opened, and Nathan was bundled inside where his limbs were bound. 
 
    “Mr. Clay says he regrets he can’t be with us tonight.  He wishes you his regards however and trusts his associates will make your last moments on this planet particularly unpleasant.”  With that, Nathan’s muffled cries were stifled as the van door closed.  Brian watched as it drove away, taking with it one of the last problems Clay’s organisation had to deal with.  At least for a couple of days. 
 
      
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Official documents would state that the virus arrived in Manchester at 13.03 GMT on the 18th August 2019, but it was already spreading throughout the city by then, hundreds of people infected without even realising it.  It had also started to spread throughout London and several other cities.   
 
    The plane, which had departed from Dubai six hours earlier, had very nearly been delayed due to a drunken and belligerent passenger.  Dubai was probably one of the least advisable places to be arrested for drunken behaviour, and it had only been the quick decision by the Captain to have the passenger ejected that had saved the flight a further five hours waiting for take-off.   
 
    Peter Dunn had fallen progressively sicker during the flight.  Not sick enough that he drew undue attention to himself, but enough that Peter had needed to delve into his steadily depleting stash of pain-killers.  His joints ached, and there was a thin sheen of moisture covering his skin.  Peter was also making frequent trips to the lavatory, his bowels obviously protesting against something he had eaten the day before.  When the food service came round, Peter had declined everything but alcohol and water.  I must be ill, thought Peter, I never turn down food. 
 
    “Are you alright, you look awfully pasty?” a member of the cabin crew had asked. 
 
    “Think I ate something that disagreed with me,” Peter responded and downed the proffered water in several greedy gulps.  The alcohol he took his time with, the light-headedness that had formed giving him transient second thoughts on the wisdom of drinking it. 
 
    Had the plane been delayed, the vomiting and the bleeding that later spontaneously erupted across Peter’s body would have happened at the end of his flight.  It would have triggered an emergency landing, and the contagion could have been better contained.  As it was, two hundred passengers and crew were allowed to disembark the plane and spread the virus to strangers and families alike, unaware that the person sat in their ranks was carrying the deadliest plague ever seen.  The plane landed without incident, and Peter staggered from the cabin with the rest of the passengers, infecting a few more in the process. 
 
    “You get home and get to bed,” the same stewardess said to him.  Peter thanked her, escaping the artificial chill of the climate controlled plane for the natural chill of Manchester air.  Outside the windows of the disembarkation ramp, he could see it was raining.  No fucking surprise there then.  It was really coming down.  Cats and dogs as his grandma used to say.  Peter hadn’t seen rain during his three months in Dubai, and he could honestly say he didn’t miss it.  He had no objection to bright sunlight filling the skies as he woke every morning.  Dubai was probably a bit too hot for him to be fair, and he would retreat to the air-conditioned bliss whenever he could.  It was still incredible that they had built a city of that size and complexity in a desert. 
 
    The weather didn’t really concern him.  The fire in his guts and the pounding in his head were presently his primary focus.  This was bad.  Not “stick me in a wheelchair and take me to hospital” bad, but definitely “put me to bed and wrap me up warm” level.  Fortunately, his sister, who he would be staying with, would undoubtedly jump at the chance to look after him.  Hopefully, she would be there at the exit to meet him.  She should do, he’d sent her enough bloody reminders.  For a lawyer, she could be a bit scatter-brained sometimes. 
 
    First, he had to get through passport control and customs as well as collect his bags.  Ironically, Peter’s symptoms weren’t just to do with the virus.  Although that was building rapidly in his system, having been infected just the day before last, he was also suffering from a bout of good old food poisoning.  He was dehydrated, nauseous, and feverish, and with his immune system compromised, the zombie virus was multiplying quicker than it would normally have done.  It was almost upon him.  The killer virus also used these food poisoning symptoms to its advantage.  It had no fear of the heat Peter’s body was producing to try and defeat the salmonella that was coursing through his intestines, loving the bodily fluids that were being expelled from every pore and every orifice. 
 
    The passport officer looked at him suspiciously. 
 
    “You don’t look well sir,” the passport officer said. 
 
    “That’s good because I don’t feel well.  Horrible flight.  I think I spent most of it in the lavatory.”   
 
    “You should be careful what you eat,” the officer said.  He noted the port of origin and, as there were no infectious disease alerts about the United Arab Emirates, he let Peter into the country.  In so doing, the passport official contaminated himself.  Manchester Airport sees roughly two thousand passengers every hour pass through it.  Nobody knew how many were infected by that immigration officer. 
 
    “When I’m better, the first thing I’ll be eating is fish and chips,” Peter promised, which actually drew a wry smile from the officer’s lips.  Well, will wonders never cease, Peter thought.  Handing Peter back his passport, the officer nodded that it was safe for him to pass through. 
 
    He’d travelled through many airports, and they were all as onerous as each other.  America, with their notorious TSA was probably the worst, but it all depended on what airport you went through.  Peter still remembered when he had flown to America in 2002, the place had been utter chaos.  He had gone on a golfing holiday with his dad to South Carolina.  The small Hilton Head Airport on their departure had been swarming with Sherriff’s deputies and National Guard.  Peter had stood perplexed whilst the two groups argued it out with the airport security people to see just who was responsible for checking to see if those flying on the small twin prop planes were terrorists or not.  He loved America, it was just a shame it gave such a bad impression at its borders. 
 
    The wait for the bags was pure torture.  The carousel went in its endless loop, spitting out bags that were never his.  His bowels threatened him with their rebellion again, but he was able to keep them under control, the broiling eventually dying down.  There was unlikely anything left in his system, the cramps less severe than had occurred mid-flight when he had been forced to run, panic in his heart, from his seat to the nearest free toilet.  He had actually apologetically pushed in front of someone to get to the toilet, feeling it better to risk social disapproval than to soil himself in the aisle.  Whilst he was sure the air stewardesses had seen it all before, the passengers probably hadn’t.  How did they deal with such instances, Peter wondered?  Did they have an emergency stock of pants ready to be flung into action?  The stench that he created was an embarrassment to him even now.  Peter wondered how many of the people around him had noticed the smell his body had created. 
 
    Where he stood, two children kept jostling him as they ran around playing tag.  Irritatingly, Peter looked around but he couldn’t quite determine who the two brats belonged to.  He was about to say something to them when they mercifully ran off and left him alone.  Why couldn’t people discipline and control their bloody kids?  Fortunately for the parents, neither of the children touched his bare skin.   
 
    It took forever for his bags to come, and one by one he laboriously loaded up his trolley, his body seemingly feeling weaker with each passing minute.  Bags collected, he made his way towards the green channel.  Joining the throng of departing passengers, he made the pained walk into the main body of the airport.  Just on that short trip, he infected another two people.   
 
    There was nobody present in customs to stop him.  Peter couldn’t actually remember the last time he had seen anyone checking bags at Manchester Airport.  Perhaps they centred their resources on the flights they suspected would give them trouble.  Dubai wasn’t a place you wanted to get caught peddling anything illegal so the chances of smuggling coming out of there were probably slim.  Even with nobody around, he still felt strangely guilty, as if somebody would leap out and accuse him of something.  Nobody did, and he made it through the Green channel without shitting himself.  You had to take your blessings when you could find them. 
 
    Jessica, bless her heart, was there waiting for him.  When she saw him, she went to give him a hug, but he put his hands up to stop her. 
 
    “Better not.  I think it’s just food poisoning, but if it’s not, I don’t want you to get it.” 
 
    “Oh no.  You do look terrible,” she said mischievously. 
 
    “Why thank you, sister of mine.” 
 
    “How long have you been ill?” Jess said as they started walking.  Peter had one of those trolleys with multi-directional wheels, and he wheeled it in front of him. 
 
    “Started mid-flight.  I hope you can drive fast because I might pop at any minute.” Neither of them spotted the hooded man who was staring at Jessica with an intensity that would have been a cause for alarm had it been noticed.    
 
    *** 
 
    Azrael didn’t consider any city to be his home.  Whilst his main residence was in London, he travelled far and wide in his task to rid the world of the minds that threatened the purity of balance.  For the next two days, Manchester would be his domicile, his job simple and yet of unknown importance.  Mother gave him the names, but she never told him WHY he had to kill.  His devotion to her, and to the organisation she represented was all that was important.  He took everything he was told on blind faith.  To this day, he didn’t even know if the organisation had a name. 
 
    His present target was a fifty-seven-year-old woman who specialised in cancer research.  She worked in the top cancer hospital Christies, and was leading a team fighting the deadly disease with deactivated viruses.  HIV and Rabies, when modified so they were no longer of danger to man, had been found to be effective against the plague of humanity.  The scourge of so many had the potential to save the lives of millions.   
 
    A noble calling in many eyes, all Azrael knew was she needed to die, for her crimes were obviously legion.  Azrael had her picture, as well as the flight number she would be arriving on from the conference she had been at in Bangkok.  That was a city Azrael had never been tasked to visit.  Even so, there were vague memories of its streets which he suspected were ghosts from his former life.  These remnants occurred to him occasionally, and they confused and distressed him for he didn’t understand the context or the relevance of their presence in his mind.  Nobody had ever explained to him just why he was not able to remember his life before.  Of note was the realisation that over the last few weeks, the brief flashbacks had become more and more frequent, as if pressure was building up trying to force something through. 
 
    One of the most frequent images that kept haunting him was the face of a woman.  Mystery was the woman’s name, because he had no idea who she was or if she even existed. Such interruptions to his thought processes only occurred in his downtime, but even so, they were unwelcome and distracting.  When he was stalking his prey and when he was killing, his mind had the focus of a laser.  But without direct purpose, his bruised and troubled intellect wandered into the darkest reaches of itself.  Azrael had neglected to tell Mother about this little issue he was experiencing, just as he never told her about the nightmares.  He wasn’t sure she would even care, but why threaten the purpose of his life by displaying possible vulnerabilities.  Mother would be happy so long as he did what was asked of him, of that he was sure.  Why Mother’s approval was always so important he could not say.   
 
    He tried to blend into the crowd, the hood up, his body posture non-threatening.  His face looked different, the silicone and artist’s makeup enough to fool the human eye.  But there were things he couldn’t change.  The distance between his pupils.  The bone structure of his skull and jaws.  These could all be seen by the electronic eyes that scoured the airport for threats.  So even with his disguise, he kept his head down, using the camera on his phone to view the arrivals board so as not to have to look up.  He was well trained in keeping his face off the cameras. There was even a small stone placed deliberately in his shoe so as to disrupt the natural way he walked. 
 
    He leaned against a wall to give an air of boredom and innocence, his eyes (when seen), showing pleasantness rather than what was really in his heart.  The arrivals board displayed that his next victim’s flight was delayed which meant he would be in the arrivals terminal for a while yet.  The target’s face was etched on to his memory, as was her routine and her address.  Truth be told, Azrael knew more about this woman than he knew about himself, and today was meant to gather farther information to help solidify his understanding.  By the time he was done, the curer of cancers would know him very, very well. 
 
    As per his training in the arts of death, he liked to observe his prey from the start, to get a feel and a taste for them.  Often by doing this, an opportunity for the kill came that was unexpected, thus allowing the job to be dealt with swiftly.  Azrael would always take such an offering if his instructions demanded it.  Whilst there was merit in meticulous planning, it often failed to account for the randomness of the one factor that couldn’t be controlled.  The target itself.  Chaos added uncertainty to the chase which seasoned things with the narcotic of variety. 
 
    Azrael scanned the people around him, ever aware for constant threats.  He was not a man you could easily sneak up on, and he had chosen his position carefully, so as to have visual access to as much of the area around him as possible.  That was when recognition hit him like a force of nature.  It felt as if someone had punched him in the gut.  Walking past Azrael was a woman with the face that he knew so well, but recognised only as a stranger.  There were slight differences, but the similarity was staggering.  Azrael found himself staring as she walked by, the world around him evaporating as he lost himself.  All purpose was absent to him now except the act of discovery needed to uncover the owner of this face.  Here she was, the mystery siren, the ghost in his mind.  The haunter.   
 
    Somewhere inside, Azrael felt something for her, almost like longing.  Just seeing her brought a feeling of peace that his mind had been lacking for so long.  He felt drawn to her presence, and yet through sheer will, he managed to retain a modicum of self-control.  Gathering himself, he realised his mouth was wide open.  He was making himself aware to those around him and that wasn’t acceptable. 
 
    Mother had prepared him for many things, but not this.  How could she, this was his secret, the phantom in his mind.  He stood there mesmerised for several seconds, unable to draw his eyes away.  The task he had been brought here for was momentarily forgotten, now of seemingly little apparent worth.  With the mystery now walking ahead of him, Azrael began to follow, a conversation with himself forming in his mind.  He talked to himself often as a means of weighing up the risks of certain actions.  It was also true that he rarely had anyone to talk to in the real world.  Some would call it a sign of madness.  Azrael considered it merely a means to gain insight.  
 
    “Mother will not approve of this,” his mind said to itself. 
 
    “The target’s plane has yet to land.  I still have time.” 
 
    “That is not what I mean.  And time to do what exactly?” 
 
    “I need to know who she is.” 
 
    “You know who she is.  She is danger and intrigue.  Deep down you know she will be the end of you.” 
 
    “Still I need to know who she is, find out if this woman is the face of my waking dreams.” 
 
    “This is not good.  You risk everything by this action.” 
 
    “I don’t care.  I need answers.” 
 
    “Answers to what?” 
 
    “Who she is.” 
 
    “Why does it matter?  Why is it relevant?” 
 
    “I need to know goddammit.” 
 
    “Shit mate, it’s your funeral.” 
 
    Jessica and her ill-looking companion led him out of the terminal, and keeping a safe distance in case he was recognisable to her, he silently pursued his fascination to the place where she had parked her car.  Partially obscured, he watched Jessica and her brother get into a slightly banged up BMW, Azrael memorising the number plate as he approached.  He would look that up later.   
 
    Fully hooded, he followed a slow-moving car that stopped Jessica from reversing out of her spot.  As he passed the rear end of the BMW, he slipped a magnetic tracker out of his killing belt and pretended to trip.  Briefly out of sight of her mirrors, he affixed it under the rear bumper.  Looking away, and with an apologetic hand raised to anyone who was viewing him from the rear window, Azrael scuttled away.  That was all he needed to do for now, and as the car slowly reversed out of its parking spot, Azrael returned back to wait for his latest victim, his thoughts spinning with the implication of how fate might be playing games with him.  In his distracted state, he made his third mistake in as many days.  He allowed a full face image of himself to be captured on video, something he would never have allowed had he not been distracted.  Even with his disguise, the surveillance state began to process the image he had so foolishly allowed to be acquired. 
 
      
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    Each of the UK’s security services had their own supercomputers to process and capture data to help keep the country safe.  Whilst MI6 and MI5 often shared information, the flow of electronic data between MI13 and her sister organisations only went one way.   
 
    Inwards.   
 
    With the ability to access everything and anything available to the better-known security agencies, MI13’s computer was the most powerful in the country.  It even had a name.  Moros. 
 
    The name Moros came from Greek Mythology, a shapeless God that drove mortal men to their doom.  Moros was also said to be omnipotent, a foreteller of the future.  It was a subtle joke on the part of the system’s designers, but as technology advanced and the computer was upgraded, its ability to collect and collate information began to truly show the depressing state of the world.  Its latest incarnation was housed in one of the world’s only known quantum computers.  To the world at large, there were two such computers.  But deep in the archives of the manufacturers, the truth of the third was hidden from the world.  The people of Britain were never to know that Moros existed because it was known that they would object to its all-seeing presence. 
 
    Moros was unprecedented and could analyse millions of surveillance feeds at the same time, hunting for people using its state of the art biometric recognition software.  It was the most advanced system of its kind which solidified the UK’s reputation as the surveillance capital of the world.  So powerful was Moros that the major flaw in the system now was actually the hardware transporting all the terabytes of data to it.  The infrastructure of the country was woefully inadequate for the computer’s capabilities, a failing of the politicians who weren’t made aware of the importance of MI13.  Still, if you ordered Moros to find a face in a crowd, and if that face appeared in any major UK city, Moros would likely see it.   
 
    It was thus Moros that spotted the face of Azrael when he briefly let his guard down and broke the cardinal rule.  Airports were primary information collection hubs, and all their data feeds were sent live to Moros.  Azrael had been seen, and Moros easily saw past the makeup and the artificially enlarged nose.  When it compared the image with the eye witness video feed, it came up with a certainty of eighty-three per cent that the two images were of the same person. 
 
    That information was then flagged for human review with expressed urgency.  There was still a need for checks and balances in the system, so it was five minutes before human eyes looked upon the face of Azrael.  With the calculated probability that this was the man Nick and his team were now looking for, further action was taken.  When the technician saw what the computer had determined, and with the fact this file was flagged as urgent, she sent the information up the chain of command.  Unlike most of the bureaucracy in the British system of governance, MI13 was brutally efficient.   
 
      
 
    The text messages hit the phones of Nick and his team five minutes later.  Campbell did not receive the message and had to rely on being told by Nick in person.  The whole team were in District, reviewing the available data, and hunting through hours of video feeds to see if anything had been missed.  Nick’s people, including Campbell, were ready for a quick departure, a helicopter on the roof of the building they were in, equipment packed and loaded.  They didn’t need a pilot, everyone in the team was verified and proficient to fly the helicopters routinely used by MI13. Within twenty minutes of the texts hitting their phone, they thoroughly reviewed the gathered data and had bundled themselves into the helicopter, now on their way to Manchester.  Jeff flew for he was far and above the best pilot of the group. 
 
    “Contact the Manchester Police to meet us on the ground.  We need clearance to land at Manchester Airport,” Nick ordered the person at the other end of his headphones who was sat deep within the bowels of Central.  When they landed, the identification Nick carried would mark him as an agent of MI5.  So secretive was MI13, only a select few in the country’s police force even knew of its existence, and the MI5 cover was frequently used with the blessing of those in charge at Thames House.   
 
    “Live feed for you Boss,” Natasha said, handing Nick a computer tablet.  The helicopter dipped slightly, sending Nick’s stomach up into his throat.  Grabbing the tablet, Nick saw the screen was split into four images, each showing the interior of the airport.  Their suspect was highlighted by a red halo around him.  So long as that man stayed visible to any camera, he would never be lost from the system.  His biometrics were now being tagged and flagged.  Even the way he walked would be analysed and used to track him, nobody realising that Azrael had taken subtle but effective countermeasures against that. 
 
    This was all under the basic assumption that this was in fact their man.  There was still the chance this was all a fool’s errand. 
 
    “Sorry folks,” Jeff said as the helicopter jerked again.  Nick could tell the man was smiling.  The turbulence didn’t faze any of those riding in the helicopter in the slightest.  At least, not that Nick could tell.  Part of him had hoped that Campbell would show distress at the bumpy ride, but the man had closed his eyes and appeared to be asleep five minutes after the helicopter had taken off.   Nick had noted that none of his team had made any effort to converse with Campbell about none operational matters.  Everyone in MI13 had heard what he had previously done.  Campbell for his part clearly didn’t give a fuck. 
 
    Nick enlarged one of the images on the tablet.  The cameras couldn’t be independently targeted from here, but if their killer moved off one camera, Moros would adjust and find the suspect again as surely as flies being attracted to shit.   
 
    “Should we get firearms units to move in now?  Hard and fast, they can take him and hold him for us until we arrive?” Natasha asked.  It was a valid question.   
 
    “Might be an idea Boss,” Carl agreed.  “Certainly save us a lot of time.”  Nick nodded and spoke into his microphone. 
 
    “I say no,” Campbell obstructed, opening his eyes.  Clearly, he had been faking his slumber.  “We need to take him alive.  If the suspect is armed, you might start a shooting match.”  Nick considered that input.  It had a degree of sense to it.   
 
      “Jeff, put me through to Sir Osborne.”  Nick found himself agreeing with the logic of Campbell’s argument.  But the ultimate decision for such action had to come from on high. 
 
    “Colonel,” the voice of Osmond could be heard by everyone.  “I’ve been appraised of the situation.  What do you need?” 
 
    “We would like authorisation for firearms units to arrest and detain the suspect.  For clarity, Agent Campbell does not agree with this action.”  There was a pause at the other end.  Manchester Airport would be bristling with armed police officers, one of the few parts of the country where the police routinely carried guns.  Even though he was running the operation, Nick didn’t have the authority to instruct the police in this matter.  The anonymity of the organisation did restrict their actions somewhat.   
 
    “Negative.  If this guy is part of a network, we need to find that network.  That’s why the Americans brought us into this.  This chap needs to be taken alive.  Whilst I respect the skill and dedication of Her Majesty’s police force, we can’t risk a firefight in one of Europe’s busiest airports. Even with a D notice slapped on it, the incident would be all over social media in seconds.  Police action should be a last resort.”  Nick looked at Campbell.  There was no smugness in the American’s face.  The annoying thing was Campbell was probably right.  No matter how hard he tried, Nick couldn’t be critical of the American agent’s competence at what he did.  It didn’t mean he had to like the man though. 
 
    “And if the suspect decides to leave the airport?” 
 
    “I don’t think he will,” Osmond stated.  “Moros has calculated who the possible target is with a ninety-five per cent chance of accuracy.  That person’s plane is delayed by an hour.  You should touch down at the same time.  But I will authorise police response if he legs it for whatever reason.” 
 
    Nick didn’t realise it, but ten minutes from now all the images on his tablet would turn to snow, an indication that he had been cut off from the cameras watching Azrael. 
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Azrael watched and he waited.  The arrivals board showed that the flight he was waiting for was still delayed.  Most people would find themselves fidgeting, bored with the monotony of doing nothing.  Azrael found it fascinating, he always did, but even his mind kept wandering to his new discovery.  The fake moustache glued to his upper lip irritated him slightly.  Whilst it would never fool the electronic eyes that quizzically scanned every face they saw, it would be enough to confuse the humans who glanced his way. 
 
    Watching the interactions between different humans was an education to him.  He saw how, on the whole, humanity was a dysfunctional beast, unable to control or temper even the basest of emotions.  To his left, there was a small child throwing a tantrum on the floor, the mother looking on in embarrassment as she unsuccessfully attempted to calm the little bag of dynamite.  He could see the annoyance of some of the passengers, the pity in the eyes of others.  One or two looked at the hapless parent with nothing but malevolent disdain.  That child better not be on my flight, they were saying. 
 
    Azrael saw the things others were blind to.  The couple where the male was perhaps a tad too forceful with his female partner.  The middle-aged man who kept staring at the fourteen-year-old blond girl.  The woman whose hands were fidgeting, the nicotine stains there implying another cigarette would shortly be needed.  Conversely, the people around him did not see Azrael, so well did he blend into the surroundings.  Civilised humans often suppressed the warning voice in their minds, to the extent that it soon became embarrassed to speak.  This was why Azrael could pass through their ranks without any of them having a hint that he could end their lives in a heartbeat.  That was a fact until the two armed police officers walked past him.  That was where everything started to go wrong. 
 
    One of them didn’t look at him, the other only briefly, but it was enough.  Catching the glance, Azrael saw the briefest hint of recognition.  The truth was always in the eyes, and the certainty was there for Azrael to see.  He did not tense, instead relaxing against the wall he was leaning against even more.  They were both close enough for him to kill, but not without significant risk to himself and his mission.  How did they know him?  What had he done to tip them off?  The answer to his question was soon revealed to him. 
 
    Clipped to his belt was a pager.  Phones were traceable and whilst he carried one, it was never used to make a call, only to access an array of specially made encrypted apps.  The pager was not a trackable device, and he could receive any messages the secret organisation had for him, away from the prying eyes of the world.  It vibrated now declaring that his attention to it was required. 
 
    They know your identity.  They are coming. 
 
    How?  How had they found him?  It didn’t matter, he had always known this day would come.  It was why he always prepared, thinking one step ahead.  Such knowledge didn’t stop the disappointment though and Azrael’s heart sank at what it meant.  For the policeman to recognise him, it wouldn’t have been because of his face alone.  It would likely have been his description and position in the airport.  The cameras must be on him right now, watching, waiting.  Then there was the fact that the police weren’t engaging.  This meant someone else was coming, someone more formidable.  Would they monitor him, or attempt to snatch him off the street to interrogate him?  Neither choices would give the agents of chaos the answers they sought…because Azrael knew nothing, 
 
    Waiting for the officers to pass, he resisted the temptation to follow them with his eyes.  His immediate concern was escaping the airport, but what then?  His identity was likely blown.  How much did they know?  Every surveillance camera in the country would be looking for him, every police force, every security agency.  Could he ever return to the comfort of his fetid and foul-smelling room?  Was that now denied him? 
 
    Pushing himself off the wall, Azrael moved for the exit.  Not directly.  Instead, he meandered over to the coffee booth, eyes searching for the all telling watching glances.  He bought a large tea, his vision constantly scanning, never settling on a specific individual for more than a fraction of a second.  There were eyes on him, he was sure.  The two officers may have walked past, but they lingered at the far edge of his vision.  If they knew of him, why had they not taken him?  To them with their guns he would have seemed an easy target.  He was not.  It reinforced the suggestion enemies far more formidable would be arriving.  There was nothing worse than an adversary who knew what they were doing. 
 
    With tea in his gloved hands, Azrael walked over to the main entrance and looked out at the rows of taxis that awaited the arriving passengers.  Whilst he hadn’t run, he had moved with speed and purpose, knowledge that the electronic spies would be constantly on him, following his every move.  From his inside pocket, he casually took out a smartphone that had never once made a call.  His thumbprint biometrics switched it on, and with one-handed dexterity, Azrael flipped through the apps until he found the one he wanted.  It looked like a simple countdown.  The display said five seconds, and he hit the button.   
 
    From his peripheral vision, he saw officers moving on his position, intent more likely to surround and corral him rather than bring him into detention.   
 
    Four seconds.  Putting the phone back in his pocket, he counted down the seconds in his head. 
 
    Two seconds. 
 
    He heard the automated voice come over the airport’s tannoy. 
 
    “Attention, this is an urgent announcement.  Several explosive devices have been found in the airport terminal.  We require all passengers to make their way to the nearest exit.”  The message began to repeat itself, its message deliberately designed to provoke fear.  At the same time, thick smoke began to billow out of one of the men’s restrooms, the device, now activated, placed there by Azrael on his arrival earlier.   
 
    The people inside the airport terminal began to panic, swarming towards the exits.  Azrael waited, noting with satisfaction that the police now had more important problems to deal with as hundreds of people let themselves be washed away with the terror that currently filled their hearts.  The police would also be hampered by the fact that their communications would also be down, another gift from Azrael.  Never enter somewhere if you don’t have a plan to get out.   
 
    The first of the fleeing passengers crashed towards the automatic doors and engulfed him.  Azrael let himself be swept along, safe in the knowledge that there were no cameras on him now.  The tea dropped from his hand, likely scolding several of those around his retreat.  He didn’t care.  In the maelstrom, his hooded jacket was discarded in a bin as he passed, revealing a dark green lumberjack style shirt.  He pulled it out of his jeans, and from a hidden pocket inside the shirt, he withdrew a bland baseball cap.  Once again he became the grey man and melted into the crowd.  The moustache was quickly removed and placed in an inside pocket.  It would have traces of his DNA on it.  As for the rest of his facial reconstruction, that could be dealt with later, not that it mattered.  It would seem his disguises were now relatively ineffective. 
 
    *** 
 
     “Sis, stop the car.”  Peter had been worryingly quiet since she had picked him up.  They were about twenty minutes from home, mainly due to traffic more than distance, and Jess had started to become concerned about her brother.  She looked over at him, saw the fact he was now white as a sheet and looked for somewhere to bring her car to a stop.  She knew what was coming. 
 
    “Hold on, hold on,” she almost begged and, with a car horn beeping behind her at the sudden change in driving pattern, Jess brought the car to the side of the road.  Normally she would have flipped the driver behind her the bird, but not today.  Peter got the door open just in time, a stream of bile landing in the gutter, worse now because this time there was blood there too.  More horns blared, people too wrapped up in their own lives to understand that perhaps some people were having a worse day than them. 
 
    “Pete, are you alright?”  He didn’t answer for several seconds, dry heaves taking most of his energy, his body seeming to shake with the exertion it was going through.  When he eventually sat back upright and closed the door, he looked like he was at death’s door.  This was not food poisoning. 
 
    “I think you better take me to the hospital Jess.  I’m throwing up blood.” 
 
    “Oh no.”  That was all she could think to say.  Her own concerns were forgotten, and she forced her way back into traffic, more angry drivers venting their fury at her apparent lack of concern for the inconvenience being caused.  Jessica ignored them.  She thought in her mind where the nearest A&E was, but as luck would have it, the next roundabout had a sign indicating just that.  She turned left.   
 
    “If you need to throw up again, you let me know,” Jess said.  Peter just nodded, pain etched all over his face, shivering uncontrollably now.  This was officially the worst he had ever felt in his entire life, and as each minute passed, the pain only seemed to get worse.   
 
    Jessica was the first to admit that she was not the most reckless of drivers, rarely taking risks on the road.  But she took risks that day, driving like a maniac at one point, cutting people up in traffic.  Part of this was down to concern over her brother.  There was also a selfish concern, Jessica dreading the prospect of cleaning vomit out of her car.  The interior was a light cream of all colours.  You could have had to get used to that, a little voice said in the back of her mind.   See, if you had decided to have this kid, vomit would have been a big part of your life going forward.  Jessica shut the thought down.  She didn’t need to think about that, not now.   
 
    “What the hell did you eat?” Jessica almost sounded like she was admonishing him. 
 
    “I wish I knew.”  The salmonella had come from the chicken he had consumed the night before his flight.  It was now working in tandem with the virus, attacking a body that was not able to cope with the onslaught, double teaming his failing immune system.  Peter farted loudly, the car suddenly filling with a noxious gas that caused Jessica to open all the car windows.  It made her eyes water. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Peter almost cried.  The embarrassment he felt just compounded his predicament.  He wasn’t sure, but he thought there was a strong possibility that he had just shat himself.  Whatever this illness was, it was completely destroying his dignity.    
 
    The journey took another ten frantic minutes.  Jessica had to stop the car two more times, almost colliding with another car when her attention was briefly taken off the road by a moan that escaped her brother’s lips.  They made it to the hospital in one piece though, but by then Jessica was frantic.  What amazed Jessica was how quickly her brother had deteriorated.  The virus was in full control now. 
 
    Jessica drove right up the access road that was supposed to be for emergency personnel only, unconcerned with any perceived convention or rule she might be breaking.  An ambulance was parked in front of the emergency ward entrance, and two paramedics who were stood outside it looked at her car disapprovingly.  That was until Jessica stopped the vehicle, jumped out and almost screamed at them. 
 
    “My brother’s really ill.”  The two paramedics raced over and opened the passenger car door.  If not for the seat belt, Peter would probably have fallen out.  Instead, he just vomited what little there was in his stomach out in front of them. 
 
    “What’s your brother’s name?” the male paramedic said.   
 
    “Peter.  Dunn.  He just arrived from a flight from Dubai,” she added.  Jessica had watched enough episodes of House to know the doctors needed information.  She felt so useless. 
 
    “I’ll go get a doctor,” the female paramedic said, and she rushed off into the hospital, leaving her partner to don gloves and a protective mask. 
 
    “Are you in any pain Peter?” the male paramedic asked.  Peter nodded and pointed to his head, then to his gut.  The smell of vomit coming from his breath was palpable.   
 
    “Pretty much everywhere,” he tried to joke.  The female paramedic reappeared with a nurse and a doctor wearing surgical scrubs.  They were wheeling a trolley between them. 
 
    “His name’s Peter Dunn, flew in today from Dubai.  Vomiting, pain in the head and stomach.”  The male paramedic relayed the information he had gathered to the doctor, who nodded his thanks.   
 
    “Ok Peter, my name’s John.  We are going to get you on a trolley and take a look at you, ok?”  Peter nodded and with great effort undid his seat belt.  It felt like his body was moving through setting concrete.  Just as hands were put on him though, he gave a warning sign with his hands and threw up more blood onto the ground outside the car.  Peter thought he felt something tear inside. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Peter said through gasps.  He didn’t know why he was embarrassed, just as he didn’t know why he was confused, the virus starting to affect his cognitive abilities.   It was winning now, destroying all the defences the body was valiantly trying to throw against it.  It had even started to turn on the salmonella bacteria, so hungry was it to multiply. 
 
    “Nothing to be sorry about,” said John.  The doctor hid the concern that was in his mind out of his voice.  Jessica noticed that everyone had donned gloves and masks before touching her brother.  Was this contagious?  Could she have caught it? 
 
    “Have you taken anything we should know about?  Any drugs, legal or otherwise?”  Peter shook his head which brought on a fresh spasm of pain.  The doctor and the paramedic half dragged Peter out of the car and manhandled him onto the trolley, the damp stain on the car’s upholstery noticeable.  Peter had also pissed himself, and there was blood there too.  So weak was Peter that he could barely be of any help in his own rescue from the car.  The sides of the mobile bed were raised, and Peter found himself being wheeled into the hospital, the movement sending his head spinning.   
 
    “I want him in an isolation cubicle,” John ordered.  Jessica went to follow, but the female paramedic stopped her. 
 
    “We will look after him for now, but you need to move your car.  Park it up and come back in and I’ll take you through to him.”  Jessica was going to protest, but she saw that she was blocking the access ramp for any further ambulances.  She nodded reluctantly, got in her car, and went in search of a parking space.  Her thoughts became a running mantra of Oh, my God.  The one small positive from all of this was that her car interior had escaped relatively unscathed.  Nothing that couldn’t be cleaned. 
 
    *** 
 
    The helicopter landed with a furious Nick on board.  He had already been appraised of the situation on the ground and he fought to keep his emotions in check.  He hated it when the fuckers got away.  The airport police had no idea where the suspect had fled to, and they were continuing to deal with the chaos caused by the tannoy broadcast that was still ongoing.  Flights were getting disrupted and the airport was in total disarray.  Nick hoped his team would be able to pick up their suspect’s trail, but he was already beginning to think that they had lost him.  The man had made a mistake, one that had led Operation Pharmacy to his location.  Would he make another?  
 
    “Inspector Kennedy.”  The police officer who met them as they disembarked held out his hand.  Not to shake, but to accept the ID that Nick handed over.  Kennedy stared at the photographic ID that stated Nick was a high ranking member of MI5.  For several seconds he scrutinised the sour face that adorned the plastic before handing it back to Nick.  If anyone with the authority to ring MI5 did so, their database would confirm that Colonel Nick Carter worked in anti-terrorism.  It made perfect sense to keep MI13 as secret as possible by having their agents masquerade as members of one of the other security services.  “What happened to the target?” Nick asked.  As a group, they started walking to the airport terminal.  Carl and Jeff both carried heavy bags full of the team’s kit. 
 
    “We don’t know for sure.  The tech boys are running through it now,” Kennedy answered.  He seemed slightly embarrassed, so Nick felt it best to massage his bruised ego. 
 
    “It’s important you realise you or your men won’t be blamed for this Inspector,” Nick said diplomatically.  “This is a dangerous terrorist we are dealing with.  It’s just sheer fluke the surveillance system spotted him.  Are your coms still not working?” 
 
    “Yes.  As you know our radios use the Emergency Services Network, and that’s all out.  My men are relying on the mobiles, and most of that system is out as well.” 
 
    “Sounds like our guy hacked the network.  He probably installed a worm before even coming here.  It’s likely how he got that message over the tannoy as well.  Be interesting to see how he managed the cameras though.”  Natasha shared her wisdom.  She was an expert in electronic warfare.  MI13 had their own self-contained system that was satellite based so their communications would be unaffected. 
 
    “Natasha here will be helping your men hunt down the problem,” Nick stated.  It wasn’t a request. 
 
    “It hasn’t affected the flights has it?” asked Natasha. 
 
    “Too early to tell.”  The Inspector looked genuinely relieved. 
 
    “Well, look at the good news, it looks like your men foiled a committed terrorist.”  Nick said what the Inspector wanted to hear.  “This could have been a lot worse than it was.”  More likely the officers somehow tipped their hand to the target, Nick thought.   
 
    “But we didn’t, not really.” 
 
   
  
 

 “That’s what will be in my report.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kennedy said, clearly relieved.  “I appreciate that.” 
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Bangkok, Thailand 
 
      
 
    There had been scattered reports of violent outbreaks across the city, with complainants reporting being bitten in some of the towns on the outskirts.  By the time the Thai authorities realised they had a serious problem on their hands, five hundred thousand people were infected in a city of many millions.  About the same time, people had started dying and resurrecting on the Northern outskirts of the Thai capital, the relative isolation of the villages meaning the contagion found it difficult to spread there. 
 
    The first reported Bangkok attack on that day was on the Sukhumvit road outside the Asok sky train stop.  A traffic police officer noticed a street vendor collapse and went over to investigate.  He found the vendor’s lifeless eyes staring up at him, the dead body coated in a plethora of unpleasant bodily fluids.  After radioing it in, the officer was justifiably surprised when the vendor rose from the ground and staggered towards him.  Confusion and hesitation allowed the zombie to overpower the officer, tearing out his jugular, and quickly adding him to the ranks of the undead.  As would be seen over the coming days, the undead were adept at adding to their numbers. 
 
    With the exception of Dang, the first actual reanimation of a zombie occurred five minutes previously.  Anong had been feeling ill all day.  Arriving to work, she had not been admonished by her supervisor, who barely commented on or cared about the fact that Anong was half hacking her lungs out.  The driver of the work van used to deliver operators to their toll booths had shown even less concern.  If anything, the driver had been angry and told her to sit at the back so he wouldn’t catch any of her germs.  She infected the whole van of nearly twenty people, but then five of them already had the virus.  Four days later, hiding from the dead that swarmed the streets, the driver would die, only to reanimate and kill his wife and three children. 
 
    As the day had progressed, Anong had struggled to do her job, her cough bringing her almost to her knees on several occasions. Sweat poured from her, the fever raging despite the small fan that blew what was allegedly cold air against her dripping flesh.  So ill was she, that some of the car drivers using the toll refused to accept their change, driving away at haste.  Being ill in Thailand was a dangerous prospect because reliable healthcare was expensive. There was also the risk that, should your illness keep you away from work for any period of time, your job could be simply given to somebody else.  
 
    One of the unusual things about the virus was the way it attacked the body.  The symptoms often varied from person to person depending on which organs were worst affected.  Halfway through her shift, Anong felt her heart flutter.  It was an unusual sensation, not entirely unpleasant, but it represented a failing of the myocardium, the muscle of her heart, that had become inflamed and engorged with a virus that was now intent on ending her life.  She had been a useful tool, spreading the pathogen to hundreds of people, helping to diversify the infection amongst Thais and Westerners alike.  It was now time for her to become anew.  
 
    When her heart eventually gave out, she collapsed onto the floor of the booth, becoming wedged between the chair and one of the walls.  Considering her symptoms, it was a relatively painless death.  With the chair firmly fixed in place by steel bolts, Anong became trapped.  Not a great concern if she had remained dead.  When she reanimated several minutes later to the sound of irate car horns demanding her attention, the newly born zombie found it difficult to stand.  Instead, it flailed on the ground, feet and hands impacting the interior, opening up wounds that spread dying, contaminated blood everywhere.  By the time a supervisor came to see what the problem was (drawn by the line of irritated and in some cases frankly annoyed drivers now causing an obstruction), it was as if the booth windows had been painted red.    
 
    The supervisor opened the booth door to the horror awaiting, a horror that shot a savaged hand out to grab his leg, pulling him in so that the zombie could take a hefty chunk out of his calf.  Stumbling backwards, the supervisor struggled to get away as he slipped from the monster’s grasp.  With the door now open and the supervisor crawling in retreat from the attack, Anong(Z) pushed and pulled itself out into the open with the grace of an epileptic in full-blown seizure.  Free of its constraints, Anong(Z) righted itself with exaggerated effort, wandering off in search of fresh meat, the supervisor no longer of any interest to it.   
 
    Its search was of limited duration however.  Mindless of the traffic that was propelling itself out of the toll booths, Anong(Z) wandered into the Easy Pass automatic toll lane and was run over by a heavy truck, the driver of whom was distracted by the sight of the toll supervisor rolling around on the road clutching his bleeding leg.  The impact was only at 20 miles an hour, but it was enough to fell the zombie and crush the skull under the thick rear wheels.    
 
    Anong(Z) had limited impact, so the first real notable outbreak was on the Sukhumvit road, during rush hour, where the vendor attacked and converted the police officer.  Think of a crossroads.  Now think of a crossroads where eight lanes of traffic cross eight lanes of traffic, each lane filled with all manner of vehicles.  Add a swarm of pedestrians in their thousands due to the junction being home to a Sky Train station, one of Bangkok’s major transport hubs.  Spice it with the fact that it was also the site of an underground Metro link.  Season with its proximity to the Western adult playground informally known as Soi Cowboy… and stir. 
 
    Thais are often helpful by nature.  Some of them go out of their way to help those around them because it is the right thing to do, others because they believe it stores up good Karma to cancel out the bad they have accumulated in their lives.  Whatever the reason, a dozen onlookers came to the aid of the police officer as he bled out, many becoming contaminated with the blood that was pouring from the dying man’s neck.  The zombie that attacked him, turned on the crowd, biting three of them before it could be overpowered by several motorbike taxi drivers who were parked up on the corner, eating the food they had just bought from a similar food vendor.   
 
    Despite their numbers, the vendor(Z) was a formidable match and managed to sever the finger of one of the bikers with a dentition that was on the road to being savaged by periodontal disease.  Staggering from the attack, the injured biker fell into the road during one of the brief moments that the traffic was actually moving.  He was sideswiped by a regular taxi, causing him to fall onto the dirt covered floor, where he struck his left temple on the curb…thus ending his human life.  Unfortunately for those present, the head injury was not enough to stop it resurrecting.  Rising from the trash-ridden pavement, he turned on his once former friends, freeing the initial zombie to go on a further rampage. 
 
    By now the zombie in the now soiled uniform of the Royal Thai Police had dragged itself from its enforced slumber and savaged those who had attempted to stem the bleeding.  Its first target had been the man trying to give him the kiss of life, a brave act indeed given the blood pouring from the officer’s mouth.  The Samaritan had been amazed that his CPR had actually worked, only for the back of his neck to be grabbed by a hand with a steel grip.  Pulled in close, this was far from a lover’s kiss, the zombie biting into the Samaritan’s face, ripping the flesh from his lower lip, the Officer(Z) seeming to almost drink in the blood that poured forth.  People began to panic, the situation made worse by those witnessing an officer of the law felled as one of the first victims.  Others felt the panic and were sucked up into the chaos without even knowing what was happening. 
 
    Basically, all hell broke loose. 
 
    The Biker(Z) for some reason zeroed in on a particular civilian.  As the days progressed, this peculiar action would be seen hundreds of times.  The traffic now stationary, a road sweeper who had stood in awe of what was happening noticed the Biker(Z) focus in on him.  Abandoning his broom and cart, an act almost unthinkable before that moment, the sweeper fled across several lanes of traffic, pushing his way through a crowd that was, for the main, oblivious to the threat posed to it.  The Biker(Z) followed, ignoring completely the warm, fresh human bodies all around it.  Its purpose was the meat on the target it had chosen and it would not be deterred.  There was no thought left in the brain of the zombie, just an automated need to fulfil a stimulus demand.  
 
    The sweeper fled down the steps into the underground Metro, followed five paces behind by the zombie who actually pushed people out of its way.  Easy targets were rejected by the one who was actually making things difficult.  Voices of objection were raised as people were shoved aside, many of the commuters oblivious to the danger they were in.  Very few of those who casually encountered the zombie noticed the black eyes that now reflected the creation of a soulless killing machine.  Some witnessed the crimson around the face, others shouted in horror at the sudden dampness that was spread across them as the zombie’s blood-soaked hands carelessly caressed their flesh as it passed. 
 
    The sweeper easily vaulted over the ticket gate, which caused one of the many guards to demand he stop.  The guard would have given chase, only for her attention to be drawn to the sound of someone running into the gate behind her.  With the barrier at waist level, the guard turned to see the Biker(Z) flip head first over the barrier.  She withdrew her baton, mindful that drug use was not uncommon in this city.  Some primal instinct told her to think twice before stepping forward, and this was confirmed when she saw the creature’s eyes.  Mesmerised as much as she was afraid, the guard stood slack-jawed as the zombie gathered itself back onto its feet and renewed its pursuit.  For a brief moment, she met eyes with the beast, which had the immediate effect on her bladder.  As the liquid ran down her legs, the Biker(Z) chased its prey down into the bowels of the subway.  Shortly the Metro terminal would be overwhelmed by fleeing people whose lives had now become a running battle with fear. 
 
    Fortune was partly on the side of the sweeper.  As he reached the bottom of the escalator that led to the station platform, a train had begun to pull in.  With a full platform, he tried desperately to push his way to the front of the gathered masses, only to be angrily rebuked by several of his fellow travellers.  Frantic in his actions, the sweeper saw the zombie almost fall down the same steps he had travelled, and the terrified man begged those around him to get on the train.  As he finally stepped on board, the doors closed behind him and, looking around, the sweeper breathed a sigh of relief that he had escaped a fate he couldn’t even possibly imagine.  That was when a scream further down the carriage dragged him back to reality.  The zombie was on board with him by another door, and now the sweeper was trapped in a metal tube with a demon.  With unbridled ferocity, the zombie began attacking all those around it, clearing a path towards its primary target.  The sweeper would never hold a broom again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bob was enjoying the attention of the two Thai women who kept telling him, in their broken English, that he was a ‘sexy man’.  This was not something often heard when he walked along the streets of Luton, and even though, deep down, he knew they probably didn’t actually believe what they were saying, he didn’t care.  At this moment in his life, with one of the girls playfully groping around in his groin, he felt like a king.  And kings demanded more beer. 
 
    He’d been in Bangkok for three days now, and he absolutely loved the place, completely unaware that most Thais wanted to leave.  Divorced, balding and a stone overweight, he’d never had this much female attention, even when he was in his prime.  Had he even had a prime?  All the city needed was to be cooler and cleaner and truly he would have been in heaven.  Calling over the glowering Mama San, he ordered another round of drinks, knowing full well that “Lady Drinks” carried a premium.  He didn’t care.  Bob hadn’t felt this happy in years. 
 
    The shouts and the cries of terror from outside spoilt all that.  He had chosen this particular Go-Go bar because the music wasn’t too loud, and the interior was open and inviting.  With a central stage, an array of Westerners sat, goggle-eyed, around it on seats set out in a tiered semi-circular fashion.  There was one way in and out, and agitated Thais now surged through that entrance.  Bob had heard the other day of several venues being raided by the army and he really hoped not to get wrangled up in that sort of trouble.  A bloke he had got talking to yesterday had recounted about how he had been held trapped in a nightclub venue whilst army thugs went about whatever oppressive tactics they engaged in.  The bloke said he’d ended up having to bribe his way out, which was likely the whole point of the raid in the first place. 
 
    Bob didn’t speak Thai, but he could tell the fear in people’s voices.  The two girls he was sat with were now completely ignoring him, drawn to the disturbance at the door. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Bob asked. 
 
    “Men killed,” the girl to his left said, before standing up and running out of sight through a back entrance.   
 
    When he had entered there had been two Thai men on the door as well as a welcoming party of five scantily clad Thai girls ready to entice all and sundry into this bastion of depravity.  The two men were inside now, one of them peering past the red velvet style door curtain that seemed to be a standard fitting to these sorts of establishments.  The second man was shouting something, clearly audible now that the music had been shut off.  There was a general murmur, and the second Thai girl suddenly clung herself to Bob’s arm.  Looking down, he saw that she looked terrified.  She shouted something at the doormen, Bob not realising that she was telling them to shut the door. The Chinese whispers about what was spreading down the narrow alley towards them were running rampant throughout the establishment. 
 
    “There’s a riot.” 
 
    “People are killed.” 
 
    “It’s terrorists.” 
 
    “Nang said it’s a demon.” 
 
    Bob didn’t understand any of that, but he knew he didn’t like this, so he decided it was time to leave.  From his top pocket, he extracted a thousand baht note and put it in the small pot on his table that was filled with the so far unpaid receipts for the drinks he had ordered.  Normally such an action would see someone swoop down to claim the prize, but not now.  The money went all but ignored.   
 
    “No, you no go,” the girl pleaded as he tried to stand.  She gave it her best to pull him back down, but despite being overweight, he was big and had at least a hundred pounds on her.  Detaching himself from her limpet-like grasp, he staggered forwards and surged towards the exit where the door was now being closed.  
 
    “Let me out,” Bob demanded in a voice infused with alcohol induced courage.  He was not a brave man, and he knew better than to start a fight with any Thai, male or female.  But fear can be a powerful motivator, and despite the protests, he managed to wrestle his way to the door which fortunately for him opened outwards.  Through pure momentum and weight, Bob was propelled into the chaos of Soi Cowboy.  There seemed to be a general surge in the crowd, and he joined it, allowing himself to be swept along, trying to ignore the sounds of terror that were coming from behind him. 
 
    Bob went with the multitudes, not understanding what was going on, but just knowing he needed to move.  More westerners like him were fleeing, the establishments he passed being caught up in the rumour mill.  Someone tripped and fell in front of him, but the crowd pushed him along before he could stoop down to help her.  Not that he had any intention to, self-preservation now being his number one driver.  He was in a strange city, in a land with strange laws, and he needed the relative safety of his hotel room.  Behind him, someone stepped on the fallen woman’s neck, crushing her hyoid bone, sending her to death by asphyxiation as her throat swelled up.  As she was infected, it would be mere moments before she converted, her teeth finding the legs of those running around her. 
 
    Making it to the end of the alleyway, Bob merged into relative sanity, the people here still strangely naïve to the reality of what was coming.  Heart racing and out of breath, Bob slowed, constantly looking over his shoulder to try and spot the apparent terrors that were chasing him.  What the hell had that been all about?  Whilst the panicked mob still spilled out of Soi Cowboy, most of the people around him seemed oblivious.  A vendor tried to sell him one of a large selection of fake watches, and Bob shooed him away.  In the air, he felt the anxiety grow again, and he picked up the pace to a fast walk.  He wasn’t used to running, but fortunately, his hotel was less than ten metres away.   
 
    Bob would make it to his hotel room, but he would never again walk the pavements of his beloved Bangkok.  Days later, with the streets owned by the flesh eaters, the power out and the water to his room no longer flowing, he would be forced from his refuge due to hunger and thirst.  There in the corridor outside his room, he would find that it was not only the streets that were crawling with the undead. 
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK   
 
      
 
    His brother and niece might well be dead, but Brian still felt he had an obligation to look after his brother’s wife, Susan.  She had struggled to move on, losing the two things that meant more to her than perhaps life itself.  A spiral of alcohol and depression had almost killed her several times, and only now, years on from the tragic events, was she starting to pull out of her kamikaze dive.  Brian did what he could, but he was not a people person, so his help basically revolved around paying for her bills and keeping the wolf from her door.  It was Brian who had stopped the bank trying to repossess the house, Susan only telling him about the letters at the last minute.  It was Brian who kept food in her fridge through regular supermarket deliveries, and although he didn’t want her drinking, he also kept her shelves stacked with alcohol.  He knew he shouldn’t, but he also knew that she would find a way to get her own booze and might even turn to the harder, more illegal stuff.  That would also mean finding ways to pay for it, which didn’t bear thinking about. 
 
    He paid for support workers and counsellors, not because he had any family loyalty to her, but just because his honour told him it was the right thing to do.  You looked after your own, even if they were fucked up drunks.  At least Susan had a valid reason to have given up the way she had.  Before the loss of her daughter, and before Brian’s brother had chosen the coward’s way out, she had been a strong and independent woman.  They had even dated, once upon a time, but his stint in prison had sent her into the arms of Brian’s brother.  Brian had liked her because she had been robust, not like she was now.   
 
    Lately, Brian had been seeing glimpses of that former sense in her again, replacing the damaged wreck that masqueraded as a human being.  That’s what he ultimately wanted to see, because then his obligation to her would be complete.  Any attraction he might have had for her died long ago, and he hadn’t thought of her in those terms for several years.  The fact he saw her as more of an irritation reflected the kind of man Brian had become.  When you saw the things that he saw, that he did, you couldn’t have that kind of affection in your life.  It became a weakness, a threat that could be used against you.   
 
    Susan lived in a semi-detached house that, if not for Brian, would have peeling paint and an overgrown lawn.  He paid for all that too.  Knocking on the door, he waited for her to drag herself out of her slumber, suspecting strongly that she would be well on the way to oblivion, even this early in the afternoon.  When she opened the door, he was surprised to find her fully dressed. 
 
    “Brian?” she said, standing in the doorway. 
 
    “You look good Susan,” he said.  It was true, there was colour in her face, and she’d actually taken an effort to apply makeup today. 
 
    “You should ring before coming round,” Susan said.  It wasn’t uncommon for her to be cold towards him.  Despite the help he had given her, they had never been close since their break up. 
 
    “I would Susan, but as you know, you never answer the phone.”  He knew he needed to be here today, this being five years exactly from when her daughter had been dragged like a ruined rag doll out of the canal water. 
 
    “What do you want?”  There was a slurring to her speech, but better than he could have expected.  There were people working with her to reduce her ethanol intake, and he knew she hated him for it.  All Susan had wanted was to follow her husband down the road to self-oblivion, but Brian had pushed himself into her life to stop her.   
 
    “You know why I’m here Susan.  You shouldn’t be alone today.” 
 
    “I’m fine Brian,” Susan said.  “You’ve done your duty, now fuck off and leave me alone.”  The venom she spat at him was surprising, even for her.   
 
    “Why are you being like this?” Brian asked.  He was actually genuinely surprised by her reaction.   
 
    “You want to know?  Jesus, the big gangster can’t even figure that out.  Don’t you get it?  Every time I look at you I see his face.”  She was obviously referring to her deceased husband.  They weren’t twins, but Brian and his brother had looked uncannily alike.  Brian finally felt he understood. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise.”  He backed up a step, actually uncomfortable with the situation. For the first time since forever, he found himself feeling awkward.  “Look, I’ll go.”  Brian was surprised by the emotion that was actually in his voice.  How had she slipped that barb under his armour? 
 
    “Please don’t come back Brian.”  There was only sorrow in her voice now.  “I need to get on with my life by myself.”  With that, she closed the door.  Brian stood there for several moments, blinking tears that never came.  
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    BBC News 24 Broadcast 
 
      
 
    “We are now going over to our Thailand correspondent, Gavin Flynn.  Gavin, what’s happening there?”  Very few people in the UK saw the original broadcast due to the early hours of the morning in which it was aired.  But it was officially the first mainstream news report that showed the coming plague for what it was.  For those watching, the screen was split between the studio and the live reporter.  The clip that followed would eventually be copied and downloaded billions of times across the world.  As the plague took hold, it would be replicated by virtually every major news broadcaster on the planet.   With the viral nature of the video, many of the world’s authorities didn’t even bother trying to censor it.  It was the message that announced the impending doom. 
 
    “I’m standing outside the Bangkok Hospital where chaos reigns.  There are reports of dozens of people being admitted with injuries sustained in the riots that have broken out across the city.” 
 
    “Do we know what sparked the rioting?” the news anchor asked. 
 
    “Not as yet.  Local officials are refusing to comment, but the areas around Asok and Nana have reportedly been sealed off.  The Foreign Office has already advised that anyone planning a trip to Bangkok reconsider their travel plans.”  Behind Gavin, an ambulance pulled up at the hospital entrance.  Before the driver could even get out, the vehicle’s back door flew open and two people tumbled out.  It looked like they were fighting, one raining down punches on the other with a level of violence that was shocking to see.   
 
    “What’s that going on behind you Gavin?”  The reporter turned, the camera zooming onto the scene.  On the floor and on his back, the paramedic was fighting off the patient who was now clawing at him.  The driver, now free of the ambulance cab, came around to help, only for the patient to leap off the ground and attack him as well.   The attacker easily overpowered the second man. 
 
    A nurse, her white uniform stained with blood ran out of the hospital entrance and was briefly followed by the camera.  Seconds later, a dead man, naked except for boxer shorts, followed her out, his face smeared in blood.  The zoom lens caught the zombie’s face, the black eyes haunting to everyone that saw them.  Panning back to the ambulance, the camera caught the frightful image of the driver having his throat ripped out.   
 
    There was the sudden sound of a man speaking in Thai, and the camera was pushed down so that only the concrete of the hospital concourse was visible.  The cameraman’s feet were briefly visible. 
 
    “What’s happening Gavin?” the anchor demanded. 
 
    “The army are here.  They are forcing us out of the area,” the unseen voice answered.  “They have guns pointed at us.” 
 
    “Go, you go,” someone off camera shouted in broken English. 
 
    “Get your hands off my camera,” the man filming everything obviously said.  The camera was momentarily freed and it drifted back up to the ambulance.  Two soldiers could be seen approaching the two paramedics and the patient.  The soldiers opened fire on all three, the bullets doing little to stop the patient who ran at them.  Then the news feed cut out, half of the screen visible to the TV viewers now just white noise.  The studio anchor sat there for several seconds, shock etched all over his face.  What had just happened? 
 
    “Shocking scenes from Thailand there.  We will keep you informed of any updates as and when they happen.”   
 
      
 
      
 
    Gavin looked on in shocked awe as the camera was ripped out of his partner’s hands.  Flung to the floor, a well-placed military boot smashed the lens in.  The soldier seemed to be taking great delight in destroying the camera, and he stamped on it several more times, screaming what were most likely obscenities in a language Gavin could barely understand. 
 
    “Jesus,” the cameraman said.  He was no longer objecting because he had a rifle aimed right at his head.  The man wielding the rifle had wild eyes, a combination of fear and adrenaline.  The cameraman had seen such a look before.  He thus made a point of not making any sudden movements for fear that he might tip the soldier over the edge.  
 
    “You can’t do this,” Gavin demanded, although there was no authority in his voice.  He looked around him to try and find someone in authority.  With the camera destroyed, the soldiers stood menacingly for a few more seconds, then moved off towards the carnage of the hospital.  Gavin foolishly took his phone out and began recording, only for a thick calloused hand to grab the phone off him.  The mobile went hurtling off into the distance.  A Captain of the Thai army appeared right in Gavin’s face, the stench of periodontal disease almost overpowering. 
 
    “Leave, now,” the Captain demanded.  For a Thai man, he was unusually tall and had an imposing presence. 
 
    “I’m with the BBC, the world needs to know about this.”  Gavin tried to make out that he wasn’t intimidated, even though he clearly was.  The Captain’s response was to punch Gavin in the gut, sending the reporter down to one knee.  The cameraman looked on in disbelief as the Captain grabbed Gavin by the hair and started screaming into his face. 
 
    “You leave now.  Go.  If you are still here in five minutes I will shoot you myself.”  The English he spoke was almost flawless.  Standing, the Captain nodded to someone and two soldiers grabbed Gavin and the cameraman roughly.  Saying something in Thai, the Captain watched as the two Farrangs were escorted to a waiting Jeep where they were bundled inside.   
 
    “Where are you taking us?” Gavin demanded, still winded.  More patients were pouring out of the hospital now. 
 
    “Airport,” one of the soldiers said.  As the Jeep started to move, the sound of more shots echoed around them. 
 
    “What the fuck did we just step into?” the cameraman asked. 
 
    “I think we might have been lucky,” Gavin noted.  “From what I just saw, they could just as easily have shot us.” 
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    New York, USA 
 
      
 
    Azrael was not the only one of his kind in the world.  Gabriel was the adopted brother he had never met, the two completely oblivious to each other’s existence.  The America’s were Gabriel’s killing ground.  Gabriel had been to this city before, so it was no great hardship for him to venture here once again to do his mistress’ bidding.  He did as he was told, for there was no other purpose in his life.  The only thing he was not aware of was the fact that tonight, he was not acting on Mother’s instructions.  She was oblivious to the exploits her ward was engaged in. 
 
    The mission was definitely unusual.  There was to be no immediate killing, not this time.  The importance of remaining undiscovered had been stressed to him in a way even a child could understand.  Nobody must ever know that Gabriel had entered the target’s home.  Now, with the security breached, Gabriel stood in the dark of the target’s bedroom, the gentle snoring the only real sound.  The locks and the alarm on the property had been easy to breach, not a brilliant testament to the man who owned the property.   
 
    The New York First Deputy Police Commissioner was an imposing figure when he was awake.  But asleep, he was just a vulnerable human being who was about to pay the price for not truly understanding the forces that were out to get him.  It was nothing personal, it was just that his position near the top of the police hierarchy meant he was an obvious candidate for what was needed.  He was also vulnerable and unguarded which added to his appeal.  New York was a prime location for the release of the virus.  All those hapless souls stacked up on top of each other 
 
    There were two forms sleeping in the bed, man and wife.  Both would receive the gift Gabriel had for them.  He stepped closer to the bed and removed the small glass vial from his pocket.  Sight given to him by the night vision goggles he wore, the murderer of nearly two dozen people made his way past the bed and into the adjoining bathroom.  Hardly a whisper followed his progress.  The property was of a sturdy construction, and the floorboards resisted the temptation to creak and moan so as not to defy his silent progress across the plush carpet.   
 
    Breaking into the house had been child’s play.  The lock pick gun had made short work of the door, the security chain unhooked from the latch and thus not an impediment.  As long as everyone stayed asleep, he had free reign of the property.  In front of him, the mirror displayed his green reflection, his face mainly obscured by the electronic wonder he wore over his face.  The lower half of his face was also obscured, the high filtration mask there to protect him against whatever was in the vial.  It had been stressed that it was of the utmost importance that he not get any of the clear liquid on his skin, nor would it be advisable for him to inhale the vapours.  Gabriel suspected that meant whatever the vial contained was thus chemical or biological in nature.  This was not a manner in which he had killed before, and he was not sure he approved.  He preferred the knife, the blood flowing over his hands almost erotic.  The taste of death was always sweeter when he was looking into the eyes of one of his many victims. 
 
    Removing the pipette lid from the vial with his gloved hands, he carefully placed three drops each onto the bristles of the two toothbrushes that were standing definitely upright on the bathroom sink.  Gabriel imagined that the mouth, with its thin mucosa and myriad capillaries, was a prime mode for such a substance to enter the body.  By the time both man and wife woke up, the liquid would have dried, thus becoming a silent killer.  Whilst completely unaware of what the liquid was, Gabriel still would have placed it even if he knew it would result in the decimation of New York.  He cared not for the lives of the bulk of mankind.  
 
    Lid reapplied, Gabriel placed the shatterproof container back in his pocket.  When he had finished the night’s tasks, the gloves and the black hoody he wore would be burnt as per his instructions.  The vial he would discard in the first dumpster he saw.  
 
    Gabriel left the bathroom as stealthily as he had entered it.  The digital clock on the bedside cabinet told him it was twenty-three minutes past two.  He still had two more residences to visit tonight, which would make five in all.  A busy night to make the Grim Reaper earn his keep.  Crossing towards the threshold, the door to the bedroom opened silently, and he slipped out to the corridor beyond.  Before descending the stairs, he briefly paused at the room that housed one of the children, and he entered that bedroom also.   
 
    How Gabriel wanted to slit the little darling’s throat though, to watch the eyes fly wide with terror as he used the killing knife on the innocent form.  But he had his orders.  The children were also to be honoured in the quest for human stability.   Each of the three children would also receive the privilege of bringing the plague to their respective schools, seeding the virus throughout the children of New York City’s elite.   
 
    In all, he was in and out of the house in 5 minutes.  No evidence of his presence was ever found or suspected.  
 
      
 
      
 
    18.08.29 
 
    Beijing, China 
 
      
 
    Even though she was ethnic Chinese by birth, Mother had called her Lilith.  The names Mother chose were more tongue in cheek than from any true reflection of biblical belief.  Azrael, Gabriel, Lilith…all just things to call the killers she had helped produce.  
 
    Growing up in Russia, her parents had died, leaving her an orphan at an early age.  With her ethnic background, she was a prime candidate to infiltrate the Communist state to the south.  Although at the time of the Illegals program China had been considered an ally of Russia, the Soviets never took such things for granted.  Lilith was trained, groomed and put through the mind reprogramming programme that the Soviet psychiatrists had created.  Just as with Azrael, she was placed in an alien population where she wormed her way up the hierarchy of society.   
 
    Thirty years on she had prospered, oblivious to her true nature.  Then came the day the phone rang and the voice of Mother activated the dormant murderer that lay hidden within her. 
 
    Freed from the shackles of fitting into society, Lilith went on a murderous but controlled rampage across the Far East.  Campbell’s assertion that no Chinese or Soviet scientists had been killed was wrong, for Lilith had killed dozens of them, the police and secret agencies of both countries unable to put the dots together to reveal the whole picture of what was happening.  Now, as with Gabrielle, she was given a new mission, the canisters of white powder and their delivery mechanism arriving by unseen courier. 
 
    Lilith, the demonic, nocturnal creature of the Kingdom of Eden.  How fitting the name was.  By her actions, she would bring forth the new world, the new garden, helping to rid the world of the plague that scourged its surface.  Her actions would single-handedly bring the world’s most populous nation to its knees by hitting the killing blow right at its heart.  
 
    It wasn’t difficult for her to get high in the city, mere locks no deterrent to someone of her skill.  Now sat uncomfortably on a roof seventeen stories up, she guided the drone down low over the streets below her.  It was rush hour, and there were thousands of people on their way to work, all unwitting victims of what was to come.  The drone controls Lilith used had a small video display showing her where her device was heading, and the aerial robot followed her commands exquisitely.  With a press of a button, one of the canisters slung underneath began to seed its deadly cargo into the morning air.  Untested on humans, the Gaia scientists weren’t sure this weaponised and limited version of the zombie virus would even work as intended.  They decided to release it anyway, the fine mist descending on to the innocent and unsuspecting people below.   
 
    Lilith, unaware of the full extent of what she was doing, instructed the drone to return so she could fit another of the five canisters she had been provided with.  The pedestrians below didn’t realise the death they were breathing in, didn’t know they now had mere days left on this Earth.  Whilst the virus had already reached China, its eventual impact risked being limited by the same ruthless tactics the Chinese government had used on the country’s most recent flu outbreak.  But this was Beijing, and by the time Lilith was finished, ten thousand people had been effortlessly infected.  By the time the first symptoms presented, the virus would have been spread to over a million people across the whole country.  There would be no stopping that.     
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    John, or as his ID badge named him, Dr John Holden, had a little voice screaming at him in the back of his mind.  He didn’t like this, not in the slightest.  With Peter now in one of the isolation cubicles, he let his training take over.  There were procedures to follow. 
 
    “I want full PPE people.”  John already had gloves on, and he was handed a waterproof gown to put over his scrubs.  Then came the mask and the visor, the people all around him doing the same.  John had been pleased to see that the paramedics had also taken precautions.   
 
    The particular cubicle chosen had glass shatterproof walls, designed when medical staff wanted to isolate a patient from the rest of the patients present in the department.  When John had first started working here, it had been used as a glorified storage room.  He soon put a stop to that. 
 
    “Peter, can you hear me?”  Peter was starting to drift in and out of consciousness, and through his confusion, he was becoming slightly combative with those trying to help him.  It was a common problem with delirious patients.  They had managed to get an oxygen mask onto him and a heroic attempt had inserted an IV line in, but Peter had started moving his arms around.  Holding them down, John made the decision to restrain his patient, simply for the patient’s own safety.  Peter wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon, not in the state he was in.  John had put the IV line in himself and he had been extra cautious getting rid of the needle after removing it from the cannula, life-giving fluid began to flow into the patient’s dehydrated body, but it would be too little too late. There was still the voice of caution bellowing in the back of his mind. 
 
    Peter coughed violently, the inside of the mask becoming specked with blood.  
 
    “I want a full blood workup,” John ordered.  It was at this moment that Peter began to bleed from his skin, the face taking on a blotchy appearance as the very pores began to betray him.  John and everyone else took a step back, John now understanding why the voice in his mind was shouting at him.  He thought he had seen this before.  Several years back he had volunteered to go to Africa and help treat the Ebola outbreak there.  It had been one of the most frightening, but also one of the most exhilarating experiences of his life. 
 
    “I want this cubicle cleared,” John ordered loudly.  “Get everyone in the surrounding cubicles moved.  Do it now.  And break out the biohazard suits.”  He pointed at the head nurse on scene.  “Janet, contact the site manager, tell her I think we have a case of Ebola.  We need the infection specialist on site, and contact the health protection team.  Phone microbiology and tell them we need an urgent sample dealing with.”  Ebola in the UK, John’s worst fear.  Funny how nature had a habit of exceeding those fears. 
 
    “I want a perimeter set up,” Janet shouted.  “I’ll warn the Chief Executive’s office we may have to close the department down.  Get security down here, we may need to go into lockdown.” 
 
    Peter started bleeding from his ears and then he pissed himself.  With a suddenness that surprised everyone, the patient’s body began to convulse which sent blood and spittle flying in all directions.  The pulse oximeter reading Peter’s pulse began to sound a warning alarm.  The heart rate had shot up to 200 and the oxygen saturation was dropping catastrophically. 
 
    “Get the crash cart,” John ordered, “we’re going to lose him.”  There was a final lurch and Peter’s body suddenly fell still.  The heart readout went from manic to a flat line, the monotonous tone far from abnormal in this part of the hospital.  John tore open Peter’s shirt, noticed the blood coating the flesh there and wiped it away with some paper towel.  A part of him briefly wished the gloves he wore went up to the elbows.  Now likely contaminated, the towels John left on the bed.  Even with the emergency at hand, John was mindful to minimise any unnecessary contamination.  He brandished the shock pads and attached them to the patient’s chest.  With the defibrillator and another member of staff both confirming that Peter’s heart had stopped beating, John tried to save the patient’s life. 
 
    “Clear!” 
 
    Peter’s body jumped.  There was no response from any of the machines monitoring his vitals.  As far as technology was concerned, Peter was still dead.   
 
    “Clear!”  Peter’s body jolted again.  Only this time, the limbs started to move.  John was just about to declare himself a saviour when the patient’s eyes opened wide.  Everything about them was black.   
 
    With surprising force, Peter tried to sit up, the arm restraints stopping him, but only momentarily.  The machines still stated that Peter was no longer one of the living, which meant that, technically, what everyone was seeing was supposed to be impossible. 
 
    “Back, get back,” John ordered.  He could clearly see that the pulse oximeter was still present on the patient’s finger, and whilst a part of him considered that this might be an equipment malfunction, logic told him otherwise.  Peter(Z) writhed with feral ferocity.   
 
    “We need security down here now,” John demanded.  “I want them in full protective kit.”  He was about to say something else when, with unbelievable power, the zombie ripped away the restraint on its right arm.  It tried to leap out of the bed, but its legs buckled under it, and still shackled by the other arm, it collapsed twitching to the floor.  Peter(Z) let out an enraged roar as the last of the air in its lungs was expelled.  Using the bed, it pulled itself back to its feet and lunged at the nearest person, teeth bared menacingly.  Blood poured from the zombie’s mouth as it ripped the oxygen mask free. 
 
    “This can’t be happening,” Janet said.  She’d been a nurse for thirty years and had never seen anything like this.  “What is it, PCP?”  PCP, otherwise known as Angel Dust.  Not commonly seen on the streets anymore, but it was known to cause uncontrolled violence and excessive strength.  Janet had once seen a patient, high on PCP, try and punch through a door.  He did very little in the way of damage to the door, but broke nearly every bone in his hand.  
 
    “This isn’t PCP,” John said disbelievingly.  The bed moved, even though the brakes were on, the side guardrail rattling from the exertion the zombie was putting on the final restraint.  “Where the hell is security?”  That was when the second restraint broke.  Peter(Z) looked at its now free hand for several moments, as if suddenly puzzled by what had happened.  The restraining straps dangled there uselessly from both wrists.   
 
    The zombie’s whole body spasmed and it lunged at the nearest person who just happened to be John.  He tried to fight the bastard thing off, the incisors snapping at him.  John instinctively knew he had to keep away from the teeth, the teeth that unfortunately then caught John’s left ear between them, ripping the fleshy organ from John’s head, the human ear easily detached with the same force that is required to simultaneously rip 12 sheets of paper.  Peter(Z) did it with ease and took the morsel gratefully into its mouth. 
 
    With a side of its hand, the zombie sent John to the floor, turning on the next victim.  Two security guards arrived just in time to be attacked and maimed.  They’d had no time to don protective clothing, not that it would have helped them.  Even though they were big muscular lads, they weren’t a match for the zombie who left them both bitten and bleeding on the hospital floor.  Nobody tried to stop the zombie from leaving the cubicle, the slide door no hindrance to its departure. The urge to feed sent it onwards into the emergency ward waiting area where unsuspecting flesh awaited. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jessica had managed to find a parking spot after several minutes of frantic searching.  She’d even had a space stolen by an overweight woman who simply ignored Jessica’s desperate pleas.  It was at that very moment that Jessica fully realised that the world was filled with self-obsessed, inconsiderate bastards. 
 
    Her mind was reeling with the one-two punches that just kept coming into her life.  First the unwanted pregnancy, then the eternal angst about the job she did.  Now her brother.  She couldn’t quite get her head around the very real prospect that Peter might actually die.  Running back to the A&E entrance, she was just in time to see several people fleeing out of the entrance in panic.  Screams filled the air, and Jessica stood uncertainly as the emergency department disgorged itself.  Some of those fleeing had bleeding limbs, others had faces riven with fear.   
 
    Jessica’s first instinct was that this was all down to a terrorist or psychopath running amok.  And her brother was in there, ill and vulnerable.  Guilt suddenly hit her, she should have insisted that he not be let out of her sight.  The guilt was foolish, because what could Jessica hope to do when men bigger and heavier than her felt they had no option but to run in terror, as represented by the black youth who hobbled from the hospital as if he was being chased by all the demons from hell. 
 
    Jessica took several hesitant steps forward, only to stop dead in her tracks again as the blooded and uncoordinated figure of her brother stepped through the automatic doors.  Jessica hardly recognised him.  Although the skin was streaked in blood, in areas it was deathly white.  Peter’s left arm hung awkwardly, a strap of some kind dangling there.  His chest was bare, and he shuffled as if struggling to keep his balance, the defibrillator pads still present.  The movement was awkward, like a broken machine.  
 
    “Peter?” she almost whimpered.  Even though the eyes saw nothing, the sound of her voice caused the zombie to focus in on her.  The aroma that rose from her flesh was intoxicating.  Any love it had held for the sister died with Peter on the table.  To it now, she was just food and a means to quell the burning at its centre.  Peter(Z) was propelled by a force that could never be satiated.  Its throat was already blocked with human remnants that it had tried to swallow, only for the propelling mechanism to fail.  No more food would be able to enter its stomach, so it would relentlessly bite and chew without relief.  Still, it would not be denied. 
 
    It shambled forward initially, only to come at her in a half run, almost falling twice.  Something in Jessica broke, and the love she had for her brother was engulfed by the need to flee, the sight before her clearly an indication of peril rather than brotherly love.  In the distance, the hopeful sounds of sirens could be heard, too far away to be of any use.  Turning, she made to run, but the zombie was faster, even with its coordination all shot.  A claw-like hand grabbed her and she felt herself being pulled backwards despite her forward momentum.   Arms engulfed her, the breath being squeezed out of her chest, and she smelt the fiend that now tried to claim her for its own.  Then something sharp and hot bit down into her shoulder.  With no strength of will left, she fainted into the arms of the beast that was attacking her.   
 
    *** 
 
    999 calls flooded into the nearest call centre which had been relatively unaffected by Azrael’s antics at the airport.  The level of violence reported resulted in an armed response unit being sent to the hospital, along with regular unarmed officers.  Social media began to erupt with images from the inside of the hospital.  Facebook and Twitter were used to spread the news to the world that was waking up to the fact that something monumental was about to occur.  Some people began to draw parallels with what was happening in Thailand.  The conspiracies and the rumours began to build upon themselves.  Still, at that point in time, it remained merely a novelty in the minds of the majority.  The secretive powers of UK internet censorship had yet to be awakened. 
 
    As the likes and the shares began to occur, the images spread across the ether.  Before any news agency could even think of breaking the story, tens of thousands of people had witnessed first-hand the maniac with the unbelievable strength punching and biting the patients waiting peacefully in the beleaguered accident and emergency waiting room.  They reacted with shocked emojis as they watched him fight off several grown men who tried to take him down.  It took the social media companies thirty minutes before they were able to censor the sometimes graphic content, but by then the videos had started to migrate to thousands of YouTube accounts.  They were sent in emails and by WhatsApp.  Before long, it was threatening to go viral. 
 
    The video that got the most attention was a Facebook live stream done by a relatively famous footballer.  He had come in with his mother who had been suffering chest pains, much of his time spent complaining live to his followers about how slow and inadequate the Accident and Emergency department was in the vain hope that it would speed up his mother’s care.  Whilst he escaped being assaulted by the zombie, his several hundred thousand social media followers lapped up the offering he gave them.  Perhaps what made the video even more contagious was the footballer’s running commentary. 
 
    “This guy’s gone mental like.  He’s full on style spiced to fuck,” referring to the illegal drug Spice that was ravishing Manchester.  That one comment infected the public psyche and gave them a plausible excuse to explain what they were seeing.  This was clearly a drug-fuelled mania. 
 
    Moros logged and monitored all of it.  Its artificial intelligence ran the data it was receiving and formulated the scenarios that fit.  The conclusion it came to was logical and not too wide of the mark.  But as the word zombie only existed in the realm of fiction, it didn’t count that factor in its equations.  Still, it was a serious incident, and it flagged the incoming feeds for human involvement.  As police were seen to be responding, nobody at that time thought that this was an issue that needed immediate MI13 involvement, Moros assigning a mere fraction of its processing power to the events unfolding. 
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Bangkok, Thailand 
 
      
 
    All across the country’s capital, the dead rose up.  Some in their homes, many in the streets.  With so many back alleys, the sheer numbers of undead became impossible to repel.  The worst though were the animals, the dogs, the cats and the legions of rats that began to pour from the sewers.  Some of the greatest carnage was seen at the Suvarnabhumi Airport as thousands of westerners tried to flee the city.  Those who managed to reach the sprawling structure found that flights were either already full or cancelled.  As the number of people flocking there continued, the air conditioning in the building struggled to keep everyone cool and tempers began to fray.  That was why the fifty-seven-year-old Londoner, Fred Franklin, lost his temper. 
 
    He had been waiting in line for over three hours in an attempt to get a flight out.  He’d tried booking online, but every seat seemed to have been taken on every flight.  Fred was here on business, and the suit he wore was stifling, sweat thoroughly soaking through his shirt.  At the start of the day he had been in a business meeting, and during a break had looked out of one of the windows in the seventh story conference room.  What he saw below turned his skin colder than the icy air conditioning ever could.  The traffic down below wasn’t moving, and several cars had been on fire, a massive crowd of people swarming towards a line of what he later determined to be soldiers, the little puffs of smoke visible as they fired into the crowd. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he had said loud enough for everyone to hear him.  Someone turned on the conference room’s TV set and it took several channel changes to find a news program that was reporting the violence.  Fred saw everything in all its glory, and he just knew he had to get out.  Deep in his gut, there was an alarm bell going off telling him that this was as bad as it could get.   
 
    The Thais in the meeting all fled the room, most of the westerners just standing around in stunned disbelief.  Fred made a decision, there and then, that he had to leave and get out of the country.  Fortunately, he had his laptop, his passport and his wallet.  The rest of the shit in his hotel room he could leave behind.  With legs that were no longer designed to run, he took his portly frame out of the room and towards the nearest elevator.  Then visions of the lift getting stuck forced him to use the stairs, so he was already out of breath by the time he got to the building’s main lobby.  There the violence on the street was clearly visible, and he surged towards the nearest exit.   
 
    The thing with Thailand was they liked to stick someone in a uniform and give them a job, usually in some sort of security role.  This office complex was no different and several of these individuals guarded the doors, stopping people from entering through large glass doors.  They were all armed with batons, and although they didn’t use them, the threat was there.  Occasionally people outside would run up and try and escape the carnage outside, only to be foiled, sometimes slamming their fists into the reinforced glass before running off in search of some other refuge.  Fred knew there was no chance of getting out that way, and followed the signs for one of the fire exits.  He weaved in and out of people who seemed entranced by what was occurring in the city streets, his lungs burning with the unusual exertion he was undertaking.  Fred did not exercise, he left that insanity for other people, and his body was suffering from the exertion being placed upon it. 
 
    All of a sudden a surge occurred outside as a line of soldiers advanced, shooting indiscriminately into the uncontrolled crowd.  Even though the risks of going out there were great, Fred knew he couldn’t stay in a building that could be swamped at any second.  Because fire exits are only opened from within, there was nobody guarding the one he found, and he pushed through, the alarm suddenly blaring to highlight his obvious stupidity.  Stumbling into the stifling heat, he ran as fast as his aged feet would allow, heading away from the rioters, not yet understanding the true nature of what was going on.  To Fred, this looked like a bloody coup, and he knew that Thailand was not a country to get trapped in during such times.  He got washed up into the flow of fleeing people and he went with the crowd, their panic reinforcing the wisdom of his actions. 
 
    He almost made it too.  From a side street, three child zombies seemed to come out of thin air, leaping onto the people nearest to them.  Because they were young, they were more agile, the bodies more resistant to the decay that was already setting in.  The youngest of them, a former child of about seven, zeroed in on Fred, writhing through the legs of the people around it.  He didn’t even see it until it was too late, small but powerful hands grabbing onto his jacket.  The child zombie actually climbed him, and as Fred struggled to throw the thing off, it bit him several times on the hands.   
 
    From the corner of his eyes he saw a black mass of rats erupt from a sewer grate, surging around one unlucky individual.  With a heart straining effort, Fred plucked the corpse from his back, throwing the zombie off into the people around him.  As the crowd began to scatter, Fred put on an extra burst of speed, looking ridiculous as his gut swayed back and forth.  One glance behind him showed that the rats had felled their victim and were now spreading out amongst the other terrified humans.  He managed to wrap his bitten hand in the pristine handkerchief in his suit top pocket, the bleeding thankfully minimal, the damage hopefully superficial.    
 
    He got to the airport by the use of a motorcycle taxi he had found two streets further on.  The apparent tranquillity in that street hadn’t made sense to him, but he accepted it as a gift. The ride to the airport was almost scarier than the zombies attacking him, not that he ever realised zombies were a factor here.  The fee he paid the taxi driver was extortionate, the ride hair-raising.  By the time he got to the airport an hour later, the virus was already working its magic on him.   
 
    Four hours after being bitten he finally managed to get to the front of the queue only to be told that all flights had now been grounded.  Bangkok had started to fall apart. 
 
    “What about a private jet?” he begged.  Fred kept looking at his hand, which was blackened by the effect of the virus.  He couldn’t see it, but the mark of death had now spread much of the way up his arm.  This symptom just added to his need to flee the country, and he kept the hand in his pocket whenever he could. 
 
    “I’ll pay.”  The woman behind the counter wasn’t sympathetic.  She was scared, tired, dehydrated, and just as desperate to leave the country as all the damned Farrangs who were shouting abuse at her.  And here was another one.  Only this one looked ill and pale. 
 
    “Sir you don’t look well,” the ticket clerk said, genuinely concerned. 
 
    “Forget that, get me on a flight.” 
 
    “I can’t sir.  Even the private jets are grounded.  Nobody is being allowed to leave.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Fred roared.  “Do you realise what I had to go through to get here?”  Forgetting the need to hide his injury, emotion took over, and he slammed his bloodied hand down on the counter.  “Well, do you?” 
 
    “Sir, your hand.  You are bleeding.” 
 
    “What?”  Fred looked at the wrapping covering the wound that had been inflicted, the blood seemingly flowing afresh now.  It wasn’t too bad, but the little bastard had taken a chunk out of him just at the base of the thumb.  “I don’t care about that,” Fred said almost absently, the throbbing almost forgotten.  For a strange reason, he felt like he couldn’t catch his breath.  Fred staggered slightly on his feet. 
 
    “Sir?”  The checkout lady stood from her seat and began to wave her hands in the air.  She shouted something in Thai that Fred couldn’t understand, not realising she was trying to attract the attention of two policemen nearby.  A wave of dizziness hit Fred, and he fell on his arse, the people around him stepping back in shock and horror. 
 
    “I’m…” Fred tried to say, but his mouth suddenly felt like it was made of jelly. 
 
    “Sir, are you OK?” a voice said off in the distance of his mind.  He looked up, a great lancing pain shooting into his temples, and then his whole body started to twitch and writhe as the seizure took him.  Unseen by everyone present, a second person was at that moment undergoing the same conversion in the Ladies restroom, her need to vomit no longer of any concern as the life left her.   
 
    Fred would go on to bite nine people before he was eventually stopped by a bullet to the brain.  The blood splatter infected another eight people in a departures lounge full of thousands.  Many of those present were already carrying the virus.  Some, like Fred, were coming towards the end of their infection.  One by one the scenes of death and resurrection were repeated.  With people still arriving at the airport every minute, thousands of people found themselves confined in what eventually turned into a death trap. 
 
      
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    PC Barker was in another wing of the hospital when the call came through.  He had been in the main reception showing the face of the police force as a way to help build community spirit.  He was also chatting with one of the receptionists who he had taken a fancy too.  His inept attempts at flirtation were monumentally ineffective.   
 
    “I suppose I’d better go and do what they pay me for,” Barker said to the receptionist.  As he left, the woman rolled her eyes, tired of the amorous glances her admirer had been giving her.     
 
    As an officer of the law, he was a bit of an embarrassment health wise.  In his mid-forties, he had let his health go in the last year or two following the divorce from a wife who he had deeply loved.  The feeling hadn’t been mutual, and it had been a shock to discover that she had been cuckolding him with another man ten years his junior.  It had taken everything in him to not beat the living crap out of the man he had found sharing the matrimonial bed.  Barker displayed even greater powers of self-control when his wife had almost gloated at him, finally free to live without the lie.  He’d had absolutely no idea.  He was however undeniably amused to have recently heard that she was now pregnant and that her young stud had flown the coup.  Ah, perhaps there was such a thing as karma after all. 
 
    Now he ran, something his expanded gut made difficult.  This was it, he said to himself, he was definitely going to get back into shape.  Enough of wallowing in self-pity, time to start your life again.  The distance from the main reception to the emergency department wasn’t far, and he arrived on the scene to find walking wounded everywhere.  A security guard had needed to let him in because apparently the department had been put on lockdown.  Now wearing a mask and nitrile gloves, Barker made his way through the department.  Nurses and doctors were patching up their stricken comrades, as well as the patients, many of whom were wishing they had stayed at home today. 
 
    “What happened?” Barker asked, trying to find someone in charge. 
 
    “A patient that was brought in went mental,” a nurse said.  “Started attacking everyone.” 
 
    “Where’s the patient now?” 
 
    “He went out the main entrance,” the nurse said, before going back to bandaging the bitten hand of the twelve-year-old who was sat whimpering next to her.  Barker followed the direction the nurse had pointed.  Before he got much further though, someone shouted for him. 
 
    “Officer?”  Barker turned to see a doctor holding a medical compress against the side of his head.  Blood had already soaked halfway through it. 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    “It bit my ear off.” 
 
    “It?”   
 
    “Look officer,” John said remarkably calmly, “this isn’t some drunk.  When I tell you this, I want you to look at the faces of the people presently standing around you.”  There were three other medical staff, including Janet.  All looked solemn. 
 
    “Sounds ominous.”  
 
    “Firstly you need to assure me more police are on the way.”  Barker nodded.  “Thank God.  Ok, so the patient that was brought in, the one who did all this…well he died on the table.” 
 
    “So what, you brought him back?”  Barker watched as John nervously looked at the people around him.  The officer could tell they all shared a secret that they were reluctant to share. 
 
    “The patient came back,” Janet said interjecting.  “But all the monitors, all our equipment said he was dead.”  Barker looked at her blankly. 
 
    “He ripped himself out of restraints.  No able-bodied man can do that.  I saw him take down two security guards that combined had two hundred pounds on him easily.”  John tried to ignore the pain as he relayed what had happened.  Barker fondled the Taser on his utility belt absently.   
 
    “So what are you saying?” Barker asked.  This didn’t make any sense. 
 
    “Don’t try and take this guy down on your own.  Wait for backup.  And I want you to tell whoever is in charge that this whole department is isolated.  Some of the patients here ran off.  We have been in contact with Public Health England about that.”  John gave Janet an apologetic look.  “We need to be quarantined.”  Barker found himself retreating a pace or two. 
 
    “What, you think there’s something contagious involved?”  
 
    “From what I saw, yes I do.  So don’t do anything without a mask and some gloves.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Peter(Z) ran.  The moment his heart had stopped beating, the delivery of oxygen to his brain had ceased.  Already swamped with viral particles, the neurons started their inevitable cascade towards death.  Everything that made Peter unique, the memories, insights, concerns and fears all started to be eradicated.  In the brief seconds after his resurrection, there was still something of Peter left in there, but it was merely the remnants of his rage and raw burning need.  Even that quickly died away as the zombification process progressed. 
 
    There was no semblance of Peter now.  Nothing at all.  And even though selected parts of the brain remained intact by a mechanism humanity would never really understand, the concept of Peter as a human being was dead.  He was something else now, something beyond the understanding of medical science.  The body left was just a vessel, a walking, grabbing, biting means for the virus to spread itself more directly.  It was merely a decaying meat machine that reacted purely to the stimuli around it.  The only response available to it was to attack with unstoppable force, to clench, to rip and to try and swallow the food that it pulled from the screaming, wriggling humans.  It would not tire, it could not be reasoned with and it absolutely would not stop in its pursuit of anything that could cancel out its hunger.   
 
    “Stop, police.”  The words themselves meant nothing, just a human noise, and Peter(Z) turned in the originator’s direction.  More food.  More blood.  It could hear the life-giving fluid moving through arteries and veins, so enhanced was its hearing now.  Then there was the beautiful fear that it could smell all around it, sending it into a frenzy of destruction. 
 
    “Get back.  Officer with a Taser.”  More noise, enticing, inviting.  Peter(Z) ran at the sound, the smell of the flesh ripe in its nostrils.  Something sharp struck it, registered briefly by the remnants of a neural system that was rapidly obliterating itself.  The high voltage that sped through the zombie’s body did nothing to stop its advance because there were little or no electrical pathways to disrupt.  In seconds it had closed the gap and it crashed into its prey.  There was a pitiful scream.  
 
    The smell was even stronger now, so close to its food.  Intoxicating.  It worked its teeth open and closed, trying to get purchase somewhere… anywhere.  They closed down and it bit hard, only to find it wasn’t meat.  Peter(Z) had bitten down on the policeman’s body armour, and it opened its mouth for another attack.  Rearing its head back, it made to strike, only for something hard and unforgiving to be thrust in between its jaws.  It tried to clench, and several teeth broke, so great was the force exerted.  Still, it bit down in an attempt to crack through the barrier that was preventing it from fulfilling its only purpose.  Peter(Z) felt itself being pulled backwards, and despite its strength, the leverage the second officer had with his baton allowed the zombie to be pulled off his terrified partner. 
 
    Reflex rather than strategy ruled the day.  The zombie reached up and found a wrist.  With incredible force it dug its fingers into the human skin, bringing a howl of protest which invigorated the zombie even more.  Fear was the sound it seemed to love the most.  The baton in-between his mouth dropped, but Peter(Z) kept his grip on the being that was attacking it.  Now free, the zombie pulled the unwilling hand into its mouth, the teeth sharper now due to the multiple fractures present.  It bit, severing two gloved fingers, the leather making the appendages almost impossible to chew.  It let go of its grip, and the fingers fell away from its mouth.  Such a waste. 
 
    It felt the humans backing away in retreat.  Peter(Z) heard sirens blaring, more vehicles arriving, disgorging more prey.  It did not care that these ones fought back.  All were fodder to be dined upon. 
 
    “Get back, don’t get anywhere near it,” a voice said. 
 
    “Armed police, down on the ground,” came another commanding voice.  “I said get down on the ground or I will fire.”  The syntax was irrelevant because Peter(Z) only understood one thing…the need to feed.   
 
    “Just fucking shoot it.”   
 
    All that mattered to Peter(Z) was the opportunity to consume.  It attacked again, the pain of desire within spurring it on.  Baring its teeth, Peter(Z) went for the nearest human.  Juicy, plump, full of precious bodily fluids that were like ecstasy on its tongue.  There was a loud shot, and something hit it in the right shoulder, hard.  Its body span, almost falling to the floor, but Peter(Z) kept its feet, the right arm now feeling useless, the bones in the shoulder shattered. Something hit it again, centre mass this time, propelling it backwards several steps.  It was not deterred; it would not be denied.  More hits, three, four, five.  Alas, it did not go down.  Feed, it had to feed. 
 
    “What the fuck is this thing?” 
 
    Another bullet struck, this time in the throat, ripping the tissue of the oesophagus away, miraculously unblocking the congestion there, but at the same time obliterating any means for the food to reach the gastric sack that so desperately wanted to be filled.  If it was conscious it would have realised that anything it ripped away with its teeth would now not be able to reach the stomach.  Peter(Z) cared not.   
 
    The final bullet was a headshot and it crashed to the ground, finally defeated. 
 
    *** 
 
    PC Barker heard the gunshots as he exited the emergency ward onto the ambulance ramp.  This wasn’t Chicago, so there was a strong likelihood that those were police bullets being fired.  His belief was confirmed moments later when his radio reported there had been a police-involved shooting.  The voices sounded panicked.  Somebody was going to have a lot of paperwork to fill in.   
 
    Barker didn’t like the idea of the regular police being armed, even the Taser they had issued to him rankled with his beliefs about what the police were there for.  The radio chatter stated again that the suspect who had attacked the staff of the hospital had been shot and killed.  How would they react when the doctor he’d just met started telling everyone the thing was already dead?   
 
    An ambulance obscured his view of the surroundings, so Barker walked around it tentatively.  That was when he spotted Jennifer lying unconscious on the ground.  Running over, he bent down to check the figure that was lying on her back.  There was blood on her shoulder, just at the base of her neck, and although the cloth of her shirt had buffered the attack, it was clear that the woman had been bitten.  What the hell was this, the goddamn zombie apocalypse? 
 
    Checking the woman’s pulse from her wrist, Barker found sounds of life.  The nitrile gloves felt weird against his skin. 
 
    “Hello, hello can you hear me?” Barker said, shaking the woman’s shoulders.  She stirred, a murmur coming out of her mouth.  The eyes flickered open. 
 
    “Where….?” 
 
    “Can you stand?”  Jessica looked around in confusion, the situation slowly dawning on her.  Looking up at the police officer, she nodded, and he slowly helped her to her feet.  “Who bit you?” Barker asked.  The teeth marks were undeniable. 
 
    “My brother,” Jessica said.  “Only he wasn’t my brother anymore.”  Another confirmation of what the doctor had said?  He allowed Jessica to lean on her, and carefully, he guided her into the hospital, mindful not to get any blood on himself.  “Where’s Peter?” Jessica said absently.  She was still dazed, her thoughts groggy and uncoordinated.   
 
    “I don’t know,” Barker said.  “Is he a patient here?” 
 
    “He was sick,” Jessica replied.  “I drove him here.  Why did he attack me?”  Barker couldn’t answer that.  In truth, he was having difficulty understanding her because her words were coming out slightly slurred.  Past the parked ambulance now, he got her through the entrance, where one of the paramedics who had helped her brother earlier saw her and came over to help. 
 
    “I’ve got her, thanks,” the male paramedic said.  Barker relinquished his charge and took in again the severity of the situation.   
 
    *** 
 
     Azrael had escaped, but he was not free.  It was clear the authorities had his face now, which meant he was basically useless to the organisation that had rescued him from himself.  The chances were that he had already been abandoned, and that never again would he hear Mother’s authoritative tone.  Perhaps an even harder fate was to hear her condemnation voiced one last time.  Azrael was now a man lost to himself and to the world. 
 
    Deep down he had known this day would come.  The more people he killed, the higher the chances that his identity would be discovered.  Although he had been aware of the government’s capabilities, he had been surprised by how quickly things had fallen to pieces.  It was only his prior planning that had likely saved him from being grabbed by the agents of perdition.  His role in the great game was now over, someone else likely taking his place.  What he didn’t realise was that his role hadn’t even started.  The Gods, by whatever names they now went by, had chosen another path for him. 
 
    That left the question of what to do now.  With no purpose to fulfil, what was his reason for being?  With no one to guide him, how could he best use his skills to survive in a world that likely wanted him dead?  Serial killers were somewhat frowned upon in today’s civilised society.  It wasn’t like he could just walk into a cushy office job somewhere.  His skills were more attuned to centuries long since passed.   
 
    “And what do you consider to be your greatest strength?” an interviewer might ask. 
 
    “I am able to blind people with my thumbs.” 
 
    Strangely though, despite all the doubts and uncertainty, he felt he knew what he had to do.  The face from the past had distracted him enough that he had made a mistake.  Perhaps he should find that face and discover if her image in his mind was a phantom, or whether he did indeed know her from the time before.  Maybe she knew him?   Perhaps she could tell him the things about his former self that Mother had kept from him.   
 
    Was this a trap though?  Did he have time to hunt her out and stay safe?  Why not, there was nothing else for him now to do. 
 
    Azrael urged the motorbike he was riding onwards, weaving his way through traffic with frantic abandon.  Held onto the bike’s dashboard by Velcro, his phone showed him where to find the tracker he had placed.  Soon he would know where she was.  Once he found Jessica, he would confront her and ask her who the hell he was.  If she didn’t recognise him he would know, the truth would be in her eyes.  Nobody had ever been able to lie to Azrael.  But if she did know him, he would extract every last ounce of the truths she held about his time before.  Better that she gave up her knowledge willingly because Azrael was quite prepared to use other methods to extract the information he sought.   
 
    He was not known for his sense of mercy. 
 
    *** 
 
    Natasha viewed the video feeds of the suspect in the airport.  She was looking for clues, specifically the reason why the man had made the mistake that had led MI13 to him.  If he had flawlessly killed over a dozen people, there had to be a reason why he had fucked up this time.  The issue with the muggers had been a random event, out of the killer’s control.  This airport business was different.   
 
    The now fugitive even seemed to know where to stand to minimise the camera surveillance.  Whilst you could never avoid it in a building as secure as an airport, there were always gaps.  Natasha watched the hooded figure in close up, saw the casual pose he struck, the face always hidden.   
 
    “Anything yet?” Nick asked.  He stood behind where she sat, looking down at the same array of screens.  Natasha had been given this job because she had a knack for spotting things others missed.  She was connected to the airport’s surveillance network by a special laptop which also allowed her access to Moros and all the information it contained.  Any image from the video feeds could be instantly analysed by one of the world’s most powerful supercomputers. 
 
    “He keeps glancing at his phone which he appears to be using to view the arrivals board, so he was definitely waiting for a flight.  From the passenger manifests, there are five possible candidates for who he was waiting for.  That’s assuming he was here for a target and not to meet someone else.  Moros has identified the most likely candidate for assassination.” 
 
    “We will give those names over to the police.  It’s likely that he will abandon what he was doing now that he’s been burned.  The guy’s not an idiot.”  Nick was impressed with the pre-emptive planning the suspect had taken to protect himself.  He watched as Natasha reversed a piece of film, and replayed it. 
 
    “Hmm,” Natasha said absently. 
 
    “Something?” 
 
    “If you look at it from this angle, our guy is looking at this woman.”  Natasha blew the image up with her computer mouse and pointed to the image of Jessica on the screen.  As the video played, the hooded man waits and follows the woman with his head. 
 
    “Was that who he was waiting for?” 
 
    “I don’t know, hold up.”  She tapped some keys, the image of the woman being captured and transferred to her laptop for analysis.  The word processing appeared, blinking as the computers searched the ether for the identity of the woman.  Moros was rather slow today, it took nearly thirty seconds.  “Ok, Jessica Dunn.  Junior partner in a local law firm.  Doesn’t really meet the criteria.  She certainly wasn’t on a flight.  Ah, her brother was, she must have been picking him up.  He doesn’t meet the criteria either.  He’s in construction, not really what our killer seems to be going after.”  Jessica had a passport and a driving licence, which meant her face was in the system.  That also meant the powers that be knew pretty much everything about her.  Internet searches, political affiliations, favourite restaurants and people she associated with.  They even knew that at 7.45 every weekday she visited the same Starbucks and ordered the same sugar laden beverage.   
 
    “Look, he’s following her.”  Nick pointed at the screen, and Natasha gave the computers instructions so that they could follow the action.  The video images kept switching as the suspect moved from the field of views between cameras, the red halo ever present around the assassin.  Then he was out in the carpark, watching as Jessica Dunn, and the person that she was with, got into their BMW and drove off.   
 
    “Looks like he put a tracker on her car.  That’s the way I would have done it,” Nick said.  This guy seemed professional, well trained.  If he wasn’t in their system, did that mean he was a foreign asset? 
 
    “So if we can find her we can likely find him?” 
 
    “Looks that way,” Nick agreed.  “Find this woman Dunn, chase her down.  He was interested in her for a reason.”  The computer programme still followed their suspect, stopping suddenly on the full face image that had captured the attention of Moros.  “Zoom in on that face,” Nick commanded.  The high definition image grew large on the monitor. 
 
    “What are you thinking boss?” Natasha asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to understand how the worlds most advanced surveillance grid can’t recognise that individual.  How does a man survive without having their image captured?”  Nick knew there was more to this than he was presently realising.  You couldn’t live in the UK without being tagged and monitored.  And whilst there were ways on and off the island out of the gaze of the state, they were few and far between.  To function in today’s society meant you needed photographic ID, which meant you had to be in the system.  The only way around that was if you had a powerful agency funding, backing and protecting you.   
 
    “Got her,” Natasha said.  “Her car is logged by the carpark cameras at a hospital twenty minutes away.  Hold on,” Natasha said, typing some more keys.  “Her brother was admitted to the hospital as an emergency patient.” 
 
    “Great, let’s go and pay her a visit.” 
 
    “Steady on boss, there’s more.  Report just came through linked to that hospital.  There was a police live fire incident logged several minutes ago.” 
 
    “Jesus, this just keeps getting better doesn’t it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Quarantine.  The Hollywood image often portrayed soldiers in NBC gear escorting scientists around donned in hazmat suits.  Frightened civilians would be herded and penned as the military and the doctors tried to cure them, usually with the end result of nuclear weapons being used.  In the UK, at least, the reality was somewhat different from that.  With nothing like the Centre for Disease Control in existence, the United Kingdom had to rely on a mishmash of organisations and agreements that had hardly ever been tested.  When it came to disaster preparedness, the British could have learnt something from their American cousins.  The problem was, Britain was one of those unique countries where natural disasters rarely happened. 
 
    The military could only engage in civil matters by direct instruction of the Cabinet Office, and at present nobody in the cabinet office even knew that the first zombie to manifest on British soil had been shot dead.  It was also problematic that every member of the Cabinet was now infected.  So far, all that was known was that lethal force had needed to be used when all other means had been shown to be ineffective, multiple witnesses claiming it was a justified use of force.  The information had to filter up a half dozen layers of the bloated democratic structure before the Home Secretary was informed that a civilian had been killed by a member of the Manchester Police force. The Home Secretary noted the information and asked to be kept informed.  She would later receive a phone call from Sir Osbourne clarifying how bad the situation likely was. 
 
    It was John’s selfless sense of duty that persuaded management to quarantine the hospital wing, as well as the staff and patients present when Peter had risen up to attack everyone.  There were laws that allowed for the quarantine and the forced medical examination of civilians.  The 1988 Public Health (Infectious Diseases) Regulations had provision for such, and as the days progressed, those provisions would be applied with increasing frequency.  In the event of a biological contamination that threatened the public health, the role of the police was to facilitate and coordinate resources. Secure the area for other specialist teams to attend and to prevent the further endangerment of the public.   
 
    By the time Colonel Carter had been informed of the live fire incident, senior police officers were already on scene.  Superintendent Craig Soul had been forced to break off a very enjoyable late lunch with the local police and crime commissioner.  He hadn’t even been able to enjoy his pudding, so he was not in the best of moods when he arrived at the hospital twenty minutes after the shooting.  It soon became apparent that the situation was deadly serious, requiring his presence and his full attention.  John was about to give the Superintendent something else to worry about.   
 
    Superintendent Soul had marched up to the Emergency ward entrance only to be denied entry by a sheepish looking subordinate.  On John’s recommendation, the contaminated part of the hospital had been sealed off by hospital security working in coordination with the police who had already arrived.  Those who had been in direct contact with Peter(Z) had been asked to remain until Public Health officials could be bothered to get off their arses and venture down to assess the situation.  Hospital administrators had been hesitant to listen to John’s advice until he had mentioned the Ebola-like symptoms he had witnessed as well as the fact that there was a high risk of transmission.  Whilst they didn’t know for sure if there was an infectious agent involved, John had put the case that this was a potential public health disaster.   
 
    “Do you want your face on the front of the Daily Mail for causing an outbreak that could have been prevented?” 
 
    That focused the minds of the pen pushers who hated the idea of having their faces and names dragged through the mud.  Nor did any of them relish the prospect of being brought before the coroner’s court.   
 
    Standing outside the entrance, Superintendent Soul watched as plastic sheeting was draped and taped over the doors and windows.  It had been made clear to Soul that it was unwise to enter, so he now communicated with John via a portable radio.   
 
    “Dr Holden, this is Superintendent Soul.  I hear you’ve been injured.  How are you?” 
 
    “I’ll live,” said John.  “The person your officers shot bit off my ear.  It’s presently on ice.  There’s no rush to get it stitched back on, there are more important priorities.”  Admirable, thought the Superintendent.  
 
    “Tell me in your words what you think the situation is?” 
 
    “A patient attended after falling ill on a flight from Dubai.  He attended with signs of fever and vomiting and rapidly deteriorated.  He then began to display symptoms that were not unlike those caused by a haemorrhagic fever.  I’m not saying it’s Ebola or any of its cousins, but we need to rule that out.  Now, this bit is where you aren’t going to believe what I have to say.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “The patient came back.  From the dead.  But you need to understand this, and there are multiple witnesses that will attest to this account.  All our equipment said that the patient was still dead when he came back around and started attacking people.” 
 
    “Excuse me, I don’t understand what you are trying to tell me.”   
 
    “The man who attacked me, who attacked dozens in this hospital, he was dead.  Not only that, but he was strong enough to rip the restraints off both his arms and to take down two security guards who should have easily been able to handle him.” 
 
    “Surely you are mistaken.  You can’t expect me to believe what you are telling me.  You’re talking about zombies.”  This was preposterous thought Soul. 
 
    “I know what it sounds like.  I may just be a doctor, but I’m also a scientist.  There may well be a valid reason why he was able to walk around, even when thousands of pounds worth of intricate medical equipment stated otherwise.  But if there is a reason, I don’t know what it is.  And right now, that’s not the pressing issue.” 
 
    “What is that doctor?” 
 
    “Until an infectious agent has been ruled out, everyone who was in contact with the patient needs to be quarantined.  Several of the patients in the waiting area managed to flee before we were able to lock everything down here.  I’ve already informed Public Health England, but they will need your men to help.  Regrettably, I know for a fact they will be slow to act, so you need to take the initiative on this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Doctor,” said the Superintendent, “but you don’t have the authority to make that determination.  I will need to confer with the public health officials myself when they arrive.” 
 
    “That’s a mistake,” John almost shouted.  He managed to keep a level tone to his voice, but only barely.  “There were twenty-three patients in the emergency room waiting area.  Seven of them have fled.  Any number of them might be contaminated.  At the very least they need to be advised to stay in their homes until blood tests can be done.  Each person they interact with risks spreading this further.” 
 
    “But Doctor, you’ve already said there’s no proof that there is anything to spread.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Idiot,” John said, discarding the radio onto the bed next to where he was sitting.  He looked up at PC Barker who had delivered the radio to him.  The policeman was now clad in a full biohazard suit.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.  Most of the force thinks the guy’s a tosser,” Barker joked.  It was a true statement.  Soul was one of those individuals who rose through the ranks despite their apparent lack of competence or common sense.  A university degree seemed to hold more weight with the promotion board than actual street-level experience.  Brown nosing and an ability to play office politics had propelled Soul to the lofty heights of Superintendent, the exact place where he was able to create maximum damage without taking any of the blame.  He was definitely the wrong person, in the wrong place, at the wrong time.   
 
    “How long do you think we will be here?”  Barker had returned to the department to seek help for Jessica.  It was on his return that John had said that he wanted to shut the place down.   John had already persuaded the hospital administrators, mainly due to his experience with dealing with some of the deadliest infectious agents the world had ever seen.  Now he had direct experience with one more.  By turning up when he did, Barker had inadvertently got himself caught up in the quarantine. 
 
    “Hard to tell,” John answered.  The wound on his head hurt more than it should.  There was a stinging sensation that seemed to be spreading to the surrounding tissues.  
 
    Five years ago he had taken a year out to volunteer for Medicins Sans Frontiers, and had been sent to help contain an Ebola outbreak in the Congo.  He saw first-hand how quickly that particular virus could spread and had seen two colleagues die from it, despite their meticulous adherence to cross-infection protocols.  What he had also witnessed was the irrational way the public had reacted when confronted by Ebola.  Some had become suspicious of medical staff.  Others, knowing they were infected, had fled into the general populace, fleeing God only knew what.  It was unlikely to be any different here.  There wouldn’t be the same irrational religious beliefs, but panic made people act unpredictably. 
 
    The bleeding skin, the vomiting and the fever the patient had presented with had all the hallmarks of a haemorrhagic disease.  But then the guy had risen from the dead, there was no real denying that fact.  It wasn’t even the monitors that were all flat lined that convinced him.  It was the eyes.  And here John was sat with a wound inflicted by the guy’s teeth, the dressing hiding the now early presentation of the virus.  A cold chill ran through John.  What if he was now infected?  Then there was the big Z word that was at the forefront of everyone’s mind.  Even with the evidence in front of him, John found his own mind having difficulty processing the concept of the dead walking. 
 
    “John, ready to do your blood test now,” Janet said entering the cubicle he was in.  John had removed his scrubs and had cleaned himself up as best he could.  He now wore a patient gown, easier to get on over his damaged head. The blood would be taken away and examined, most likely couriered off to Porton Down, the military biohazard research facility.  The body of Peter would be autopsied in strict isolation by pathologists who would likely be bricking themselves at the thought of making the slightest mistake.  
 
    “Is the infectious disease specialist here yet?” John asked, presenting his arm. 
 
    “No, his phone just goes through to answer machine.  He’s probably on the way.” 
 
    “He’s probably out playing golf more like,” John admonished.  He let Janet take his blood and watched her carefully discard the sharps in the yellow bin provided.  She was also exposed to the patient, which was why she was still here.  Janet turned to Barker. 
 
    “Your turn next big lad,” Janet said cheerily.  The bigger they were, she generally found, the more afraid they were of needles. 
 
    “Oh Christ, I was hoping you would forget about me.”  Barker had been called to A&E so many times that he basically knew all the staff.  They found him a jovial and likeable fellow, if not also slightly pitiful since his wife left him.  He presented his arm after rolling up the protective cladding covering it.  “Get it over with then.  But if you hurt me, you aren’t getting any chocolates at Christmas.”  It was an idle threat.  This year, there wouldn’t be a Christmas. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Tom?” Jessica held the phone in a shaking hand and held back the tears.  She had recovered enough of her nerves to make the call that nobody ever wanted to make. 
 
    “Jessica?  Hey, what’s up?”  He could hear the anguish in her voice just from the single word she had uttered. 
 
    “Tom, it’s Pete.  He’s…” She tried to get the words out, but they wouldn’t come.  Instead, her throat choked up and tears ballooned in her eyes.  How could she tell Tom that her brother had turned into a violent maniac only to be shot dead by police? 
 
    “Hey easy now,” Tom said reassuringly.  “I’m here.  Take your time.” 
 
    “Peter’s dead, Tom.” 
 
    “Oh God.”  It was the only response that made any sense.  He felt as if someone had hit him in the stomach with a sledgehammer.  
 
    “I picked him up from the airport and he didn’t look well.”  She was almost babbling now.  “But he fell ill on the drive back to my flat and I had to take him to the hospital.”  She paused to catch her breath and her thoughts.  Tom didn’t interrupt.  He just waited for her to get out the message that was the first steps on the road of her acceptance to what had happened.  If he was honest, Tom had never been close to his younger brother.  But he was still family, and he could tell that Jessica was being ripped apart emotionally.  “I got him to the hospital, and it all went bad from there.  Oh, they shot him Tom.”  Those last words he barely understood through the sobs wracking her heart. 
 
    “What?”  He hadn’t expected that.  “Who shot him?” 
 
    “The police.  Peter went mad, like he was possessed.  He tried to kill me.  He tried to kill so many people.” 
 
    “Jessica, you’re not making sense.” 
 
    “I’m so confused.”  Jessica began to cry. 
 
    “Where are you now?” 
 
    “Wythenshawe Hospital.  They say he might have been infected with something.”  Tom’s end of days’ ears pricked up at that one.  “You should have seen his eyes Tom.  They were black, so black.”  
 
    “You say he attacked you.  Are you alright?” 
 
    “Pete bit me.  I passed out, and when I woke up, the police had shot him.  They say he had become too violent.  But Tom, I overheard one of the nurses talking.  They said Peter died on them.  Some of them are saying he was a zombie, how can they be so cruel?”  Tom listened to his sister, his mind reeling.  There was a voice in the background. 
 
    “Tom, I’ve got to go.  Can you phone Mum?  I…I don’t think I could break this to her.” 
 
    “I’ll do that Jess, don’t worry.  When this is all over, you and Mum need to come and stay with me.”   
 
    “Yeah, that would be nice.  It’s been too long.  Bye Tom.”  The line went dead.  Tom put the phone down on the kitchen counter.  His brain was exploding with what this all meant.  Tom went straight from the kitchen to the room that held his computer.  Pete bit me.   Surely it can’t be ending this way, he thought.   
 
    I didn’t prepare for the zombie apocalypse.   
 
    Tom had always expected the end to be in the realms of science, not science fiction.  The wait for the computer to load up felt like purgatory.  With the computer finally up and running, he logged onto the internet and started hunting for information.  So far, there was nothing on the news channels about the hospital, but he found the BBC news reports from Thailand.  Tom ran through the video four times and kept returning to the part where the bodies fell out of the back of the ambulance.  He knew exactly what this was starting to look like. 
 
    “Shit.”   
 
    Forgetting the track record he had so far achieved in determining when the end of the world would arrive, Tom found himself convinced about this one, obsession building again.  Not once did he even consider getting in his car so he could drive to his sister’s side, his mind just didn’t work that way, because this was it, it had finally started.  And his dear sister had been bitten.  Could he let her onto his farm after that? 
 
    Of course he could.  He may have been looking out for himself, but he wasn’t prepared to abandon his family.  She would have to stay in the other building until he knew she was safe, but he wasn’t prepared to abandon her.   
 
    Apart from a foiled terrorist threat at Manchester Airport, nothing else seemed to be hitting the MSM in that area of the country.  So he turned to social media, and that’s when the truth hit him.  On YouTube, the top trending video was now the BBC Bangkok report, the one below it an amusing cat video.  The seventh trending one was the live stream done by the footballer.  Further down he began to see the opinion videos starting to appear.  It was starting.  Oh God, it really was starting, only most of the people wouldn’t realise the danger posed to them.  Those none government sanctioned videos would soon disappear as the information control mechanism started rolling, Tom was convinced of that having researched the capabilities of GCHQ and the security services.  But for now the evidence was there, allowing Tom to revel in the new reality. 
 
    He needed his family and friends here.  Picking up the phone, he began to make the calls that he knew would, on the whole, be rejected. 
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Bangkok, Thailand 
 
      
 
    At first, the police had managed to get control of the situation.  With the relatively small numbers of actual zombies, they had been easily dealt with.  It was the wounded that had caused the problems.  Not understanding the capabilities of the virus, those who had been bitten had been ferried, at great expense to themselves, by eager ambulance crews who couldn’t believe their windfall.  Those unable to pay the inflated price of the ambulance ride were forced to fend for themselves.  Some took motorcycle taxis to the nearest hospital, others went home to nurse their wounds themselves.  Even more just patched themselves up the best they could and got back to work as soon as the police had seemed to get things under control.   
 
    The initial respite and return to relative normality was the eye of the hurricane.  Those who had been bitten soon began to turn.  Then there were the hundreds of thousands of others who were starting to fall sick from the disease they had previously contracted.  The hospitals began to become swamped, with many more on the way.  Despite the animosity between the police and the army, who allegedly often acted as competing gangs in Thailand’s very lucrative illicit drugs trade, the army was called in to help set up field hospitals for the growing numbers of sick.   
 
    The army soon found themselves with another job.  The sick began to die, in their dozens at first, but that was enough to cause mayhem in the only places capable of containing the infection.  The hospitals became hot zones, the medical staff and patients there either becoming infected by the sudden unexpected attacks, or killed outright by the ferocity and the savagery of the rabid killers that came back from the dead.  Almost everyone who was killed in these attacks resurrected to join the army of the risen. 
 
    The police guarding the streets and the hospitals quickly became overwhelmed with the sheer numbers of zombies rising up.  What made matters worse was that most of the police hierarchy had themselves already become infected.  Even if they had been able to retain order, it was only a matter of days before they joined the ranks of the dead that now began to amass together on the streets of Bangkok. 
 
    The Thai government acted as so many others would over the coming days.  It ordered the cellular network to be shut down, as well as the broadband infrastructure.  If they could control the flow of information, then it was hoped that they could control the populace and stop the inevitable panic.  There was just no way to evacuate millions of people from a place so compact as Bangkok, not without thousands becoming injured in the process.  Even at the best of times, the streets were clogged with vehicles.  The government forgot that people are able to have conversations with their lips, and the rumours spread like wildfire.  People began to panic.  Some began to riot.  Others locked themselves in their homes and prayed to whatever Gods were listening. 
 
    None of the Gods answered.  The army didn’t have a coherent plan to deal with the problem.  The troops that flooded in were set to guarding government buildings, and the Royal Palace.  Some were sent in to clean out the hospitals, only for those soldiers to be overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of the undead they were starting to face.  Added to that was the fact that the infection started to hit those in their ranks. 
 
    By the end of the first day, a crowd of some four thousand zombies had coalesced and had begun rampaging through the heart of the Thai capital.  For every one that was dispatched four more were added as people dropped dead in their homes and on the streets as the infection really started to take its toll.  Thousands dead easily, and the virus hadn’t even started.  Bangkok would be the first city to be lost in the war without end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Peter had been dead for several hours by the time the team of Operation Pharmacy arrived at the hospital.  They were fortunate that Wythenshawe Hospital had a helipad, and it didn’t take much for them to get permission to land there.  On route, Nick learnt the full details about the problem the hospital had experienced.  The person he had spoken to had however been either unwilling or unable to share any information regarding specific patients at the hospital.  Use of his MI5 credentials had not loosened any tongues. 
 
     Over the last five years, Nick had noticed a definite reluctance on the part of box tickers to actually share with him any of the information they collected.  They were all too worried about data protection and bloody GDPR.  He remembered the days when a few twenties would get you everything you wanted to know about a person.  Now everyone covered their backs and followed the rules when there was even the remotest chance they were being scrutinised.  It was infuriating. So if you wanted to know stuff you either needed court orders, access to hacking skills or the willingness to use downright unpleasant intimidation techniques. 
 
    Nick dispatched Natasha and Jeff to the hospital’s security centre to get the video feeds for what had happened in the emergency ward.  Nick, Carl and Campbell made their way down to the ground floor to see what the situation was first hand.  There were police everywhere, and Nick was mindful that his team were here primarily to find their secret assassin, not to deal with the world’s other woes.  If the assassin was here, he was likely lurking out of sight, biding his time. 
 
      Again using the MI5 credentials Nick was led to the person in charge.  Soul looked at the genuine ID Nick presented to him with a combination of awe and revulsion.  The Superintendent always resented when others tried to usurp his authority. 
 
    “This isn’t a matter for MI5,” Soul insisted. 
 
    “A strange statement seeing as how you don’t even know why we are here.” 
 
    “Well, I assumed…”   
 
    “A man of your position should know assumption should always be avoided.  Tell me what you have here.  What happened exactly?” 
 
    “A patient went berserk and started attacking people.  He became a danger to my officers and they had to use lethal force.”  Soul felt resentment towards this man who had just turned up pushing his weight around.  His rank and position demanded respect which clearly wasn’t being honoured by these unwelcome strangers. 
 
    “And why the lockdown of the emergency department?”  Nick noted the plastic sheeting that had been placed over every door and window.   
 
    “The doctor inside thinks it might be Ebola…or worse.”  Soul spoke to Nick, but his eyes kept wandering to Carl who was typing everything down on a computer tablet. 
 
    “You seem quite dismissive of that opinion,” Nick noted. 
 
    “Well, I mean, how can it be Ebola?  We’ve had no briefing that it is presently a risk.  And the patient flew out of Dubai.  There’s nothing about Ebola in Dubai.” 
 
    “You heard about the terrorist threat at the airport?” Nick asked.  This was his way in. 
 
    “Yes.  Of course.  I presume you just came from there.” 
 
    “And you are aware that the patient your men killed had just come from there after arriving from a flight from Dubai?” 
 
    “I had been informed.  Wait, you don’t think…” 
 
    “I try not to think,” Nick stated.  “I have people above me who do that for me, and they are worried this is a concerted effort.” 
 
    “Do we have time to deal with this imbecile?”  Everyone turned to the voice of Campbell.  He was referring to the Superintendent who bristled at the insult. 
 
    “How dare you.  And who the hell are you anyway?” Soul asked somewhat dismissively.  The American accent was hard to miss. 
 
     “This is Agent Campbell.  He is a liaison from our friends across the pond, and he’s a tad less diplomatic than we would like.  But he has a valid point, time is of the essence here.  We are hunting a terrorist that we believe may well have possession of bio-weapons.”  Nick made that up on the spot.  Always good to use whatever leverage was handed your way.  Soul’s face went white. 
 
    “Oh hell.”  
 
     “So tell me what steps you are taking.  And then I will tell you what I need from you and your men.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Straddling his motorbike, Azrael hid behind the bush and watched the assembled officers from a safe distance, mingling in with the curious and the bored who sought excitement wherever they could.  There was no way he could get into the hospital without considerable risk to himself.  That was unfortunate, for the woman he sought was in there, he was sure of it.  He had found her car in the car park, so where else was she likely to be?  Using the apps on his phone, Azrael had already discovered her identity and found that her brother had both been admitted to the hospital and killed there.  There were very few computer systems that were safe from his expert electronic fingers.  It wasn’t so much skill on his part, more the apps provided to him by Gaia.  With the phone in his possession, he was a walking black hat hacker. 
 
    Azrael had no way to get to Jessica, at least not at the present moment.  His only option was to wait it out and see what developed, maybe try and formulate some sort of plan.  He was not averse to prudence, the majority of his remembered life was a series of boring pauses interspersed by adrenaline pumped excitement.  Waiting was what he did. 
 
    And then what?  That was the question that kept bothering him.  It was like a mosquito that just wouldn’t go away.  Even if she could reveal who he actually was, what was there left for him in this world?  Would the information bring some great revelation, or would it be meaningless to him?  He had failed Mother and her organisation, and in that regard had failed himself.  Was this his last act before oblivion? 
 
    His helmet still on but visor raised, Azrael scanned the people outside the hospital with the zoom feature on his phone’s camera.  There was the normal assortment of police officers, but who were the new arrivals?  They did not have the demeanour of the police, and their body language, which he could see even at this distance, indicated they had disdain for the senior policeman.  There would be no reason for them to be here unless they were hunting.  That must have been how he gave himself away.  By spotting and following the mystery woman, Azrael obviously triggered something.  And it made sense that, with knowledge of the woman, these men followed her here.  One by one, he took photographs of those on the scene.   
 
    Three, with probably more inside.  They had appeared minutes after the helicopter had descended.  Security Services?  It didn’t matter.  He was sure they were formidable, and it would be fun finding out just how good they really were.  He scanned the faces of the three men once more, locking their visages into his memory.  Azrael always remembered a face.   
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Preston, UK 
 
      
 
    “Hello?”  Steph groggily answered the phone.  She had been trying to stay awake but had fallen asleep on the sofa.  The phone’s ring had woken her up, and she cursed herself for her weakness.  She was jet lagged and had been trying to resist sleep to help reset her system to UK time.  The connecting flight from Dubai had been awful…full of turbulence and a fellow passenger who kept throwing up, hogging one of the limited toilets.  The stench he had created had been frightful. 
 
    “Could I speak to Stephanie Benson please?” the male voice asked.   
 
    “That’s me.”  This better not be a fucking sales call. 
 
    “Oh, hello Stephanie.  My name is David, and I’m calling you from Public Health England.  I believe you were on flight HL43 out of Dubai today, landing at Manchester International Airport.” 
 
    “Yes I was, what’s this about?” 
 
    “We have had a passenger from that flight fall ill and there is a chance that said passenger may have been carrying a contagious disease.”  The man on the phone sounded apologetic, as if he was almost embarrassed to be having the conversation. 
 
    “What kind of disease?” Steph asked.  “Oh my God, am I infected?” 
 
    “It’s important that I stress that so far any risk to yourself is just hypothetical.  The reason for this call is to ask you to limit contact with people around you, and if possible not to leave the house.  So whilst we don’t think you have anything to worry about, as a precaution, we will be sending someone to you to do a full examination.”   
 
    “Am I going to die?” Steph almost begged.  She was paranoid about illness, and the thought of catching some superbug on a plane had always worried her.  And now it might have actually happened.   
 
    “Please don’t panic,” the voice said. 
 
    “It’s not Ebola is it?”  She had read up about Ebola.  It scared the crap out of Steph. 
 
    “We have no information what organism, if any, is involved here.  As I said it’s most likely a hypothetical risk.  Public Health officials will be visiting you within the next twenty-four hours.  They should be able to answer any and all questions.” 
 
    “I can’t wait around here for twenty-four hours,” Steph protested.  “I have to go to work tomorrow.  If I’m infected I need to know now.” 
 
    “Public Health officials will get to you…”  The line went dead as Steph ended the call.  She wasn’t putting up with this.  She would go to the walk-in clinic and insist they do the blood test there.  Steph was one of the unlucky ones, and so were the people she interacted with in the walk-in clinic. 
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Of those infected by Peter, John was the first to die.  As was common with the virus, there was no set timeline for death from the bites, it all depended on how well the body fought back.  In some people, the body responded too well, killing the patient in its attempts to kill the disease.  Those with the strongest immune system were sometimes the quickest to meet their untimely fate.  This is what happened with John, and he suffered rapid and catastrophic organ failure that nobody could have predicted.  Hospital staff acted valiantly to try and save him, but there was nothing they could do.  He just slipped away before them, and no manner of intervention was able to stave off the inevitable. 
 
    Nobody thought to restrain him, failing to learn the lesson given by Peter’s death.  In the trauma of the loss of a much loved and respected colleague, the hospital staff, several of whom had started to feel ill themselves, had failed to make the connection.  
 
    The other confusing thing with the virus was the variable time for resurrection.  Some came back within seconds, others several hours.  When John’s black eyes finally re-opened, he was alone in a cubicle, the friends and fellow workers leaving the body alone so that they could start their individual grieving processes.  Thus nobody witnessed the body sit up stiffly.  Nobody was there to see its first attempts at walking on dead legs and the almost comical virgin steps using muscles that had no right to be even moving.  John(Z) stood for several minutes, acclimatising to its new environment, and waiting for the food to come to it.   
 
    It didn’t have to wait long.  A nurse, dressed in a biological protective suit entered the cubical only to find the almost naked doctor stood up, its dead eyes looking right through her.  Her brain took a microsecond to go through the available options, fright, or fight.  The nurse chose fright, and she froze to the spot as the zombie lunged at her, the terror she felt bottled within.   
 
    The most vulnerable spot was the neck, the biohazard suit no protection against the force of the zombie’s assault.  The risen seemed to inherently know this just as a baby knows to be afraid of loud noises.  She had no chance to fight off John(Z) and with very little in the way of commotion, it left the nurse bleeding, semi-conscious on the floor and went in search of other victims.  A pool of blood began to grow and expand from where the nurse lay, preceding the zombie out into the corridor.  The nurse quickly fainted from the assault which was perhaps a blessing, but with nobody to stem the flow of blood, it didn’t take long for her to pass onto the next life.  Ironic perhaps considering this was a hospital. 
 
    With greater effort than was actually needed, John(Z) pushed aside the curtain of its cubicle and stepped out into a deserted corridor, its bare feet no longer able to register the cold ground, a red footprint trail marking its progress.  It could hear the humans nearby, dozens of them, and it staggered forward eagerly.  There were cubicles all around it, and John(Z) chose one at random, walking into the curtain this time instead of trying to part it.  It was almost comical, the fabric impeding its progress for several seconds.  Then it was through. 
 
    Inside, a sedated Jessica lay sleeping, her dreams narcotically suppressed.  John(Z) approached the slumbering form and bent down to it with what some would have described as curiosity.  As it no longer had use of the muscles of the chest, it could not inhale, so it moved its head in a kind of pecking motion to bring air into its nostrils.  How the zombies learnt this action was one of the many mysteries that would never surround their existence. 
 
   
  
 

 Jessica stirred, the noise exciting the zombie.  But it didn’t attack, because this was not meat.  By whatever primordial mechanism it ran on, John(Z) knew that this was soon to be one of its kind, the pheromones leaching off the body proof that the virus grew inside it.  It could detect the contagion working away in her system, corrupting her, changing her and for some reason chose not to attack.  Instead, it stood there for several seconds looking over the woman’s body with sightless eyes.  Jessica was lucky, the undead sometimes ignoring those who were in the various stages of infection.  Most in the A&E department wouldn’t be that fortunate. 
 
    A noise from a cubicle further on caught the zombie’s attention and it turned so rapidly that it almost lost its footing, the hospital gown now undone and dropping from its shoulders.  With its balance challenged, it stumbled back out into the corridor, nearly taking the whole curtain with it.  The gown dropped leaving it naked except for designer underwear that was now heavily soiled.   
 
    There it sensed another of its own kind, one of the security guards attacked when Peter had begun its rampage.  The dead had an innate ability to find one another, and when they did their predatory instinct knew that their strength was often in their numbers.  Guard(Z) joined John(Z) in the corridor, John(Z) wandering over to his new kin, pressing himself against the fellow zombie who did nothing to fend of its new admirer.  Together, they made their way along the corridor, almost walking in unison. 
 
    Janet had remarkably escaped becoming infected, although she still had concerns that this was a possibility.  With the death of John, she was now almost frantic to have the results of her blood tests done.  She knew it would be at least twenty-four hours for that though, despite the urgency with which they were required.  A day of heartache and worry to contend with.  Janet didn’t even consider that her day could get any worse, and walking to check on Jessica, she turned the corner to see the two zombies coming right at her.  Unlike her younger colleague who, even now, was resurrecting from where she had bled out on the floor, Janet ran knowing instantly that the two forms meant her ill.  As uncoordinated as they were, the zombies were surprisingly fast, the muscles and tendons of their legs still eerily effective.  The two denizens of Hell came after her, almost fighting with each other to be the first to gain the precious fluid that coursed through her veins.   
 
     Janet was not a runner by nature, and the protective suit she wore was somewhat bulky and unyielding.  If this had been a horror movie, she would have tripped, but it was simply her lack of speed that was her undoing.  A hand grabbed the back of her protective overall, stopping her in her tracks.  Another hand grabbed her shoulder, and Janet found herself embraced by John(Z) who tried to bite through the thick plastic of her suit.  They tumbled to the ground together, Janet screaming at the top of her lungs.  John(Z) pawed at her, trying to break through the flimsy barrier that was all that stood between it and the delights that the strange material encased.  Slick with moisture though, his hands just couldn’t seem to get a grip, and the zombie straddled her chest. 
 
    If it had been human, you might have said that John(Z) became exasperated.  As it was, whatever emotion there might have been caused it to resort to punching the helpless woman.  The force of the blows were like mallets, smashing bone and tearing flesh, the plastic shield covering her face offering little in the way of protection.  With a random flourish, the protective hood was ripped off revealing Janet’s now bleeding visage to the air.  The teeth in Janet’s mouth were decimated as the fists rained down on her.   
 
    The first dozen punches were demonstrations of agony, but then her consciousness began to slip and the final impacts just became a grey blur of motion and trauma.  The guard(Z) moved on apparently showing little interest in the soon to be dead nurse anymore now that another had claimed it.  With the head now exposed, John(Z) leant forward and took the woman’s nose between its teeth.  Janet found the energy to howl with pain, a noise that woke everyone else up to the fact that an impending threat was heading their way. 
 
    To the right of John(Z) a door opened, and another zombie stepped forth.  Formally a hospital porter, the creature now gazed blankly out at the new world it inhabited.  It sensed guard(Z) and followed it to where the other humans were.  John(Z) punched one last time, its mouth chewing uselessly on the thick cartilage that it had bitten off.  Leaving Janet to die, John(Z) stood and went in pursuit of its brethren.  There were just too many humans to choose from. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Boss, you need to take a look at this,” Natasha said.  The whole team of Operation Pharmacy were now in the hospital’s security control room, watching the dozens of video feeds in the hunt for Azrael.  The monitor showed John(Z) dispatching the nurse he had previously worked with for several years.  They were about to be given a more pressing priority that would briefly take over from their hunt for Azrael.  
 
    “Our man?” Nick said, swinging his chair round to look at Natasha’s monitors.  
 
    “Nope.  What does that look like to you?”  They had all viewed the recording of Peter(Z)’s rampage, and now the team all turned to the screen Natasha was pointing at.  They watched as the zombies began to unleash mayhem on the Emergency Department. Nick activated the Bluetooth in his ear. 
 
    “Central, confirm,” Nick said urgently. 
 
    “Voice recognition verified,” the electronic voice said into his ear.  “Please relay the passcode.” 
 
    “Sierra, Foxtrot, Lemur, Alpha, Papa, 1, 2, 4, 3, 6, Yankee.” 
 
    “Passcode accepted.  Directing you to the operator.” 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” Campbell insisted, but Nick ignored him. 
 
    “Operator.” The female voice now said to Nick. 
 
    “Colonel Carter for Sir Osmond.  Priority alpha.”  There was a pause. 
 
    “Putting you through now Colonel.”  Natasha used the controls to zoom in on one of the zombies.   
 
    “Colonel.  How goes the operation?” 
 
    “We have a new development,” Nick said, relaying what he was looking at.  “Police are on scene, but having met him, the officer in charge is particularly useless.”  One of the monitors now showed three zombies attacking hospital staff.  They would attack and then move on quickly to the next target.  Instead of biting, one zombie merely wiped blood off its own face and smeared it all over an unwilling victim.  Some of those trapped were completely ignored by the zombies.  A large burly bloke punched one of the undead in the face.  That blow would have easily felled the average person, but the zombie barely seemed to be affected. 
 
    “The doctor on site said he suspected some sort of biological agent.  I think his fear was Ebola, but this is more than that,” Nick said to his superior.  “As much as I hate to say it, this is more like something out of science fiction.  The people infected, if indeed it is an infection, appear violent and out of control.  The local police were forced to shoot one of those affected, they felt they had no other choice.  I’m watching the video feeds from this hospital’s emergency department.  The people in there seem to have gone insane.” 
 
    “Do you have a recommendation?” 
 
    “I want army biohazard containment team dispatched.  I’m here on the ground, I might as well be put in charge of containing this until they arrive.  I also advise immediate SAS deployment.” 
 
    “I will arrange the necessary authorisation.  Have Natasha send Moros copies of all the surveillance recordings.”   
 
    “I need authorisation to use lethal force.  I realise this is outside the remit of our assignment, but when you see what we have seen, I am sure you will agree.  Non-lethal methods of control have been shown not to work and we may need to protect ourselves.”  
 
    “I will review and issue the authorisation if I feel it appropriate,” came the stern voice.  Likely Osmond himself would need to seek the blessing of a higher authority.  As secretive and clandestine as MI13 were, they still had to at least try and act within the rules set by the civilian power structure, even though many in that structure didn’t even know the organisation existed.  The call ended. 
 
    “Lock and load people,” Nick ordered.  Carl, acting quartermaster for the team picked a large black duffel bag up off the floor and placed it on the table beside him. 
 
    “Well it’s about damn time,” Carl said unzipping the bag.  Inside was an assortment of guns that he began to eagerly hand out to the team.    
 
    “Mr. Campbell will be needing a sidearm,” Nick said to Campbell and Carl’s great surprise.  Carl paused only briefly as if considering the wisdom of the command, and then handed the American a belt with a holster and pistol.  As Campbell attached it to his waist, Carl handed several magazines.  Just as Campbell reached for them, Nick gently grabbed his wrist. 
 
    “Don’t make me fucking regret this Dave.”  Campbell merely nodded.  Placing the proffered magazines in the belt, Campbell withdrew the pistol and inspected it.  He wasn’t offered a submachine gun like the rest of the team members.  There was no objection forthcoming from the American.  As they said, beggars could not be choosers. 
 
    Watching all this, the hospital’s head of security stood wide-eyed at the array of weapons being handed out. 
 
    “You’ll catch flies mate,” Jeff said.  The Chief closed his mouth. 
 
    “Who the hell are you guys?” asked the Chief. 
 
    “You ever watch Westerns?” Campbell asked.  The Chief nodded.  “Well, we are the cavalry, coming to the rescue.” 
 
    “This is a containment operation,” Nick said.  “Our job is to stop whatever this is from escaping from the hospital grounds.  Army and special forces will be on route.  Response time from Hereford will be ninety minutes.  Army won’t be here for hours though.  We will need to use what we have at hand.”  The anticipation grew within Nick.  How could anyone consider doing any other job? 
 
    *** 
 
    Superintendent Soul couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  This was so far beyond what was acceptable as to almost exist in the realm of farce.  Stood outside by his command car, he watched as the MI13 team walked towards him.  Two of them, Carl and Jeff, were missing.  As far as he knew, MI5 did not have authorisation for their agents to walk around with bloody machine guns without him first being notified.  He bristled with indignation and saw a chance to reclaim his damaged authority. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Soul said indicating the Heckler and Koch MR556A1’s the team were sporting. 
 
    “Superintendent Soul, by authorisation of Her Majesty’s government I am taking command of this situation.  You and your men are now under my jurisdiction.” 
 
    “The hell we are,” Soul said.  He wasn’t having this.  Nick ignored him and walked past where he stood towards the hospital entrance.  Soul was actually about to grab him when Natasha handed the Superintendent a mobile phone. 
 
    “It’s for you, Superintendent,” Natasha said.  Soul took the phone reluctantly, suspicious of what games were being played here. 
 
    “Superintendent?” the voice over the other end said. 
 
    “Chief Constable?”   
 
    “I hear MI5 are there now.  You are to put the force at their disposal.  I’m sure Colonel Carter will apprise you of the situation.  I have every faith in their abilities.” 
 
    “But sir, I don’t see why…”  Soul knew the Chief Constable’s voice, after all, they played bridge together two days a month.  What Soul wasn’t aware of was that the man he reported to was one of the few police officers in the country who knew of the existence of MI13. 
 
    “Soul just do as you are told.  And don’t fuck this up. Be thankful Carter and his team are there to take this one from you.  You don’t know it, but you inherited a shit-storm.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Soul said meekly.  Just as he handed the phone back to Natasha, there was a commotion from the emergency room entrance.  The automatic doors there had been shut off, and someone was pounding on them from the inside.  The woman was bloodied and injured, already sporting a bandage from some previous injury.  Unable to escape she beat her fists against the door weakly. 
 
    “Superintendent,” Nick shouted.  “I need your armed response team here to seal off this exit and to cordon off this wing of the hospital.  I need you to liaise with Public Health England and have officers dispatched to the homes of the patients who fled the scene earlier today.  Your men are not equipped to deal with this matter.  They are to seal off and contain the occupants of those houses until the military arrives.”  After staring at the hapless soul trying to uselessly bash her way through the Perspex doors, Nick turned to Natasha.  “Natasha, I want all cell towers within a three-mile radius shut down.  We can’t have any more of this getting out to the public until we know exactly what we are dealing with.” 
 
    “What about that woman?” Soul insisted. 
 
    “What about her?” Nick answered.  Soul was just about to say something else, when someone, or rather something, came up behind the now weeping woman and attacked her brutally.  The savagery of the onslaught, the way the woman’s flesh was ripped into shocked even Nick.  Nick’s phone buzzed and he looked at it and read the well timed text message from Central. 
 
    The use of Lethal force has been approved. 
 
    That was a fast authorisation, even by MI13 standards.  Nick wondered what Osbourne had said to the Home Secretary?  Probably put the fear of God into her most likely, allowing the authorisation of all sorts of necessary measures.  Even now, GCHQ, the country’s surveillance centre would be scouring the internet, doing what it could to remove any mention of what was happening at the hospital.    
 
    “Oh my God,” said Soul.  With the woman now cast aside, the zombie was now head-butting the doors.  Despite its obvious strength, the doors refused to yield to the onslaught, the zombie managing to damage only itself.  Nick removed the Bluetooth from his ear and pocketed it.  Without having to be told, Natasha opened the bag she was carrying and withdrew two communications headsets.  Keeping one for herself, she gave the other to her boss and Nick donned it, plugging it into the receiver already on his belt.  Switching it to the required channel, he spoke into it. 
 
    “Carl, Jeff.  You are weapons free.  You encounter anything that is hostile, you take it down using your own judgement.”   
 
    “You can’t authorise that.  What the hell are you thinking,” Soul insisted.  He would not stand by and watch the slaughter of innocent civilians.  Who the hell were these maniacs?  Soul looked at the three faces looking back at him, Nick, Natasha and Campbell.  He saw the cold determination in the eyes of all three.  As if on cue, the zombie head-butted the door again, a fresh smear appearing there as the skin on its forehead burst open.  Nick turned to the officer, any respect he might have had for the man long since evaporated. 
 
    “Superintendent, do me a favour, and just stay out of our way.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Carl and Jeff took the reluctant head of security with them.  The sight of armed men walking through the hospital was dampened by the sight of a security officer voluntarily walking in their presence.  Dressed in black as they were, the two MI13 men looked not unlike tactical police officers.  Many of the people who didn’t need to be in the hospital had already scarpered, but there were a surprising number who had stayed around out of morbid curiosity, the knowledge of a police involved shooting the highlight of their day.  Nobody panicked at the sight of the armed men, and although several people started recording the men, they soon found they had no signal on their phones.  For many of those present, that freaked them out more than the sight of guns. 
 
    One of the problems Nick’s team had was the size of the hospital.  The emergency department was in the “Purple Block”, which housed several patient wards, the high dependency and intensive care units and the burns centre.  Hundreds of patients all being cared for by dozens of hospital staff.  There was the added complication that there were multiple ways in and multiple ways out, not including all the fire doors that were designed to allow the free flow of people from the building.  Security had sealed off accident and emergency as best they could, but a determined individual would be able to find a way out.  The lockdown was invariably supposed to keep people from entering, not to keep people in.  Fire escapes, windows…it wasn’t a prison.  Perhaps in hindsight, it should have been.  The plan was for Jeff and Carl to be the feet on the ground, but before they went into what was possibly a contaminated zone, they would need to don protective clothing. 
 
    “That’s the way through to A&E,” the Chief of Security said, stood outside the main door to the hospital wing.  He watched as the two armed men unhooked all their gear before handing each a package containing the hospital’s version of a biohazard suit.  Carl and Jeff donned them over their black combat clothing. 
 
    “I don’t think much of the colour,” Carl said.  The suit was bright yellow, the hood with its plastic face shield white. 
 
    “Sorry,” the Chief of Security said.  “It’s better than the green ones some hospitals have though.”   
 
    “Can you lock this door behind us?” Jeff asked, indicating the one they were just about to plunge through.   
 
    “Yes, I can make it swipe access only,” the Chief said.  He handed Jeff a key card on a lanyard.  “That will get you through the main doors into the emergency department.”   
 
    “Good thinking Batman,” Carl said, genuinely meaning it.  Suits donned, the two men began to rearm themselves.  They both wore the same headsets as Nick and Natasha.  The headsets not only allowed the team to communicate with each other, but they also offered protection against the impact noises caused by gunfire and flashbangs.  That wouldn’t be that much of an issue here, because both men’s guns had suppressors attached. 
 
    “I should buy myself one of these.  It’s like a glorified sweat suit,” Jeff said. 
 
    “Man, you are obsessed with exercise,” Carl admonished.  
 
    “Says the man who could live in a sauna.”  Carl thought about it for a second and then agreed Jeff had a point.  The Chief of Security couldn’t believe the almost laissez-faire attitude of the two men.  As chief of the hospital’s security, he had unfortunately been in the control room with them since their arrival.  He had seen the events unfold as well as watching Peter(Z)’s rampage.  The Chief had lost two men so far, and this was as close as he wanted to get to the emergency department, and even this made him uncomfortable.  Part of him just wanted to run and flee. 
 
    Checking their weapons a final time, the two MI13 men walked through the swing doors which were locked behind them.  The corridor they found themselves in extended ahead fifty meters, the sign for their destination indicating they would need to turn left at the end.  Their hands were already sweating from the combination of nitriles and tactical gloves.   
 
    This part of the hospital was now deserted.  Eventually, the whole hospital would likely need to be put on lockdown depending what they ultimately found.  So the priority at the moment was to stop the people panicking and to stop whatever was causing this from getting to the outside world.  The signs were not good.  Carl and Jeff were well aware that this wasn’t really a job they were trained for. 
 
    “Can you guys hear me?” Nicks’ voice came over their communications.  Everything they said would be heard by the man on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Check,” Carl said. 
 
    “Roger,” Jeff said.  “Tell Natasha she would look good in one of these biohazard suits.” He joked. 
 
    “You just did,” Natasha’s voice said.  
 
    “The yellow goes with your eyes.”  Natasha could tell this was more a brotherly style ribbing than sexual in nature.  She had been around teams of men long enough that this was how they interacted with each other.  She was treated no differently.  
 
    “Coming up to the main entrance,” Carl informed his superior.  The two men stopped at the end of the corridor and looked through the double doors.  Swiping the key card, they stepped through, the filters in their suits stopping the now very present smell of death from reaching their nostrils. 
 
    “No contact yet,” Carl said.  Everything was brightly lit, so there was little chance of anyone sneaking up on them which wasn’t as reassuring as it should have been.  They were in a smaller corridor now, with closed doors to the sides.  Jeff stopped their progress with a fist in the air. 
 
    “Hang on, I want to try something.”  He knelt down, aiming his machine gun at the corridor ahead.  Jeff turned the volume of his microphone off first before shouting at the top of his lungs.  “Yo bitches.”   
 
    He turned the volume back up. 
 
    “Yo bitches?”  Carl shook his head.  Jeff was renowned for his lack of…formality, a common issue with those who migrated to MI13 from the Special Forces.   
 
    The pair of them crouched there for several seconds waiting to see what would result from Jeff’s outburst.  They were not disappointed and they heard the rustling of feet almost instantly.  Then the horrors appeared from around the end of the corridor, about thirty metres away.  There was no mistaking the threat the zombies posed, the lurching, disorganised creatures a picture of terror.  With the suits they were wearing, the bodily smells of Carl and Jeff were masked, so the zombies were relying on sound.  Even the faintest ruffle of the plastic protective material was enough to draw the horrors on. 
 
    “Contact,” Carl said, “three suspects.”  Carl spoke softly, but it was enough for the zombies to hear them.  The undead came at the men at a staggered run, frightening in their speed considering.  It didn’t take a genius to realise that the condition of these three individuals was less than normal, one of them having a flap of scalp that hung down from the side of its head.  All three moved with the same, uncoordinated madness, blood splattered across them like in some sick homage to Jackson Pollock.  Jeff had no doubt they posed a lethal threat. 
 
    “Stop,” Jeff demanded, “or we will use lethal force.”  The three zombies paid them no heed and continued their advance.  Jeff fired two warning shots over their heads which had no deterrent impact whatsoever.  In fact, if anything, the zombies ran faster, almost seemingly excited by the noise.  At this range, his accuracy was almost perfect, and Jeff put a bullet into the left leg of each zombie.  One stumbled to the floor, its kneecap blown out but the other two came right on regardless, although their advance was slowed to an awkward shuffle. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Jeff muttered under his breath.   
 
    The downed zombie proceeded to crawl towards them, its determination unbowed.  Two more zombies appeared at the end of the corridor, one dragging what looked like entrails from a wound in its abdomen.  Jeff and Carl had no illusion on what they needed to do.  Despite the severity of the actions they were about to take, both men were certain there was no other choice to make.  It was clear that there was no humanity left in the creatures.   
 
    Jeff put another four rounds into the two closest zombies, all rounds hitting centre mass.  The force of the impact sent one backwards, but the second seemed to just forge through the ballistic onslaught, the freshly created wounds visible on the bare chest.  Five metres from them, Carl put a round in the centre of its forehead. 
 
    “For the record Boss,” Jeff said to Nick, “headshots seem to be the only thing that stops…”  For a moment he was lost for words, “…whatever these things are.” 
 
    Jeff and Carl backed up slightly and began firing into the advancing attackers, any trace of restraint now vanquished.  Carl briefly considered what the hospital patrons would be making of the sound of gunfire.  It was still loud, even with the suppression.  Then the thought slipped from his mind as he fired his last round, changing his clip out.  The last zombie fell, its brains having been splattered all over the wall to the side of it. 
 
    “Damn,” Jeff said, sounding distressed.  “This is some fucked up shit.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Carl asked.  He was stood behind his partner, so couldn’t see Jeff’s face. 
 
    “These are my favourite boots,” Jeff informed him.  Jeff pointed at the gore covered floor ahead of them.  “I’m going to have to burn them after walking through all that aren’t I?”  They hadn’t put the plastic overshoes on because of the risk of slipping.  They needed traction in case they had to run. 
 
    “Five suspects shot boss.  Today is not a good day.”  Jeff sighed and led Carl further into the deadly part of the hospital where death was eagerly awaiting them.    
 
        
 
    Jessica was roused from a sleep plagued with haunting images.  For some reason, she had dreamt she was in a desert being pursued by relentless demons.  Despite the sedative in her system, the sound of gunfire woke her, the scream from her nightmare stuck in her throat.  For a moment she couldn’t even breath and she frantically checked her arms.  In her dream, her skin had been burnt and flayed.  In reality, it was fine. 
 
    Then the noises came again.  At first she didn’t realise what the sounds were, gunshots always sounding different in real life than in the movies.  Propping herself up, she saw the curtain of her cubicle move as a figure walked past.  They had told her that the police had shot Pete.  Was this the police again?   
 
    A second figure walked past, only this time it seemed to grab the curtain, pulling it down from the rail.  It was like a magic trick, only instead of revealing entertaining mystery, the bloodied walking corpse of PC Barker was revealed, still partly in the protective suit that had done nothing to defend him against a zombie intent on doing him harm.  The head covering was missing, and the suit was ripped down one arm.  Barker(Z) moved with the same almost drunken motion her brother had, a large chunk of his face clearly missing.  It was confirmed when Barker(Z) turned its head towards her, the lower lip hanging loose.  Only one of its eyes was visible, the other missing from its socket.  The left arm hung uselessly by its side and it seemed to be favouring one leg.  Jessica barely made a sound, instead burying her hand in her mouth.  A faint whimper managed to escape her. 
 
    Jessica couldn’t determine if the monster’s head exploded before or after she heard the gunshot.  The result was the former police officer being launched off its feet as the back of its head turned to mashed tuna.  Jessica screamed then, and pushed herself up the bed, bringing her knees up to her chest.  With the curtain gone, the two armed men came quickly into view.  They were wearing the standard issue yellow biohazard suits she had seen other hospital staff wearing, but the guns told her these were not doctors.  One of them pointed his gun right at her, and she let out a tearful cry. 
 
    “Please don’t shoot.” 
 
    “Your name?” Jeff ordered, gun still pointing at her.  She didn’t look particularly threatening, but neither Jeff nor Carl really understood what they were dealing with here.  He had just left a killing field behind him, and he still wasn’t sure if discharging his weapon had been the right thing to do.  This wasn’t an armed insurgency he was dealing with, these weren’t terrorists.  Today was something nobody had ever trained him for.  It was just ordinary people who, by all accounts, had gone insane.  Or maybe it was worse than that, much worse.  Jeff wasn’t prepared to think about that right now.    
 
    “Jessica.”  A wave of grogginess hit her, the fear induced adrenaline short lived.  Why was this man pointing a gun at her?  Why had her life so rapidly turned to shit?  
 
    “Jessica, if you move from this cubicle, I will be forced to shoot you.  Do you understand?”  Her eyes shot wide at that, she seemed to get the message. 
 
    “Yes,” Jessica answered, nodding frantically.  Her body began to shake slightly. 
 
    “Good girl,” Jeff said.  “Do as we tell you and you might make it out of this.” 
 
    “Whatever this all is,” added Carl unhelpfully. 
 
    “Tell me about the wound on your neck,” Jeff asked, still pointing the gun. 
 
    “My brother bit me.”  There was no denying that.  The man she had grown up with, who she had shared joy and sorrow had tried to kill her. 
 
    “Peter Dunn, who you picked up from the airport?” Carl enquired.  He kept scanning the corridor, his attention barely on Jessica. 
 
    “Yes, but how did you….?” 
 
    “Long story,” Jeff said.  He hit his radio control and spoke into it.  “Boss, we have a survivor, sister of the man who started all this.” 
 
    Started all this?  Started what exactly? 
 
    “Roger,” Nick said into his ear.  “Detain her for questioning.”   
 
    “Wilko,” Jeff replied.  He reached behind him and dragged a pair of handcuffs from the rear pouch on his belt.  He threw them at Jessica and they landed on the mattress beside her feet.  “I know it’s unpleasant, and I need you to cuff yourself to the railing of the bed.  No arguments, just do it.”  Jessica shook her head. 
 
    “The alternative is infinitely less preferable,” Carl warned, tapping the side of his gun.  Jessica looked at both men and tentatively reached for the handcuffs.  Did she really have any choice?  And how could this be happening?  This was Britain, people didn’t walk around with guns shooting people in Britain.  She clicked the restraint onto one wrist and then the other end onto the bar that was there to stop her from falling out of the hospital bed.  
 
    “We will be back shortly,” Jeff advised.  With that, the two men moved off out of sight.  Jessica rattled the cuffs, confirming to herself that they were secure.  She wasn’t going anywhere.  What if more of those things came back?  What if the soldiers, if that’s what they were, just came back and shot her?  There was another gunshot which made her jump.  To make matters worse, she found that she now needed to use the lavatory, the pressure in her bladder manageable, but it would only worsen as the minutes ticked by.   
 
    *** 
 
    Leroy was not feeling well.  Earlier in the day, he had been out in the garden dealing with a wasp’s nest for his demanding, and let’s be honest, ungrateful Grandmother.  She had been bugging him to come and fix it for her for weeks, and although he hated the little striped bastard things, he couldn’t really deny his Gran.  Not with her relentless nagging. 
 
    “Why don’t you just get the council round to sort it?” he had almost begged her. 
 
    “Because I don’t trust no council man not to go crushing my geraniums,” had been the response. 
 
    So he had gone round her house early this morning armed with what his Gran jokingly called his pussy battle armour.  He had come round to help her and her response was to take the piss out of him.  Several thick shirts, gloves, safety goggles, scarfs etc.  And it had worked.  Not a single wasp had stung him.  However, the rusty nail in the old piece of wood had hidden in waiting.  Just after the wasp’s nest had been smashed to oblivion, the bloody nail had penetrated right through the soul of his shoe and into the flesh of his foot. 
 
    Well wasn’t that just fantastic?  His year since deceased Grandfather had often said (when his overpowering wife had let him), that no good deed went unpunished.  Wasn’t that just the wisdom of the ages? 
 
    Off to accident and emergency he had gone.  It was fortunate it was his left foot that was damaged because his car was an automatic.  He had never quite got the hang of driving a manual.  His Gran, after telling him off for bleeding all over her kitchen floor, had told him he should have been looking where he was stepping.   
 
    Thanks for the sympathy, you miserable old hag.   
 
    She didn’t even thank him for dealing with the flipping wasps.  Sometimes he wondered why he bothered with her.  She was far from the most thankful of individuals, soured by life’s many lessons.   
 
    A&E had gone from boredom to insanity in the snap of a finger.  One moment he had been in what seemed like an endless queue, already two hours into his wait.  The next some nut job came barrelling out into reception and had started attacking people.  Leroy had looked on in horror as the blood-stained man had lunged at a woman who, with headphones in and eyes closed, had been completely oblivious to what was going on. 
 
    Well, Leroy wasn’t having any of that.  Despite his foot, he stood up to remonstrate with the man.  At that point, the blackness of the eyes hadn’t been noticeable, and as the young woman had started fighting off her attacker, Leroy had put his hands on the guy to try and pull him off.  The bastard had gone and fucking bitten him.  I mean who does that?  Then the assailant had fully turned around, and Leroy’s bowels had almost turned to jelly.   
 
    Leroy had never seen anything like it, and panic had swelled within him.  He wasn’t alone, the whole room had rapidly filled with chaos.  Some people, not wanting to hang around had already started heading for the exit.  Looking at his hand, he saw that the bite wasn’t bad.  It had barely broken the skin, but something primordial kicked in.  Something inside Leroy told him to run…or in his case, hobble, making it out of the exit and to his car.  First he’d had to pay the parking fees, and still shaken, Leroy had ended up dropping half the money on the floor.  Something inside him kept expecting a hand to descend on his shoulder and for those blackened eyes to be there staring at him.    
 
    Now he was at home and his hand was throbbing.  Twenty minutes ago, he’d noticed that there were black tendrils working their way up his arm, he could almost watch their progress under the surface of his skin.  He realised now that he should have stayed at the hospital, and knew with these symptoms and the growing fever that he should return there now.  Unfortunately, his fear made him irrational, and irrational people did stupid things.  Partly his present behaviour could be excused due to the fact that the virus was already impacting his higher functions.  Another feature of the virus that would later be discovered was that those bitten often felt the urge to flee and hide.  It was an actual symptom, sometimes severe agoraphobia developing before the more lethal symptoms began to manifest.  It was as if the virus was trying to protect itself until it had managed to turn the vulnerable human body into a walking death machine.  
 
    So Leroy lay in bed, the pain spreading throughout his body, but the acute anxiety preventing him doing anything about it.  The sheets soon became soaked as his body began to leak fluid.  First sweat, then blood.  Everything would be all right when his mum came home.  Only his mother wouldn’t be coming home, because unbeknown to Leroy, the street outside his house was, at that moment, being sealed off by the police.  All across Manchester, such scenes were playing out as the great lumbering machine of state began to react to the reality that some of its population might be ticking time bombs.  Not everyone who had fled A&E were infected, but most of them were. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jeff and Carl finished their sweep without further incident.  They had found five survivors in all, Jessica the only one in any kind of acceptable health.  The other four were in various stages of delirium.  They had escaped the undead by locking themselves in a staff room, but it was clear to anyone with eyes that they were going the same way as the walking corpses that Carl and Jeff had dispatched.  The decision was made to keep the four contained until the military response team arrived.  The staff room had a surveillance camera that allowed developments to be monitored.   
 
    They did nothing about the bodies.  Their priority now was to isolate those that remained and collect any medical files relating to this outbreak.  Nick already had a list of the patients that had been present in the emergency department who the police were hopefully dealing with.  Military biohazard response teams were on their way, but it would be at least two hours before any meaningful number of them showed up.  In their stead, the fire brigade had arrived and had already started their biohazard protocols.  They had set up a decontamination station which would be important for anyone going in and out of the emergency department.  
 
    Half of the dispatched military had been sent to Manchester Airport where flights were now being diverted due to the fake terrorist incident.  Peter Dunn had shared a plane with nearly two hundred people.  If this was indeed a contagious outbreak, those people would need to be rounded up and Nick had confirmation that Public Health specialists were on the case with that.  Nick seriously worried that things might already be too late.  He didn’t know how right he was.   
 
    More reassuring was the forty strong SAS immediate response team that was now less than thirty-five minutes out.  They would provide crucial manpower to the operation.  It was clear to Nick that, had he not been on the ground with his team, this would have quickly gotten out of hand.  He still didn’t know what it was exactly his men had dealt with, but if it had escaped into the main body of the hospital, they would now be in a much worse situation. 
 
    Outside the hospital, Nick donned the containment suit, the same one Jeff and Carl were wearing.  With the area inside the hospital secure, he needed to get in there to assess the situation, to see it for itself.  He also needed to talk to Jessica Dunn, because they still had the overriding mission to think of.   
 
    “Superintendent.  The SAS will be here shortly.  They will be helping in this operation.  I expect you to give them every courtesy when they land if I am otherwise engaged.”  Soul looked at him with a face of fury.  The policeman had listened as the sound of gunfire had ripped through the hospital grounds.  He had considered objecting to what Nick’s men were doing, but then he remembered what his own officers had said about the man they had shot. 
 
    “We had no choice.  He came at us like a madman.” 
 
    “The Taser did nothing.  Body shots didn’t put it down.” 
 
    “It almost killed my partner.” 
 
    “Of course,” Soul said in a conciliatory voice.  Soul would definitely need to cover his own back here.  How in the world did they think they were going to spin this to the press? 
 
    “Boss, you need to see this before you go in,” Natasha said to Nick.  She was standing by the side of a police Landover upon whose hood she rested her laptop.  Nick fastened his belt as he walked over to her. 
 
    “Show me.”  He stood next to her as the video played.  It was footage from the streets of Bangkok, a line of soldiers being overwhelmed by a crowd hundreds strong.  Briefly, the video zoomed in, and the black eyes of one of the zombies were visible. 
 
    “Looks familiar,” Nick stated.   
 
    “There’s data from Moros as well.  The computer has calculated that this is a contagious agent.  From the available information, it’s saying Thailand is the country of origin.  The fact that it’s already presenting here shows it’s gone international.  Whilst it has no idea what the organism is, it’s giving a sixty-seven per cent chance that we are facing a global pandemic.”  
 
    “The army lads can deal with that when they get here.  Our primary concern is still the target.”  Nick looked around.  “Hang on, where the hell is Campbell?”   
 
    *** 
 
    “The analysis may have been right.”  Campbell spoke into the encrypted mobile phone.  He had slipped away so as he could talk privately.  He didn’t hide, but instead stood in the middle of a patch of grass in front of the hospital where he could talk unheard.  Nick was some thirty metres away.  Campbell saw Nick staring at him and waved in recognition. 
 
    “Is there any indication on what the pathogen is?” the concerned voice said over the other end of the phone. 
 
    “No.  And it’s not what we were thinking.  The chatter said it was a flu virus, not whatever this is.  If what I’ve seen is anything to go by, this is much worse.” 
 
    “Why don’t you explain to me exactly what the Brits are dealing with.  I’m still unclear on that.”  The voice wasn’t critical.  Campbell could tell it just wanted the facts. 
 
    “From what I’ve witnessed it causes insanity.  It’s seemingly passed on through bites, although the first victim didn’t seem to get it that way so it may be contagious by other means.  I’m not saying I’m believing it, but it looks like whatever this is keeps people going after death.” 
 
    “I notice you didn’t use the word zombie there,” the voice said. 
 
    “I’m not going to stick my neck out with an analysis like that without proof.  Let’s just say it’s nasty.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Campbell, when you’re ready,” Nick shouted from a distance.  There was clearly irritation in Nick’s voice. 
 
    “Listen I’ve got to go.  I’m on thin ice with MI13.”   
 
    “How are you finding them?” the voice of Campbell’s superior asked. 
 
    “I’m not welcome, but they are keeping it professional.  And they know what they are doing.  Which is a good job, because the rest of this country seems to be run by twats.” 
 
    “Very well.  Keep us informed and let us know if you need an emergency extraction.  We have a team on standby.” 
 
    “Thanks.  Out.” 
 
    Campbell walked quickly back over to Nick and Natasha.  They looked at him suspiciously. 
 
    “It’s part of the deal remember,” Campbell said in defence.  “Just keeping my superiors in the loop.”  Nick nodded.  More than ever now, he was convinced the American was hiding something from them. 
 
    “I’m going in,” Nick said.  “Do you need to join me?”  Campbell seemed to contemplate this then shook his head. 
 
    “I think I can trust you to relay anything that’s relevant.”  Plus, thought Campbell, I would really rather not go into a place contaminated with God only knows what. 
 
      
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    London, UK    
 
      
 
    Beth had made several friends in Whitehall during her time working for MI13.  Perhaps her closest was Gloria Hemsworth, presently the secretary to the Minister of Health.  They were about the same age, and also equally as competent at their respective jobs.  Even with the friendship though, Beth could never tell Gloria the truth about what she did.  Beth had no problem with that, it just wasn’t something that Gloria needed to know about.  As far as Gloria knew, Beth worked for one of the many senior civil servants that stalked the hallowed halls of Parliament.   
 
    Once a week they made a point of meeting up with each other for coffee, and today Beth was early.  She sat in the Parliamentary tea room, the table reserved for her just as it was every week.  There was a low hum of conversation, and Beth was happy to sit back and watch those present gossip about the MP’s they worked for.  Despite her age, Beth had excellent hearing, and she enjoyed the bits of gossip she picked up.  Over the years, sitting here, she had even gathered intelligence that had been deemed useful to the operations of MI13.   
 
    The door to the tea room opened and Gloria stepped gingerly through it.  She saw Beth almost instantly and waved hello as she slowly wound her way through the obstacle course of tables.  There had been a time when the room would have been filled with the fog of cigarette smoke, but those days were long past.  Strangely, Beth missed that.  
 
    “Sorry I’m late Beth.  My Minister was being a total prick.”  Gloria sat down, carefully placing her bag on the table.  To look at the two elderly ladies, one would have been shocked by the profanities that came out of their mouths. 
 
    “I don’t know how you put up with them,” Beth said referring to politicians in general.  “At least my boss knows what he’s doing.”  No lie there thought Beth. 
 
     “My chap wouldn’t be so bad if he wasn’t so insufferable.  He is committed to remaking the NHS from the ground up.  It’s making my job a lot harder than it need be.  I have to deal with the constant whinging of the electorate.” 
 
    “You’ve had worse ministers,” Beth reminded. 
 
    “True, and at least this one keeps his dick in his pants.”  Gloria giggled at that.  There was a minister she had worked for a few years back who had thought himself God’s gift to women.  The silly fool hadn’t lasted long before being moved on to stop the government of the time being hit with a sexual scandal.  The secretaries of the country’s political elite knew enough information to bring whole governments down.  They were a prime source for all the useful information the party Whips collected to keep the rank and file in line.  This was another reason why Beth had befriended so many of them.  “Oh, by the way, I have something for you.”  Gloria reached into her bag and withdrew a jam jar. 
 
    “Strawberry or raspberry?” Beth asked.   
 
    “Raspberry.  This is my latest batch.  I need you to tell me if it’s as good as the last.  I’m entering this one into a competition.”  Gloria liked to make jam in her spare time, and Beth enjoyed the free samples that resulted from their friendship, jam one of her guilty pleasures.  Passing the jar over, Gloria also passed on the virus that this morning had started presenting with mild cold-like symptoms.  Gloria suddenly sneezed. 
 
    “Oh no, are you coming down with something?” Beth asked. 
 
    “I do feel a bit sniffly.  I bet I’ve got my Minister’s cold.  He’s been blowing his nose all day.  The man keeps snorting as well, and you can imagine how that puts me off my typing.  I can hear him even with the door closed.” 
 
    “Vitamin E, that’s what you need,” Beth advised.  “I’ve taken that for the last thirty years, and I don’t think I’ve had a single day sick.” 
 
    “Can I buy it on Amazon?”  Gloria was a recent convert to the online retailer.  She loved it and was admittedly guilty of spending perhaps too much money on stuff she didn’t really need. 
 
    “You can buy anything on Amazon,” Gloria joked. 
 
      “Except your jam of course.  Shall we try it now?” Beth said with a mischievous glint in her eye. 
 
    “Oh yes, lets,” Gloria responded excitedly.  Beth waved her hand in the air to attract the waiter who came over eagerly. 
 
    “Giorgio,” Beth enquired, “could you be a dear and get us some scones?” 
 
    That simple interaction over tea and cakes was how the virus breached the hierarchy of MI13. 
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    When Nick sat down in the chair next to Jessica’s bed, the first thought she had was that he had a kind face, from what she could see of it.  The fact he had a gun though indicated that this man was probably a threat to her.  Unlike the men who had handcuffed her, at least this one kept his gun holstered. 
 
    “Rough day for you,” Nick said gently. 
 
    “You can’t do this to me,” Jessica said rattling the handcuffs at him.  “I’m a lawyer, I know my rights.”  Nick sat back in the chair.  The I know my rights line had been said to him countless times.  When it came to MI13, nobody had any rights. 
 
    “You are subject of Her Majesty the Queen.  You don’t really have any rights.  And deep down you know that.”  Nick could see the lightbulb go off in her head, the realisation that the world she thought existed was actually a façade.  That look, when it occurred, tended to make Nick’s job a lot easier.  Acceptance was always better than belligerence.  “If you need me to I can quote you the relevant statutes.”  Jessica merely shook her head.  She knew the law and knew he spoke the truth.   
 
    “Just un-cuff me will you?  Please.” 
 
    “No can do I’m afraid.  There’s a reason I am wearing this walking sauna.  Can you guess what that is?”  Nick rested both elbows on the arms of the chair and steepled his fingers in front of him. 
 
    “Am I infected?” she said quietly. 
 
    “We don’t know.  You were bitten, and that seems to pass it on.  Whatever your brother brought back with him, it spreads quickly.  But I’m not a biologist, so there might be another explanation for all this.” 
 
    “My brother?”  The thought was starting to sink in that all this was because of Peter. 
 
    “Looks that way.  But that’s not even why I am here.”  Nick began rummaging in one of the belt pouches.  With difficulty due to his gloved hands, he withdrew a folded piece of paper.  “I just kind of got dragged along for the ride.  Wrong place, wrong time…you know the story.” 
 
    “Then why the hell are you here?  How many people did you kill?”  
 
    “Technically, it would seem we didn’t kill anyone.  But I don’t want to get into that.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you want,” Jessica said almost hysterically.  “My brother’s dead.  Everyone in here is dead, and I might be infected with something horrible.  I want some answers.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Nick stated.  He unfolded the A4 piece of paper and held it up to Jessica so she could see it.  It was the best capture of Azrael they had, an amalgamation of images constructed by computer software to show a true depiction of the man’s face, minus any disguise he might have worn.  Moros was all knowing and all seeing.  “And my primary concern is whether or not you know this man.”  Nick watched her eyes and saw recognition almost instantly.  It would seem the computer software had done its job admirably. 
 
    “Are you being deliberately cruel?” Jessica asked astonished.  Why drag up old wounds, with everything else that was happening? 
 
    “No.  Why don’t you tell me who this man is?  It’s important.” 
 
    “Surely you should be asking who that man was?”  There were tears streaming down Jessica’s face now. 
 
    “I don’t get you.”  Nick could feel the revelation building.  Something monumental was about to be uncovered. 
 
    “That man looks like someone who died nearly eight years ago.” 
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Atlanta, USA   
 
      
 
    Sitting at his desk in his office in the heart of the Centres for Disease Control (CDC), Paul realised it had been a mistake in coming to work.  He felt awful, and as the day progressed, his symptoms became progressively worse.  Still, he’d made it through the President’s visit.  Despite not voting for the man, Paul found that he had liked the President, which surprised him, the man who had shaken his hand warmly was not the same individual he kept seeing ripped to pieces on the evening news.  Fortunately, Paul had remembered to wipe his hand before touching flesh.  It didn’t stop the leader of the free world becoming infected of course. 
 
    Paul popped some more Ibuprofen, and he found swallowing difficult even with the water he tried to wash the tablets down with.  His throat was sore, his sinuses were bunged up and he was having difficulty breathing.  With Paul, the virus had taken it upon itself to primarily attack the lungs, and if Paul had survived another day, he would have likely drowned on his own mucus.  But his body had different ideas and was about to fail him in spectacular fashion. 
 
    Paul was an orphan, and so didn’t know that his father had passed along a genetic flaw.  That flaw had resulted in a defect in his aorta to form, an aneurysm that had been slowly growing for the past few years.  In a way Paul was lucky, having gone unnoticed, it could have popped at any time.  Paul’s aversion to exercise and his fondness for meditation had probably been the thing that had saved him up until now. 
 
    It was when the direct message arrived on the CDC Intranet that he felt the twinge in his chest.  With the body weakened, the aorta had chosen that moment to begin its final failure.  Paul read the memo, casually massaging the heartburn that had suddenly emerged in his chest.  The message alarmed him.  It was to inform him that there was a possible outbreak in Bangkok and that occupational health services wanted to give him the once over.   
 
    Paul generally didn’t watch the news, but a sudden feeling of dread made him do an internet search on Bangkok.  A host of articles and website links came up in the search engine, and just as he moved his mouse pointer to click on one, the aneurysm ripped.  There was a sudden tearing sensation that seemed to spear his abdomen from front to back.  The pain shot into the back of his legs and a wave of dizziness hit him.  Losing control, Paul vomited all over his desk.  Desperately, he reached for his phone to call for help, but so quickly did he start to bleed internally that he failed in his attempt to save himself.  The aorta is the biggest artery in the body, and Paul’s had a tear in his as long as his index finger.  The loss of blood pressure caused his heart to beat faster, but that only sent more blood to where it wasn’t supposed to go.  Eighty per cent of ruptured aneurysms are fatal, and Paul wasn’t going to be the exception to that rule.  
 
    He blacked out and slid from his chair, landing under his desk.  He had insisted on white porcelain tiles for his office, and blood now trickled from his mouth as the life force left him.  A minute later, when the remnants of his brain reset, Paul(Z) pulled itself to its feet, blissfully free of the agony that had pierced the living Paul.  The heart was no longer needed and rested silently in his chest, the aneurysm now forgotten.  There was another discomfort there now, and it rapidly grew as the hunger took over what Paul had become.  Saliva poured from its mouth, a mechanism to help spread the virus through bites, the enzymes present making the virus more virulent.  Gaia’s virus basically turned what was left of the human body after death into a walking delivery system for itself. 
 
    Paul(Z) tried to walk forward but kept hitting the desk it had spent so many years sitting behind.  It couldn’t understand why it wasn’t able to make progress, and it increased the force enough to move the thick oak desk aside.  Antique oak, from the 1800’s.  Such things would shortly be of little interest to the world.   
 
    As the desk moved, Paul(Z) slid past, reaching the door to the office.  Again it found it had difficulty passing the barrier, the door opening inward, and Paul(Z) began to pound on the door to the great surprise of several people in the corridor outside.  The bones in one of its hands shattered, but it didn’t care, the thin plywood of the internal door starting to yield.  With one mighty punch, its fist went clean through, the bloodied stump now sticking out the other side, the broken fingers clawing at the air.  It could sense the people outside and it wanted them. 
 
    Somebody screamed, the sound sweet nectar to its zombie ears.  Pushing its arm through further, it bent at the elbow allowing it the leverage to now pull against the structure of the door.  The door latch held, but a large part of the door itself didn’t, coming away and sending the zombie sprawling backwards.  Paul(Z) lost its balance and fell on its backside.  This would almost have seemed comical if not for the lethal nature the zombie now represented.  Although it couldn’t see them, it could sense the faces that cautiously peered in through the newly created hole. 
 
    “Paul,” a female voice said.  Paul(Z) had no preference for male or female flesh.  It did not discriminate in its desire to tear the life out of humankind.  There was a shocked scream as someone saw Paul(Z)’s eyes for the first time, and the zombie climbed back upright.  With a single step, it attacked the door again, those outside taking flight, not knowing what true threat Paul represented.  Leave it for security to deal with was the general consensus.  
 
    Paul(Z)’s hand fell on the door handle and some residual muscle memory caused the zombie to turn it, allowing it to pull the door inwards.  Swaying out into the corridor, it turned right, just as two security guards appeared in the corridor behind it.  They approached tentatively, not really believing the information they had been told.  Then they saw the state of the office door. 
 
    “Dr Jones,” the elder security guard asked, stepping up to put a hand on the zombie’s shoulder.  From the rear, there was no real signs that the man who would never become head of the CDC was dead.  The guard moved closer, the head of Dr Jones tipping slightly to the side as if considering something.   
 
    “Dr Jones, are you alright?” 
 
    With a blur of motion, Paul(Z) turned and attacked the guard, biting into his chin.  Ripping the skin and muscle away, it pushed the guard over so as to get to the second, younger guard.  This one backed up, removing a sidearm from his holster.  The second guard pointed the gun at the advancing zombie, his hands shaking as the monstrosity gained ground on him. 
 
    “Stop, or I’ll shoot,” the second guard almost begged.  His older colleague was writhing in agony on the floor, blood pumping from a severed facial artery.  The zombie didn’t listen and was long since past caring.  Terrified, the second guard fired, the bullet hitting the zombie in the stomach.  Paul(Z) actually stopped and appeared to look down at itself.  It seemed to ponder the wound, and then with a shiver, it launched itself at the man who had shot it.  The second bullet merely grazed its ribs and then the gun was swiped to the floor as Paul(Z) began to assault the man with its already bloodied fists.  Bones cracked, teeth were loosened and as the second guard fell to the floor, his hands up in a feeble and ineffective attempt to defend himself.  Those hands became Paul(Z)’s next meal. 
 
    Paul(Z) punched the second guard so hard in the face that it broke its wrist.  It was a killing blow and the virus was unable to infect the part of the brain it needed in time, sparing the guard from resurrecting.  Paul(Z) still took a bite out of the man, ripping open the uniform so it could attack the chest.  With everyone else having fled for the time being, Paul(Z) took a moment to actually fulfil its primary desire, swallowing the tissue it ripped from the corpse.  Its hunger remained undented. 
 
      
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
     “So you do know him then?” Nick asked. 
 
    “Know him?  If it’s really him, I went out with the bastard for a year.”  It had been the best year of her life, but ultimately the most painful.  The passion he had shown her was now an agonising memory because of the betrayal that had followed.  It was one of the reasons she now struggled to commit in her relationships since, throwing herself into the numbing certainty of her work.  Her experiences with the man had also guided her in the decision to have an abortion.   
 
    “And yet you thought he was dead?” 
 
    “He is dead,” she said with certainty.  What the hell was this? 
 
    “That photograph,” Nick said indicating the picture she held, “is an enhanced image taken today at Manchester Airport.”  Jessica was stunned to learn that the man in the picture was presently the picture of health. 
 
    “But…it must be just someone who looks like him then.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me who you thought he was and we will go from there.”  He showed her a second photograph of the disguised Azrael at the airport.  When you knew what to look for, you could see the truth beneath the lies. 
 
    “His name was…is Kevin Jury.  But I’m telling you, he’s dead.  If this was taken today, it must be his double.” 
 
    “How did he die?” 
 
    “He was slaughtered with his family.  A family he never told me about.” 
 
      
 
    She had met Kevin on a night out in London.  He had been charming, witty and respectful.  As a lawyer himself, they had much they could talk about, and his insights into the English Common Law fascinated her.  The problem was, he lived in Germany, and was only in London working with a client.  Despite that, she felt drawn in and started a romance with him that was only made stronger by the time they spent apart. 
 
    It was a year in when he told her that his work in London was almost complete.  He told her he loved her, but that was when he dropped the bombshell that he would need to stop seeing her.  He never told her why and just broke off all contact.  His confession of love had been false, and only in hindsight did she see the signs that should have been visible right from the start.  The phone number she had for him became disconnected, and with no knowledge of where he lived in Germany, she had no way to track him down.  An internet search failed to find any evidence that Kevin even existed…because Kevin hadn’t been the name he had given her.  She told Nick all this now. 
 
    “So how do you know he died?” 
 
    “There was an obituary in one of the solicitor mags.  He was a big hitter in a law firm in Berlin.  Apparently, he died in a home invasion.  He and his family were killed before the house they lived in was burnt to the ground.  Two of my firm’s partners even went to his funeral.  I…I couldn’t put myself through that.  Not after what he did.”  Nick had no need to take notes.  There was a small video camera on his webbing that was recording the entire conversation.  Even now Natasha would be chasing this information down. 
 
    “Looks surprisingly healthy for a dead man,” Nick said.  
 
    “I don’t know what to say.  It might not even be him.  But why is this even relevant?” 
 
    “This man, he was at the airport when your brother arrived.  He followed you out to the car park and put a tracking device on your car.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “That’s what we want to know.  This man is an international terrorist, a very dangerous man.  If it’s the man you claim, then that would explain his interest in you.” 
 
    “His interest?  After all this time?” Jessica astonished.  “Does this mean he faked his own death?” 
 
     “That’s a possibility.  It’s also possible he could somehow be involved with what’s happened here today.”  Nick felt bad for the woman.  This obviously wasn’t the way she had envisaged her day going.  He was impressed by how she was keeping it all together though.  Complete mental prolapse was also something Nick saw regularly.   
 
    Jessica let the photograph drop to the bed. 
 
    “So what happens to me now?  Am I under arrest?” 
 
    “No, we aren’t police.  You are under detention though.  There are half a dozen laws on the books that allow for that.  If it makes you feel better, it’s for your own wellbeing.” 
 
    “What about my rights?”  The question had strength to it. 
 
    “Seriously?  That again?  Come on, I’ve read your profile.  You know the law better than me.  Under section 37 of the Public Health Act 1984 you will be detained for the public good.  So whilst you aren’t under arrest, you aren’t free to go anywhere.  Shortly we will be shipping you to a level 4 quarantine facility.”  Nick sighed, he didn’t like doing this sort of thing.  “I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is.” 
 
    “And if I’m not infected?”  She could still see the body of PC Barker lying where it had been left.  What were the chances that she had escaped all that? 
 
    “Well, you are the only person who doesn’t seem to have shown any kind of reaction to your injury.  And it’s still possible that this isn’t some kind of infectious agent.  But I’m not a doctor or a scientist.  I’m just a grunt who does what he’s told.”  Nick stood.  “For the moment, we just need you to stay put.  I’ll have that policeman’s body cleared out of your sight.”  As Nick wandered off, Jessica could hear him talking to someone over his radio.  Who the hell was he anyway?  He said he wasn’t police, and yet he was walking about like he owned the place.  What rabbit hole had she just fallen down? 
 
    The photograph had been left on the bed.  She picked it up again and looked at the hooded face.  All the hurt she had suffered came flooding back.  He had seemed so genuine and yet even in his death Kevin had lied to her.  What kind of a monster was she looking at?  He’d been a senior partner in a top German law firm…what the heck was he doing skulking about Manchester for? 
 
      
 
    By the time Nick left the emergency ward, the decontamination station was fully operational outside.  Stepping into the shower unit, he let the chemical-infused water rid his biohazard suit of any possible contagion.  He’d dealt with biological hazards before, and he never felt truly comfortable for several days after dealing with them.  It was an invisible enemy that corrupted you without your knowledge.  A coward’s weapon if ever there was one.  It had been deemed almost a certainty that a terrorist organisation would one day get their hands on a biological weapon of mass destruction and release it.  Maybe that had finally happened.  If it had, it highlighted how completely unprepared the country was. 
 
    Now stripped of the bright yellow suit, the fresh air evaporating the sweat that had formed across his skin, Nick stood next to Natasha as she tried to hunt down details of who Kevin Jury was.  Strangely, Nick wasn’t surprised to see that she wasn’t having much luck. 
 
    “Nothing so far boss,” she said.  “There are no visual images of him.  I’ve found his name in a few archives, but much of it’s been destroyed by the passage of time and, in my opinion, deliberate deletion.  There was definitely a lawyer called Kevin Jury though.  Qualified at Oxford.  This might take some time to hunt down.” 
 
    “Do you think Jessica is telling the truth?” 
 
    “Yes I do,” Natasha said.  “It would be hard to fake her reaction given the trauma she’s gone through today.  Her history is consistent.  There’s nothing to indicate she isn’t who the computers say she is.  Moros is doing a thorough search on both of them now, it could be hours before we have anything though.” 
 
    “What happens to her now?” Campbell asked. 
 
    “We wait for the army to turn up and then ship her to a containment facility,” Nick answered. 
 
    “You Brits have a strange way of doing things,” Campbell noted critically. 
 
    “How so?” said Natasha, her national pride bristling. 
 
    “If this was America, the military would already be here.  The whole hospital would have been cordoned off by now.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” Nick said.  “This is just a small hick country.  But that’s the difference between us.  You Yanks like to go in all guns blazing.  We have a more refined, subtler way of doing things.”  Nick remembered a time in Iraq when he was running close protection support with his SAS squadron.  The Americans would transport their VIP’s in huge convoys with helicopter support, often drawing fire from local militias.  It took a lot of manpower and a lot of money to pull those operations off.  It also often attracted an unhealthy interest from insurgents.  With the VIP delivered, the US marines would return to their air-conditioned barracks to be treated to a taste of modern America.  For the British it was different.  Their VIP’s were transported in disguise dressed as locals, in cars that would not draw attention.  They would take back roads and use stealth.  Then they would return to their barracks where the rations were often not fit for a dog to eat.   
 
    Everyone was distracted by the sound of helicopters overhead and they all looked up.   
 
    “You were saying,” Nick said to Campbell, pointing up.  The SAS were here. 
 
    *** 
 
    Captain Steven “Mad Dog” Haggard disembarked from the helicopter and barked orders at his men with the confidence of experience rather than mere rank.  He had been fully informed of the situation which is why he and everyone he was with were wearing military NBC suits.  Nuclear, Biological and Chemical.  Awkward, uncomfortable, stifling and restrictive, but essential to protect against the unseen.  
 
    None of the men complained.  They had all dealt with far worse, and they quickly and efficiently unloaded the helicopters of the equipment they had brought with them.  Their presence would enhance the perimeter until the regular squaddies got here.  Having landed on a field adjacent to the hospital he and his Sergeant made their way towards the Emergency Department.  He wasn’t expecting to meet someone he knew, although he had been informed MI13 were on site.   
 
    With the gas mask on, nobody could see Haggard’s face.  Noticing that nobody else was in protective clothing, he pulled the mask off as he approached Nick. 
 
    “Nick, you old bastard.”   
 
    “Mad Dog, good to see you,” Nick shook his friend’s hand warmly. 
 
    “So the fuckers haven’t killed you then?” 
 
    “They keep trying.”  Nick had briefly served with Haggard several years back.  He had also overseen the use of Haggard’s team on several occasions for MI13.  Haggard was well aware of MI13’s existence, as were the majority of the troopers in the SAS.  Joining the special forces gave you the security clearance to learn of the secret agencies place in the world.  The two organisations often worked closely together.  
 
    Nick introduced him to Natasha and Campbell.  Jeff and Carl were still in the hospital keeping watch over the five survivors.  The Colonel did not do any introductions when it came to Soul. 
 
    “Captain Haggard, SAS,” Haggard said turning to the policeman.  The Superintendent shook his gloved hand, a hint of awe present in the officer’s eyes.  “So why doesn’t someone give me the run down.” 
 
    “Possible biological contagion.  Moros thinks it’s linked to the troubles in Thailand,” Nick stated. 
 
    “Moros?” Soul asked. 
 
    “Above your pay grade,” Natasha informed him.  The Superintendent almost scowled at her, hating the way a woman had basically just told him to shut up.  Natasha was used to that reaction from men like Soul.  It always amused her. 
 
    “Terrorist related?” asked Haggard. 
 
    “Possibly,” Nick answered.  “When the lads from Porton Down get here, we have another matter that needs dealing with.  We won’t be here long after that.” 
 
    “Shame,” said Haggard, “would have been good to catch up over a pint.” 
 
    “Yes.  I could do with a cold one right now.  Besides that, whatever caused all this has left five people alive.  You need to know that there is a strong chance we are talking zombies here.”  Haggard looked at Nick blankly. 
 
    “You’re shitting me?” 
 
    “I wish I was,” said Nick.  “We have credible evidence that people have died and come back from death to attack those around them.  We won’t know for sure until the pathologists have done their bit.  But zombie is the only word I have in my head to describe all this at present.  Natasha can give you the footage we have of all the incidents.”  Haggard looked into his eyes and saw the truth.   
 
    “Christ.  You certainly know how to ruin my day.” 
 
    “You know me Steve.  I hate to see anyone having an easy time of it.” 
 
      
 
    Secretly, Haggard preferred not to be called Mad Dog.  It was a name given to him by a drill sergeant who had taken a particular dislike to him for reasons never quite explained.  It had just sort of followed him from posting to posting.  Now as an officer, only his friends and equals called him it, and then infrequently.  Men liked to take the mick out of each other, it was a way for them to test each other.  Mad Dog!  It was something that they would most likely write on his tombstone just to piss him off in the afterlife. 
 
    He was nearing the end of his army career, a trauma-induced arthritic hip finally catching up with him.  He could still run and keep up with the best of them, but every step was getting progressively more and more uncomfortable.  There had been talk of an artificial hip sometime in his future, the miracles of Stem Cell therapy still decades away from someone on his pay grade.  To pay for that meant going to Panama or the Bahamas, the UK still probably a decade behind when it came to utilising that technology. 
 
    Whilst he had been trained well, Her Majesty’s Department of Defence did not pay the soldiers it took under its wing sufficiently to compensate them for the job they did.  Unlike Nick, there had been no mumbled comment that perhaps MI13 had a role for him.  No, when he left the SAS on his final day, he would end all association with the defence of the realm.  His future was already planned out, an offer of mercenary work already on the cards.  Low risk, highly paid and of sufficient duration to earn a tidy sum.  Hopefully then he could deal with his ailing joints.  For now, he would just battle through and do what his country asked of him. 
 
    But zombies?  If it had been anyone other than Nick telling him that, Haggard would have called them a bull-shitter on the spot.  Unfortunately, he had never known Colonel Nick Carter to lie.  The man had a tendency to be overtly honest in his interactions, sometimes brutally so.  There was also the fact that a fully uniformed police Superintendent was standing there without contradicting a word that was being said.  With the situation apparently under control, it was agreed that the Z word would be kept out of the lexicon with regards discussing the events at the hospital, at least for now.  There was always a chance that there was an alternate explanation for all this and Haggard hoped to God there was. 
 
    *** 
 
    Leroy died at 5.32PM.  When the body resurfaced from limbo, it was kneeling over the toilet bowl, the foul smelling vomit that painted the porcelain of no concern to the newly formed creature.  It didn’t understand the concept of guns and quarantine, and it was perhaps bad timing for it to decide to go on the hunt for human flesh just as the military containment team turned up.  The three police officers already at the property were glad that their bored duty was over, the stories and rumours about what had happened at the hospital not really ringing true with them. 
 
    Dressed in camouflaged NBC suits (because for some reason the MOD had a limited stock of urban style) the three soldiers led by their corporal approached the door of the house that Leroy had died in.  Police numbers were stretched so thin that a large gawking crowd had gathered to watch the excitement, the Chinese whispers of the army Land Rover spreading down the street.  The mob that gathered were mainly young men looking for something to fill the gap in their bored and monotonous lives.   
 
    This was not a great neighbourhood, police not entirely welcome in the largely black and Asian population.  When you were poor and living in a rundown part of the city, the police weren’t always your friends, and many of the young men watching the events had previously had adverse encounters with the police force.  One of the officers was Sikh, and as community liaison, had generally good relations with the community on the whole.  He chatted to the bystanders, whilst the soldiers approached the door.  All three of them were armed and in radio contact to their commanding officer. 
 
    The corporal slammed his fist on the door several times.  Through the small window in the door, he could see movement at the top of the stairs so he banged the door again, a figure slowly starting to descend the internal staircase.  Watching as the figure came closer, it stumbled several times before reaching the ground floor landing.  The Corporal expected the person inside to open the door, instead whoever it was started slamming into it.  Made of PVC, the cheap door shook violently in its frame. 
 
    “Fuck me,” one of the soldiers said stepping back.  A ripple went through the crowd.  The door shook again. 
 
    “O’Brian to control, over,” the Corporal said into his radio. 
 
    “Captain Stone here, what’s the situation, over?”  The line was crackly but good enough for the Corporal to understand what was being said. 
 
    “We are at the subject’s house, but whoever’s in there is going mental.  It’s like they are trying to break their own door down.  Please advise?”  The problem with cheap PVC doors is they are generally shit for security.  The panels tend to be very weak, and with the force being pounded upon them, it was inevitable that Leroy(Z) would penetrate.  Penetrate it did, a blood-soaked hand came clawing out of the breach.  The soldiers were too far away and they all took another few steps back.  The zombie began to head-butt the glass of the door. 
 
    “Contain but do not engage unless you are forced to,” the voice on the radio told the Corporal.  More of the door gave way, and a head and shoulder followed the arm out, the stench of the body escaping into the afternoon air.  The zombie looked at the three soldiers, baring its teeth as it tried to reach for the closest of them. 
 
    “Fucking look at that thing,” the younger of the two privates said.  Whilst the word zombie hadn’t explicitly been used, their mission briefing had outlined the reported end result of the suspected biological contamination. 
 
    “Keep that weapon secure, Private,” the Corporal ordered.  The door almost looked like it was starting to bend.  It was at that moment that the main panel in the PVC door gave way, the agitated zombie tumbling out onto the front driveway. 
 
      
 
    PC Bikram chatted to the gathered crowd.  Those present asked him the usual array of questions, from what was going on, to how he could work for such a racist organisation.  He used charm and good-natured banter to disarm their troubled minds, which weren’t helped by the arrival of three armed soldiers.  Public Health officials had been trying to ring the occupant of the house, only nobody had answered.   
 
    Bikram knew Leroy.  He was a good kid on the whole but tended to get led astray due to a gullible nature that he could do with growing out of.  The few times Leroy had been in trouble, it had always been down to the peer pressure of those around him.  The lad’s mother tried her best to keep him on the straight and narrow, but Leroy was eighteen now.  He needed a chance, and getting caught up in the Wythenshawe debacle was an unfortunate break for a young man who was showing signs of breaking free of the poverty that held so many down.   
 
    The shock that a man had been shot by people Bikram knew was reverberating around the force.  There would be tensions of course, the press and the more vocal locals critically questioning why the shooting was necessary against an unarmed man.  Bikram had briefly spoken to one of his fellow officers who had been there, and the only story he needed to see had been in the woman’s eyes.  That told him everything he needed to know about it being the right call to make. 
 
    He was distracted by the loud pounding on the terraced house door, and he turned to see the soldier hitting it with his fist. 
 
    “They gonna shoot him bro?” one of the local thugs asked Bikram.  There were several members of a low-level gang present.  Better here than kicking some old granny’s head in, Bikram thought. 
 
    “No.  We leave that sort of thing to the likes of you.” 
 
    “I ain’t no criminal.  What do you take me for?” The youth gesticulated at Bikram. 
 
    “So that wasn’t you I saw in the cells three months ago then?” 
 
    “Nah mate, that was a misunderstanding.”  The youth smiled cheekily. 
 
    “Of course it was.”  Bikram was about to say something when the crashing sound got louder.  Only this time the soldiers were well away from the door, and he watched, concerned as they stepped back further.  One of the soldiers raised his gun.  Bikram felt the ripple go through the crowd.  There were about twenty-five people gathered.  He didn’t think anyone would try something, not with armed soldiers spitting distance away, but he could sense the tension. 
 
    As the crowd watched, the door suddenly collapsed and Leroy came stumbling through.  Only it wasn’t Leroy, not really.  Even at this distance, Bikram could see there was something wrong with him.  As the zombie picked itself up off the floor, it moved with an exaggerated motion that lacked any sense of rhythm.  It charged towards the soldiers with a ferocity that Bikram would always remember. 
 
    “Stay back,” the Corporal was heard to shout.  Then there was a shot and the zombie staggered backwards only to force itself forward again.  Shots rang out again, nothing seeming to stop Leroy(Z) until a bullet struck it midface. In all, Bikram thought he counted ten shots in total. 
 
    Bikram turned and noticed the thug he had been talking to had gone. 
 
      
 
    Officer Bikram would say later that he had a feeling in his bones that something was going to happen.  And he was right.  Criminality was not willing to let an opportunity be wasted, and news of the shooting spread through the community like wildfire.  The mainstream media did not report it as it was deemed to fall under the D notice that was already in place over the incident at the hospital.  It exploded across social media though, a dozen distorted versions of what had happened taking to the ether.  Facebook and Twitter briefly came alive with the distorted tale of what had occurred at the property Bikram had been guarding.  Most of them revolved around the fact that Leroy was black, and he had been shot by white soldiers.  It wasn’t even police this time, it was the fucking military.  What more obvious display of the fascist police state could you get?   
 
    The fact that Leroy(Z) had smashed his way through a PVC door seemed to have been forgotten.  The fact that it had attacked the soldiers also seemed to be irrelevant in the discussion.  It became a classic example of the state oppressing black youth, but most of the subsequent violent reaction had nothing to do with freedom and human rights.  For the majority, it was merely a case of taking advantage of an opportunity.   
 
    The trouble started in Salford three hours later when police stopped and searched a group of lads hanging around on a street corner of their estate.  Tensions escalated, a crowd gathered, the officers calling in backup. Nobody knew who threw the half brick at the female officer, but it struck her on the side of the face, shattering her cheekbone and cracking her mandible in two places.  Police came in force then, and that’s when it all started to kick off. 
 
    The riot spread hitting Chapel street and moved towards Manchester city centre.  The police, taken by surprise, were slow to deploy riot troops to combat the growing waves of violence.  It took four hours to get the city back under control, and by then, parts of it were a shattered smoking ruin.  Forty-seven officers were injured, with over three hundred arrests.  Unfortunately, the reverberations spread across the country.  As in 2011, the rioting spread to other cities, racial tensions and blatant opportunism reaching boiling point.  London, Birmingham, Nottingham and Luton all saw violent troubles, groups of youths often working in coordinated packs.  Some would attack and engage the police whilst others would ransack, loot and burn the buildings and shops of their own cities.  It wasn’t limited to shopping centres, private homes also became primary and acceptable targets. 
 
    The police valiantly managed to get things under control, but on the more secure social media platforms like WhatsApp, plans for the next day were already being made for a return to the violence.  Even worse, things were discussed on the secret message boards of the dark web, where more intricate plans were hatched.  Some even started to talk about bringing the revolution to the streets, Alt left communist groups seeing this as the ideal opportunity to bring the capitalist state that step closer to oblivion.  In an ironic sense, this tended to work against the virus, the resulting military deployments on the streets and the curfews acting to slow the spread of the virus.  It wouldn’t be much of a hindrance mind. 
 
      
 
    18.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Helicopters were suddenly not a rarity in this part of Manchester, the skies seemingly filled with the metallic beasts.  The army helicopter that landed outside the Wythenshawe Hospital just as the sun was starting to set was the last of several that deposited personnel in response to the biological contagion.  This one unloaded a colonel and a sergeant into the evening air.  Neither men spoke as they made their way up towards the hospital, several soldiers saluting the colonel, the sergeant being almost ignored.  No longer needed, the helicopter took off into the darkening sky. 
 
    Both men walked up to the makeshift isolation unit that had now been set up outside the Emergency Department.  The soldier outside saluted the colonel and viewed the proffered identification and documents with professional scrutiny.  Satisfied that the colonel was who he said he was, the soldiers guarding the tent allowed him inside.  The ID badge identified him as Colonel Wilson Smith, Head of Microbiology, the Defence Science and Technology Laboratory.  Smith was the person everybody had been waiting for.   
 
    The structure was basically a huge inflatable, able to isolate people in chambers that could each create an airtight seal.  The walls were formidable and puncture resistant, designed to be used in a combat setting.  There was room for several isolation booths, as well as a monitoring bay, essentially a miniature hospital that had been delivered on the back of a truck.  Four of the isolation rooms were occupied by the now unconscious survivors of Peter’s attack.  The soldiers who had first arrived had followed protocol to the letter which Smith found to his satisfaction.  There was no place for sloppiness when it came to biological agents. 
 
    “Has there been any change in the subjects?” Smith asked the Captain in charge. 
 
    “No sir.  The antivirals we are pumping into them only seem to be slowing the virus down.  At this rate, we don’t expect them to make it through the night.”  The Captain, a medical doctor, looked pleased to have one of the country’s premier experts in biological contagion on site.  Although he was part of the containment team, the Captain had never really had to deal with an outbreak.   
 
    “And any change in the condition of the conscious individual?” 
 
    “Jessica Dunn has not shown any deterioration.  She is in an isolation facility as per your instructions.  One of my men will drive you and the Sergeant there when you are ready.”  An array of medical monitoring equipment showed that the four patients, all heavily strapped down, were still alive.  That was about to change.   
 
    “I need to see what happens when someone dies.  It needs to be documented.  You appreciate that this is outside the scope of civilian authorities for the present?”  
 
    “Yes sir,” the Captain said.  Ideally, it would have been better for these four people to be put into level four containment facilities, but there just weren’t enough of those in this part of the country.  The Captain had deemed the patients too ill to travel, so fragile were they now that merely moving them by ambulance might be enough to tip them over the edge.  All four were being kept alive by an array of drips and machines that fought against the futility of the human condition. 
 
    One of those machines began to give a warning alarm, the patients’ blood pressure rocketing, the heart rate rising beyond what was deemed clinically safe.   
 
    “Looks like we have our first candidate,” Smith said solemnly.  There was an array of monitors on one wall, and giving the computer that controlled them several commands, the images on four of the screens relayed the video feed watching the patient who was presently dying.  The videos showed the skin that was bleeding from every pore, blood trickling out of ears, nose and eyes.  Patient 3, as he was labelled, started to buck wildly, the limbs locked down tight.  Nobody came to his assistance, even when patient 3’s head began to thrash from side to side, and blood and froth flowed from between his clenched teeth.  The heart rate hit an astonishing three hundred before it flat lined.  With a final lurch, the body came to rest at an odd angle, the death rattle recorded by the microphones that were usually used to communicate with the patient. 
 
    Smith didn’t enter the isolation booth.  It would take too long to get suited up, plus there was the danger involved.  He had been shown the video records of what happened to those who died from the suspected virus, and Smith didn’t want to be in the same room with whatever was likely coming back, even with the heavy restraints.  It was with satisfaction that the Colonel noted the Captain’s sidearm.  
 
    “I still can’t believe what’s happening here,” the Captain said nervously. 
 
    “That make’s two of us,” the Colonel responded.  He turned to his sergeant.  “What about you Sergeant.  You accepting any of this?  Do you believe we are at the start of a zombie apocalypse?” 
 
    “My long since passed mother always used to say that if it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it’s probably a duck sir.” 
 
    “I couldn’t say it better myself.  Belief doesn’t come into it Captain,” the Colonel said sagely.  “We go where the evidence leads us.  It’s only science fiction until we prove otherwise.”  The head of the deceased patient twitched slightly.  “Which I believe we are about to do.  You are sure this is being recorded?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the Captain said. 
 
     Patient 3 twitched again.  The right arm tried to jerk against the restraint, its eyes opening wide, the full-colour image showing the blackness there.  It was clear that the zombie was trying to break free of its bonds. 
 
    “Fuck me,” the Sergeant said.  Nobody admonished him.  All the monitors showed that the patient was now dead. 
 
    “I think we can call that definitive proof,” Smith said. 
 
      
 
    19.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    It had become problematic to survive in UK society without some form of electronic payment device.  Cash alone was frowned upon by many establishments, and although multiple hotels still allowed one to pay in cash, almost all still demanded that some sort of credit card was recorded in case the guest damaged the room.  As amazing as it may seem, hotel guests had a tendency to steal things and to cause havoc.  From kettles to towels, every hotel employee could tell you stories of what their depraved and often idiotic clients tried to get away with.  There had even been cases of people trying to steal the beds in the room. 
 
    The hotel Azrael had slept in was an exception.  It was dirt cheap, and rooms could be rented by the hour.  It was that kind of establishment, the person who checked Azrael in had almost seemed perplexed as to why there wasn’t some disease ridden skank clinging to his arm.  The concept that someone would actually use the room to just sleep seemed almost alien to the establishment.  Whilst the sheets had looked reasonably clean, one would always wonder what kind of stains were present, hidden from the human eye.  Probably best for the average guest not to think about that too much.  There was also all manner of life sharing the space that Azrael had claimed as his temporary home.  Azrael didn’t care about any of that.  The room was, by comparison, infinitely cleaner than the one he slept in. 
 
    It wasn’t that he didn’t have a secure means of electronic payment, it was just that, right now, he wanted only himself to know where he was.  There were worrying thoughts rampaging through his skull that needed resolution.  So bad was it, that for the first time in an age, he had slept soundly without the horsemen nightmare.  Something told him that this was a bad omen.  He was here because he had to be somewhere, and also to allow his mind to rest so he could gather his thoughts and allow him an opportunity to consider his options.   
 
    There weren’t many.   
 
    If he was of no use to the organisation, then he only really had two choices.  He could kill himself, which was definitely something he was considering.  It wouldn’t take much.  There were so many ways to end one’s own life, some painful but that was irrelevant.  Pain was memory.  Once he was dead, what did it matter?  Or he could go out in a blaze of killing glory, no longer shackled by Mother’s constraints.  The latter would also most likely end with his death, but it would be a death well paid for.  Think of the souls he could free from the world.  Hundreds might fall before him before he was stopped by the evil forces of oppression. 
 
    The latter action seriously appealed to him.  It was not mere coincidence that he was named after the Angel of Death.  He could see himself raining fatality upon the unworthy, those who had so utterly defiled the planet with their avarice.  Humanity had created a world that slowly killed them through toxins and radiation.  Even emotionally, the minds of man were being corrupted and desecrated by its own insanity.  This was a species where mindless thugs could verbally (and sometimes physically) attack the greatest of their kind.  What right did the deficient have to try and thwart the genius of those who could actually think without dogma or prejudice?  The human race had become insane, and that was why they did not deserve to prosper.  Even when glorious genius did arise, it set itself to increasing the carrying capacity of the planet, rather than fighting the real battle.  So many people needed to die so as to save the race of man.  And after everything he had done, Azrael didn’t even believe mankind deserved saving.  Maybe it should just be left to die off and let the cockroaches and the rats claim the planet. 
 
    There was a vibration in his pocket.  If he was honest with himself, at no time had he ever expected to receive another message on his pager.  With his failure, Azrael had considered it more than likely that his associates would abandon him to his own fate.  How wrong he was. 
 
    You have mail. 
 
    Azrael’s heart fluttered with excitement.  When he was not in his London home, new assignments, when they arose, were sometimes delivered as digital packets to an anonymous email account.  The emails were never sent, just saved as a draft file.  All he then had to do was log into that account and retrieve the unsent communication.  Even if the subsequent download he was about to perform was intercepted by the NSA or GCHQ, it would mean nothing to them, so powerful was the encryption on the file in question.  All their supercomputers combined would take years to crack the complex algorithm that his phone now decoded in seconds.  There were always methods to get around Big Brother.  The fact he was still free on the streets was a testament to that. 
 
    Opening the file, he gazed at the face of the person he was now required to kill.  The original target having been cancelled.  This new victim, also a woman, was of the utmost priority.   
 
    He knew the face.  The passport photograph of Jessica looked up at him from the small window into the electronic ether.  Azrael thought he had lost any chance of reaching her.  He was a capable killer, but he was no match for the dozens of police and military personnel who had surrounded her location.  His surveillance had revealed nothing of where she had been taken, any chance of pursuit thwarted by the helicopter that had extracted Jessica from the hospital grounds.  Not that he had visual proof that it had been Jessica on the helicopter, the body on the hospital trolley had been fully encased in some kind of protective suit with what looked like portable oxygen.  Azrael had just made an assumption, and he had been right. 
 
    It didn’t matter, the data package on his phone showed her present location.  It told him other things as well.  Like her name.  Jessica Dunn.  Even though he was sure he knew her from before his rebirth, the name meant nothing to him. 
 
    Could he do this?  Could he kill her without first discovering the secrets that she held?  His mind swam with turmoil.  What he was being asked to do was perhaps the most difficult mission he had ever performed.  Most likely the legion of killers trained by the state would be aware of the risk he posed.  There was a significant risk that they would be waiting for him.  The information in the email showed the place she had been taken was naturally secure and easily defended.  Azrael would need more than his killing belt for this.  He would need weapons, and the communication told him exactly where those could be supplied.  Gaia’s reach was limited, but its bank balance was almost infinite.  With the now provided identity of a local arms merchant, Azrael would be able to purchase the equipment he wanted. 
 
    As always, he was not informed why the woman needed to die, but he was not stupid.  He had spent years killing experts in the fields of genetics and microbiology.  Azrael had heard the firefight that had occurred at the hospital, had seen the body bags that were removed hours later by soldiers dressed in protective clothing.  And now he was being asked to kill a woman who was being held in a secure hospital quarantine facility.  An idiot could make that connection. 
 
    Even Mother herself had hinted at the purpose of his being. 
 
    “Rest assured, there will be no shortage of people for you to kill.  And know your actions will likely kill billions more.” 
 
    To do this he would need guns, which was something he very rarely used.  In the work he did, such weapons weren’t required because he infrequently went up against anyone who was similarly armed.  This was different though.  Here it would be a mistake for him to bring his exquisite knives to what would undoubtedly be a gunfight.   
 
    Azrael opened up another app on his phone.  It effortlessly took him into the bowels of the deep web, the secret internet that most people didn’t know existed.  Whoever had designed the software on his smartphone was clearly a genius.  After accessing it, the app quickly gave him several options, all for suppliers trusted by his organisation.  If they hadn’t been trusted, they wouldn’t have been listed there.   
 
    There was all manner of things available in a long list.  Azrael chose Arms Dealer.  After several seconds, he was directed to another secret site, even deeper down below the web’s visible surface.  Within five minutes, he had ordered everything he needed and paid for it by bitcoin.  Azrael had his own cyber wallet to purchase the things a man like him might one day need.  He waited patiently until the pager message arrived. 
 
    Order confirmed.  Your goods will be ready after 10 am today.  54.528544, -2.285750 
 
    Azrael would have no idea who the sellers were, but they would leave the articles he had purchased at the GPS location displayed.  Everything he had ordered would easily fit in a medium sized duffle bag, which could then be transported by motorbike.  Very shortly he would be lethally armed as well as extremely mobile.   
 
    With everything done digitally, there was little or no risk to him.  The worst that could happen was that the goods wouldn’t be there, which would be a mistake for anyone in such a situation to make.  Ripping off those with the facilities to place such orders was not conducive to long life and happiness.  Few were that foolish because they soon tended to be filtered out of the gene pool.  Azrael closed the app, satisfied that he would have everything he needed. 
 
    Despite not having a history, despite not knowing who he even was, Azrael was still smart.  It didn’t take him much to add up the dots.  The evidence before his eyes told him that Jessica was infected with something so deadly it required military intervention.  That meant that Azrael himself was at risk from things other than bullets and the soldiers shooting them.  Which would probably explain the last part of the message, something that had never before been written. 
 
    The asset is to consider himself expendable.   
 
    There it was, the proof of his own failure.  Azrael stared at the message long and hard.  Mother had always reinforced the importance of his self-preservation.  An asset was of no use if it was dead or captured, she had said more times than he could remember.  Why had that all changed now?  Azrael shook his head, the thoughts conflicted because he wasn’t even sure he could kill this woman, not until he understood who she was and what she had meant to him.  He required revelation, and what was the point of having the world’s secrets revealed if he then sacrificed himself?   
 
    Azrael found himself resenting Mother and the organisation she represented, an unfamiliar emotion that descended upon him with an urgency that was surprising.  Up until now he had been thankful and had felt in Mother’s debt.  Yet now he was being cast aside.  Where was the loyalty in that?  Hadn’t he earnt better than this?  He needed to meditate on this before he could decide on a course of action.  At least he now knew where the fantasy woman was, the address of the hospital labelled clearly in the message.  He knew the where and the who, now he just needed to persuade himself about the why. 
 
    *** 
 
    There were very few hospitals in the UK that had a quarantine facility to handle something as deadly as a zombie pathogen.  The North Manchester General Hospital was one of them, their infectious disease department using every means at their disposal to find the cause of the nightmare that had occurred at her sister hospital the day before.  Doctors and scientists had worked through the night to try and identify a possible organism to explain the slaughter.  So far, it seemed the alleged outbreak had been contained, although the passengers that had shared the flight with Peter had proved to be a difficult issue to deal with.  Fortunately for everyone, the hospital was well outside the zone affected by the riots, so at least they didn’t have that insanity to contend with. 
 
    The government couldn’t just come out and demand that everyone from flight HL43 contact the authorities so they could be put into quarantine.  There were multiple problems with that approach, and nobody could seem to agree on how to best deal with the situation.  Firstly, there weren’t nearly enough adequate facilities in the country to contain that many people.  Secondly, to make such a demand would be difficult to keep off the radar and risked causing panic within the population who were easily spooked by such matters.  Thirdly, several dozen of those on the flight were no longer in the country, having taken connecting flights.  Fourthly, about fifty of those on board were foreign to the UK, and detaining them would likely spark an international incident.  And finally, there still wasn’t any overriding proof a biological agent was actually involved, not in the eyes of those who should have known better.  So, whilst people were contacted for them to come forward and be tested, it had been done in a manner that made it sound like a request rather than an order.  With the way people had reacted to the shooting of Leroy, fear of further public unrest had tainted the equation.  The decision was made to first discover the nature of the problem before unleashing the power of the state onto anyone that may have been infected.  It was basically cowardice on the part of an unpopular government who didn’t really know what to do and it just gave the plague more time to spread throughout the people of Manchester and the UK.   
 
    Nick didn’t care about any of that.  He cared about finding the assassin he had been instructed to hunt down.  And he was certain that Jessica was the key.  Unfortunately, Jessica was now a glorified lab rat, trapped in an air tight room in case whatever she potentially carried tried to escape.  His access to her was limited, and her quarantine made it unlikely a sensible assassin would make a play for her.  It was still a possibility, but with the security that her possible condition demanded, an unlikely one.  Still, it was the only lead he presently had. 
 
    One of the things Nick had noticed was the fear that was in the eyes of some of those doctors as they came and went from her bedside.  They spoke in hushed tones, and the only interactions with Jessica that were allowed were either done by the Perspex partition to her room or through being encased in a full biological hazard suit.  The police and the army had taken over, which was why Nick was not in attendance at the conference to discuss the secrets Jessica’s blood had revealed.  A cause for the outbreak had indeed been found.  
 
    The Chief of Greater Manchester Police was there along with Superintendent Soul.  Colonel Smith who had been flown in from Porton Down and had worked through the night with the hospital doctors was also present.  He was the army’s top man when it came to biological agents, and his team were working in conjunction with those in the hospital.  Dr Patel, as head of the infectious disease unit, was here to give everyone an update.   The doctor looked pale and tired as if he hadn’t slept a wink.  That was probably because he hadn’t, coffee and red bull his fuel of choice over the last twelve hours.  There were also two senior public health officials present, who sat feeling somewhat intimidated by the hierarchy in the room.  
 
    What had been discovered scared the life out of Dr Patel, and they were still in the early days of testing.  Every hour seemed to reveal something new about the virus. 
 
    “We have isolated an organism from the patient’s blood,” Patel said referring to Jessica.  “It’s a virus and matches what we found in the blood of the other victims.  It’s not something we have seen before.  We have preliminarily called the virus Lazarus.” 
 
    Catchy, thought Soul. 
 
    “Why is the patient not showing any symptoms yet?” the Chief Constable asked. 
 
    “It’s possible she might be immune.  There will always be a natural immunity to a disease in a population, no matter how virulent it is.  There are definite indications that her immune system is able to fight off this virus.  If she is resistant, we next need to ensure she isn’t a carrier.”  Smith was the one who answered that question, and Patel was happy that he was here.  This was more than the doctor usually had to cope with.  If Patel had been able to get any sleep, he would have undoubtedly suffered nightmares.  Likely that was something he could look forward to over the following weeks and months.   
 
    “Has anyone else survived exposure to date?” Soul enquired. 
 
    “Yes,” Smith answered.  “Only one of the other subjects secured by MI5 is still alive, barely.”  Patel was running a PowerPoint presentation, and he minimised it to bring up a video of their containment.  By the time the military had arrived at Wythenshawe Hospital, all four of the other survivors had been unconscious.  Because of the frailty of their condition, they had been moved to the portable quarantine unit the military had brought with them.  The final survivor was presently restrained and under armed guard.  “Unfortunately we don’t expect her to last the day.  As tragic as that is, it has given us an opportunity to show how they resurrect.”  Smith neglected to mention that the other three patients, who had all died and resurrected, had not been killed.  They had been shipped to a military facility north of Manchester so as to undergo further tests.   
 
    A female sergeant knocked on the door and entered the conference room.  Ignoring the civilians, she spoke to the Colonel. 
 
    “Sir, Michael Perry from the CDC is on the phone.”  The Colonel nodded, the others looking at him with surprise. 
 
    “Put him through on speaker phone please, Sergeant.” 
 
    “The CDC?” Dr Patel quizzed. 
 
    “Yes, I spoke with them earlier,” Smith informed the Doctor.   
 
    “Hello, Colonel Smith?”  The voice came from the speakerphone unit in the centre of the conference table. 
 
    “Good to hear from you, Doctor Perry.  You are on speaker phone.  I have several other people in the room with me so be prepared for multiple questions.  Are you able to share with us what happened?” 
 
    “Yes,” Perry’s voice said.  “Yesterday one of our senior staff went on a rampage and attacked several people in the CDC headquarters.  It’s similar to what happened in Manchester by all accounts.” 
 
    “How many dead?” asked the Colonel.   
 
    “Dr Jones died at the start of the event.  He was the one who attacked two security guards.  Each of them went on to attack multiple people.  We think we have it contained, but we have seventeen dead here.” 
 
    “Doctor Perry, my name’s Doctor Moneel Patel.  It wasn’t Paul Jones that died was it?” 
 
    “Yes Doctor, I’m afraid it was.  Did you know him?” 
 
    “We had met yes.  I’m sorry for your loss, he was a good man.  How did he die exactly?”  That was the question that everyone wanted answering. 
 
    “Despite the several gunshot wounds in him, he died from an aortic aneurysm…before he attacked everyone.”  There was a hush in the room. 
 
    “How many of the seventeen dead came back?” Smith asked.  There was a long pause. 
 
    “All but one, which is why the death count was so high.  Nobody expected resurrection to happen.” 
 
    “Do your people agree with my analysis then?” Smith asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Perry answered.  “We believe the virus you have isolated is the cause of this.  The same virus was shown to be in the bodies we have here.  Just like you, we have several people now close to death, and we are recording what happens.  Some people seem to be affected quicker than others.” 
 
    “And do you agree that the virus is capable of bringing the dead back to life?” 
 
    “As much as I don’t believe it myself,” Perry said, “I think it’s almost one hundred per cent a certainty.  Everything we have seen seems to indicate that, and we have multiple bodies in isolation that back that up.” 
 
    “But that’s preposterous,” Soul said.  The room looked at him.  “Zombies are fiction.  They don’t exist in real life.” 
 
    “The evidence would seem to suggest otherwise,” Smith said.  He hid the exasperation in his voice well.  The police officer’s objection was to be expected, and would likely be a familiar reaction amongst the people that would need to be persuaded going forward. 
 
    “Have you had any luck developing a test for the virus Michael?” Smith said, now ignoring the Superintendent.  The Chief Constable gave his subordinate a disapproving stare.  
 
    “Not as yet.  Could take us several days.  It will be weeks before we can get anything that’s ready for mass production.  We hope to use enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay, but whatever this thing is, it’s a bugger to pin down.  So far we can only identify it by visualising it under a scanning electron microscope.” 
 
    “Mass production?” asked the Chief Constable.  “Sorry, Dr Perry, this is the Chief Constable of Greater Manchester Police.  Do you feel such a test is necessary?” 
 
    “Most certainly,” came the response.  “The present state of Bangkok makes that clear.  It is our opinion that we are looking at a pandemic of epic proportions.”  
 
    “Dr Perry, I will be sending you some more data today.  We may have a subject who might be showing immunity to the virus.  I’m hoping to create a serum if she continues to fight off the virus, and ultimately a vaccine.”  Colonel Smith realised how important an individual like Jessica would be in fighting Lazarus.  
 
    “Great to hear.  I will email you later with any updates,” Perry said.  The man sounded tired and distressed. 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor,” Colonel Smith said, ending the conference call.  Smith stood and gathered the folder of papers that was in front of him on the table.  “Now if you gentlemen don’t mind, I believe I am wanted by the Prime Minister.” 
 
    *** 
 
    They had provided her with a TV set, but the mind-numbing distraction of daytime television wasn’t working.  Fear controlled her thoughts.  The bite wound still throbbed, but at least the black worm-like tendrils that had started to snake away from the wound had receded and disappeared.  The doctors said that was a good sign, as was the lack of fever.  She could tell that they were excited by all this, almost forgetting the patient they were supposed to be treating.  Apparently, whatever it was that had infected her was being defeated by her body.   
 
    Yay, go team Jess. 
 
    Jessica was still afraid of what would happen to her though.  Having seen what this thing caused first hand, there was the general fear she held over it getting out into the general population.  The men who had “rescued” her from the hospital had appeared to get things under control, but only by displaying a level of violence that was not acceptable in a modern Western society.  Even though she knew their use of lethal force had been proportionate and necessary, she still struggled with the blatantness of it.  Her only connection to such violence had been vicariously, through the thugs and the murderers her firm represented.  She had seen it on her favourite TV programs, but nothing compared to the shock and awe of its reality.  Jessica now understood the distress she had seen in so many victim’s eyes, shame welling up at all those despicable bastard her firm had represented.  When all this was all over, could she really go back to that kind of law work? 
 
    She had been denied access to a phone.  They said it was because the authorities needed to restrain the flow of information about the disease, that they couldn’t allow panic to rise up on the streets and in the minds of the populous.  The new doctor in the army fatigues kept saying about how the country had “dodged a bullet” and that they were lucky things were now under control.  Funny, but she could tell that he didn’t really believe a word he was saying, as if he hoped his self-delusion could somehow become a reality.  He had introduced himself as Colonel Smith, no first name given.  In her job, she had come to be a relatively good judge of character, and there was something about this Smith fellow that bothered her.  It wasn’t just the clinical coldness and detachment he presented.  There was a malevolence behind the eyes.  Jessica didn’t think she could trust him. 
 
    When she had been handcuffed to the bed in the emergency ward come slaughterhouse, her phone had been unable to receive a signal.  Whilst Jessica had been asked for her next of kin details, and whilst she had been reassured that the people close to her had been informed of her whereabouts and her condition, she couldn’t know for sure.  In fact, neither Tom nor her mother had yet to be informed about Jessica’s state of health or location.  Tom, unable to ring his sister’s now switched off phone was presently playing pass the parcel from switchboard to switchboard as he tried to find out something, anything, about what had happened to his sister and his brother. 
 
    Jessica was clearly in limbo.  The other apprehension she had was what this meant for her.  Even if she was immune as the doctors kept hinting at, would that just turn her into a glorified lab rat?  Every couple of hours they kept coming in to draw blood, to take measurements, to prod her and poke her.  It was degrading, despite the calming and conciliatory bedside manner shown by some of them.  The military personnel attending to her, if anything, were more courteous than the regular hospital staff.  There was a nervousness about the latter, as if they felt uncomfortable being around her. 
 
    The final thing that troubled her was how it was being played out in the news.  It wasn’t even twenty-four hours since her brother had tried to take a chunk out of her.  Whilst the news channels were telling a story, it wasn’t THE story as far as she was concerned, the reporting on Wythenshawe Hospital in no way reflecting what actually happened.  Jessica was watching the reporting now, witnessing the spin that was being played out.  They were saying it was a terrorist attack, that a man, so far unidentified and infected with a form of Ebola had gone on a rampage, only for his co-conspirators to then attack the hospital to try and rescue him.  Press weren’t being allowed on the scene, the death toll yet to be confirmed.  We will bring you more on this story as and when it breaks, the reporters kept promising.   
 
    “The government have again reassured us that the incident is under control and that all the terrorists have been dealt with,” the news reporter stated.  Peter wasn’t a terrorist though.  He just wasn’t.  Peter was a good man, and his memory didn’t deserve to be tarnished and defiled like this.  Whilst he had his flaws, they in no way amounted to killing innocent people to promote some crazed political or ideological vision.  Even though Peter had yet to be named in a single broadcast, her brother wasn’t the portrait being painted all over the media.  Jessica could clearly see what they were trying to do, and panic kept welling up about what that meant for her.  If they were blatantly lying about her brother, what would they end up saying about her? 
 
    And where was her law firm?  Why weren’t the senior partners all over this?  What was the point of being a lawyer if you couldn’t get access to the best legal representation?  She didn’t realise that the great machine of state was slowly rolling to suppress the story, that not even a high-class law firm had any chance, in the short term, to go against the will of a frightened and desperate government.  With time they would be able to roll out the big guns like lawsuits and Judicial reviews.  Unfortunately, time was to be in short supply.  
 
    If she knew the truth of what was coming, Jessica likely would have lost her mind.     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    19.08.19 
 
    Okinawa, Japan 
 
      
 
    Mac had enjoyed his three-day pass and had returned from Bangkok feeling refreshed and full of the energy of youth.  Too much food and beer along with the late nights had done little to impact his ripped metabolism.  It was on such weekends that Mac admitted that joining the US Marines had been the best decision he had ever made.  He didn’t regret the traumas of boot camp for a second, but right now he was suffering for his sins.  The bug he had picked up either on the plane ride or in the city was now making him pay for his extravagance.  The stuff he had done in that fair city would have made a priest’s ears melt if he had shared merely half of it in the confessional, so Mac probably only had himself to blame.  
 
    Mac liked Okinawa.  The Japanese were a polite and friendly people, even though many of them wanted the Americans gone.  Despite the threat posed by North Korea, the foreign devils were no longer welcomed by a growing silent (and sometimes not so silent) majority.  The occasional peaceful protest certainly made a change from his time in the hellholes of the Middle East where half the population had wanted to kill him.  His time in Japan was easy duty, a chance to keep up his training and to repair his damaged mind from the trauma of battle.  Three days of pleasure in Bangkok had really perked his spirits up, only now he felt like shit.  He was well aware that the prostitutes of Thailand were riddled with HIV and other venereal diseases, and so he knew better than to go anywhere near them without using protection.  Mac could thus reassure himself that at least his dick wasn’t about to drop off any time soon.  A small comfort with what was coming. 
 
    Even though he was clearly ill, he had felt guilty about going on sick so soon after his trip.  There were people relying on him, and lying in bed with the flu was the last thing he wanted.  He presumed it was the flu, so Mac had tried to push through it, but when he had collapsed on the parade ground this morning, the beleaguered soldier had been rushed to the medical facility despite his protestations.  At least the beds here were more comfortable than his army-issued cot.   
 
    One of the nurses had scolded him for his stubbornness, the same nurse attending to him now. 
 
    “Open wide,” the nurse said.  She slipped a thermometer into his mouth, her demeanour professional, if a tad bored.  Mac complied.  Although she was cute, she was also an officer.  He was just a Lance Corporal, and as such fraternising was to be …discouraged.  Besides, a woman that hot wouldn’t go with the likes of him.  He was just a grunt.  She no doubt had herself one of those flyboys who acted like they owned the place.  Mac would therefore keep his romantic thoughts to himself, although with the way he presently felt, getting his end away was the last thing he wanted.  Not that he needed to, he’d had enough pussy in Thailand to last him a lifetime. 
 
    She extracted the thermometer. 
 
    “A hundred and two.  Well Lance Corporal, you are officially sick.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Mac responded.  If she had been a waitress and he was with his mates, he would have undoubtedly mentioned that it was her beauty that had caused the temperature of his blood to rise.  Inappropriate in this context of course.  Such a comment might also have been used to explain his heart rate which the annoying machine at the side of him was registering.  It was a hundred and ten.  Mac’s blood pressure was also through the roof.  The virus working within him was having a merry old time destroying what had been a healthy physique.  Mac had no idea that he had also infected half the soldiers in his barracks. 
 
    The doctor appeared, and Mac tried to sit up to attention. 
 
    “You’re ill soldier.  You can relax.”  The doctor was a full bird colonel, an intimidating presence for a boy like Mac out of the Bronx.  
 
    “Yes sir,” Mac said.  He didn’t relax, even though there was a sudden pain stuttering through his chest.   
 
    “The Lance Corporal collapsed on parade this morning,” the nurse told the doctor.  Mac could see the way she looked at the Colonel.  So not a flyboy then.  Good on you colonel, Mac thought, only for the pain to suddenly intensify and shoot into his back.  This time it showed on his face. 
 
    “You ok there marine?” the doctor asked. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Mac said, “just getting a pain.”  Mac pointed to his chest. 
 
    “Has the patient been off base recently?”  The Nurse had triaged the patient so it was easier for the Doctor to ask her for the highlighted information she had collected.  Mac watched the two of them interact, and noticed it was difficult to get air into his lungs. 
 
    “Three-day pass spent in Bangkok,” the Nurse said without a hint of derision.  Mac coughed. 
 
    “We have an alert that there is some sort of outbreak in that city,” the Doctor informed the Nurse.  “Might be good to get this man isolated.”  Mac coughed again.  The doctor looked at him, then glanced over the machines that told him Mac’s heart rate was now up to one thirty.  Mac’s third cough turned into a sustained, brain-rattling affair.  At the end of it, there were specks of blood across the white sheets.  A switch in the Doctor’s mind flipped. 
 
    “Orderly,” he shouted.  “Nurse I want this man isolated now, full PPE.”  The words caused the Nurse to step back involuntarily.   
 
    “What is it Doctor?”  The Nurse sounded alarmed.  Mac looked at her and noticed that his vision had become blurred.  Despite the pain, he was strangely unconcerned with what was happening to him, his mind disassociating itself from the condition afflicting the body it still controlled.  Mac tried to say something, but the words just came out a jumbled mess.  
 
     With startling speed, the marine began to plummet downhill towards a death that would be one of nearly a hundred and twenty-seven million on the island of Japan. 
 
      
 
    19.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    The micro-drone was about the size of a cockroach, but the video feed on it was good enough to show Azrael everything he needed to know about the interior of the hospital where Jessica was being held.  It was a device supplied by his mistress.  Guiding it through the corridors, he had to wait patiently several times for humans to open the many doors that impeded the drone’s progress.  Flying silently up near the ceiling, nobody noticed the surveillance device that spied upon them.  Sat on his motorbike, he used an app on his mobile phone to control the progress of the miraculous electrical marvel.  Such technology was in marked contrast to the almost medieval tools he often used to end people’s lives.  
 
    It took a good thirty minutes for Azrael’s drone to reach where Jessica was being held.  Held was the correct word on this occasion.  Although she wasn’t handcuffed or under arrest, it was safe to say that she wouldn’t be allowed to leave the isolation room she was in until the doctors gave their express permission.  This was reinforced by the armed police officers that he had seen patrolling that area of the hospital.  It seemed that the men who had come for him were expecting Azrael to turn up again.  He had faced worse odds, and it would be rude of him to disappoint them.  Finding a high cabinet to set the drone down, he left it there with the camera feed running. 
 
    He had found her, so now what?  Could he sacrifice himself, that was the pressing question?  Azrael thought he could, but there was a nagging doubt there, as if something was holding him back.  It felt like something was incomplete, some answer to the mystery of his life that he needed to unravel before he could go through with any of this.  Dying with issues unresolved… could he accept that? 
 
    He wasn’t sure he could. 
 
    The next issue was how to go about his task.  His instructions were clear in that Jessica needed to die, and Azrael felt there was a chance he could successfully do that now, but he would need to take time and effort in the preparation.  The problem for him was that simple murder wasn’t now good enough for his troubled mind, despite the clarity of his orders.  He demanded answers, and the only way he could get those answers would be from Jessica’s frightened lips.  That needed time, time he likely wouldn’t have if he just stormed in there all guns blazing.  To kill her would be relatively straightforward.  To question her first would be infinitely more challenging. 
 
    The video feed from the drone showed Jessica through the window of her room.  There was a man in the isolation booth with her, clad in full protective gear.  That meant she was sick, something his organisation hadn’t informed him about.  She didn’t look like a threat, but then they never did.  Nearly two dozen people he had killed and every one of them looked as innocent as the fallen snow.  It was their knowledge and their actions that threatened the perceived order of the world, although to date nobody had really explained all that to Azrael.  He was just told who to kill and when to kill.  As a loyal soldier, he had never asked why these people had needed to die.  Could he defy Mother?  
 
    He asked himself that now.  Azrael had no answer that satisfied him.   
 
    Looking at the woman’s face Azrael was doubly certain that he knew her.  Before he could end her life, he needed to satiate his curiosity.  Azrael knew that before he could kill, this mysterious woman, he needed to sit down with her face to face.  And that would mean those acting against him would most likely capture or kill him.  Azrael needed to decide once and for all if he could accept that. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nick had set up his base of operations off hospital grounds.  The abandoned four bedroom detached safe house they were using was about five miles from the hospital, close to the main roads and within spitting distance of a recreational field for helicopter extraction.  As much as Nick would have preferred to stay at the hospital itself, that wouldn’t really be a suitable venue for the detention and interrogation of Azrael should they ever catch him.  Plus, the equipment they needed to set up would have caused too many questions to be asked.  Whilst those questions could have been answered, Nick preferred not to come under that type of scrutiny.  His agency didn’t normally work out in the open, it wasn’t good for them to be so exposed.  The team had already pushed the boundary of what they could get away with in that regard.  That was the biggest problem with being such a clandestine organisation.  You had to do everything you could to stop regular people knowing of your very existence. 
 
    Whilst the house they were using wasn’t isolated, the interrogation room was in the basement with heavy soundproofing.  Their target, when captured, would be able to scream to his heart’s content without the neighbours being roused from their passive lives. 
 
    “If you wanted to run covert surveillance on Jessica, knowing there were armed police all over the hospital, how would you go about it?”  That was the question Nick had asked Natasha when they had run the sweep on the hospital Jessica had been transferred to. 
 
    “I wouldn’t hack into the surveillance feeds,” Natasha had answered, “because we could easily detect any intrusion into the system and would be actively looking for it.  I would use a drone of some kind.” 
 
    “Can we counter that?” Nick had then asked. 
 
    “I reckon so.  With the equipment we brought with us, I can’t do anything effective, so I’ll give Central a shopping list and have it delivered.  Within twelve hours I can have the hospital outfitted with radio frequency scanners which should detect any signal put off by any drone transmitting.  If the drone’s operator is in range, with luck we can pinpoint their location.”   
 
    That had all been put in place, and Natasha was now sat in another room with an array of monitoring equipment.  They also had a live feed taken from a hack into the cameras in the infectious diseases ward, one showing Jessica lying in her hospital bed.  In isolation, there was no real privacy, your every moment needing to be monitored.   
 
    Before he had left the hospital, Nick had stood on the other side of the observation booth, the hum of the building and the air conditioning almost hypnotic.  There was something about Jessica that he couldn’t put his finger on, a strength of personality that he had known so few people saw.  Jessica Dunn.  Lawyer and unwitting agent in the fight against the apocalypse.  She had looked at him through the glass, Nick unable to determine what she thought of him, although he did sense a hint of hostility there.  Who could really blame her for that? 
 
    Nick still had difficulty believing what the doctors and the scientists were saying, but he couldn’t really deny it now, not after the revelations unleashed by Mother.  Nick had seen what had happened, had witnessed the reports coming out of Bangkok, had listened to the reports made to him by his own trusted men.  And now even the Americans were reporting that they had a similar incident.  That would likely explain why Campbell was nowhere to be seen.  The elusive bastard had been missing all morning.  
 
    Natasha’s electronics easily detected Azrael’s drone, and the technological wizardry started to hone in on an aberrant signal.  Nick wandered into the room where Natasha sat looking rather proud of what she had set up.  There were a dozen monitors all showing various images from around the safe house and the hospital. 
 
    “Looks like we might have something Boss.” 
 
    Natasha’s equipment indicated that there was indeed a drone being used on hospital grounds.   
 
    “Signal detected, but it might be difficult to track,” Natasha said.  “Doesn’t mean it’s our guy of course.”  Nick looked at the main monitor showing Jessica sleeping.  Was he watching a dying woman though?  She had been bitten, which for everyone else had apparently been a death sentence so far.  Wythenshawe Hospital was still in utter chaos, with soldiers everywhere and patients being moved to other hospitals that clearly didn’t have the beds or the willingness to take them.   
 
    Nick’s phone gave the distinct ring tone that MI13 were calling. 
 
     “This is Central.  Please give voice recognition.”  The electronic female voice was harsh and demanding. 
 
    “Nicholas Carter,” he said.  He followed this with his authentication code. 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel.  Please hold for the Director.” 
 
    “Nick?” Osmond demanded. 
 
    “We seem to be speaking to each other a lot these days,” Nick said. 
 
    “Yes, we do don’t we.  You’re wanted in London I’m afraid.  I tried to keep your team out of this, but the PM wants you to report to the COBRA committee.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for that Sir Osmond.”  Fucking politicians.  If there was one thing you could guarantee it was a politician with a bug up their arse to ruin everything. 
 
    “I sympathise.  But they are in total panic here.  I think they need their hands holding.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t make any sense,” insisted Nick.  “Colonel Smith is better placed to fill them in. I’m needed here.” 
 
    “Indeed he is and indeed you are.  But you have your orders.  And Colonel Smith will be joining you.  There’s a private jet waiting for you at Manchester Airport.  Should get you to London City within an hour.  I promise to have you back in Manchester for tea and crumpets.”   
 
    “What do I tell them though?  I’m a field operative.  I don’t know shit about what this disease is.”   
 
    “You tell them what you saw.  You lay it on thick and give them the worst case scenario.  To be honest we need someone like you to be there to tell them what they need to do.  Because they have absolutely no idea.  We are getting reports now from across Europe.  This thing is starting to erupt, and the PM should have put troops on the streets hours ago.  Ironically it might be the riots rather than the actual virus that causes her to do that.”  Nick listened to his boss, but his attention was now drawn to something more pressing.  The image of Jessica in her room, in a building with emergency backup generators and priority electricity supply.  The camera had stopped transmitting.  In fact, seven of the monitors were now all just showing snow. 
 
    “Sir,” Nick’s voice expressed the urgency of the situation.  “I will have to get back to you on this.  We might have a problem here.”   
 
    “This isn’t your way of trying to spare yourself a plane ride is it Colonel?”   
 
    “No sir.”  Nick ended the call without another word. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jeff and Carl had both been left behind at the hospital to watch over Jessica.  You never assumed anything in cases like this and it was important to keep men on the ground.  Even with full access to all the surveillance feeds monitoring Jessica and the surrounding hospital, electronics were often not as reliable as boots on the ground.   
 
    Carl had gone to answer a call of nature, so Jeff was presently alone in a building filled with hundreds of people.  There were plenty of police around, as well as the military adjuncts with Colonel Smith.  You never could be too careful though, especially as only some of the police were armed.  With the immediate threat of the disease passed, Jeff and Carl now only carried concealed pistols, their more serious ordinance considered overkill for the tranquillity the hospital promised.  
 
    Jeff sat in a small waiting room adjacent to Jessica’s isolation ward, the door open so he could see the flow of people.  When you were cut off from the world, you needed familiar faces to come and visit you, and the waiting room was more luxurious than normal hospital facilities.  The seat he had picked was actually comfortable which was a refreshing change for Jeff.  As he was fond of telling anyone who would listen, with less than ten per cent body fat, he had no padding on his arse to act as a cushion whenever he sat down.  This made most public seating uncomfortable for him, even tortuous after any length of time.  That wasn’t a bad thing in his mind, because it helped stop him being lazy.  For once he thought, the seats he found in this room were plush, and today he was thankful for that. 
 
    His stomach rumbled.  Whilst his body needed fuel, he always objected to putting crap into it, and the vending machine that quietly hummed over in the corner didn’t have a single healthy substance within it, which made no sense given this was a healthcare facility.  He knew he had to relent though, its beckoning presence almost taunting him.  The one thing they always told you in the army was to eat whenever you could when on an operation.  The quality didn’t matter, just get food in your belly so that you were ready to act when the shit hit the fan.  It helped that he had a cast iron constitution. 
 
    Standing, Jeff sauntered over to the machine and examined what was on display.  He was not impressed, but he was spared the ultimate agony of choice.  Before he could put his money in to select a morsel rammed full of sugar and trans-fats, the lights in the room went out.  The vending machine gave a low gurgle as its refrigeration system shut off, the display screen turning black.  Outside the room, the corridor lights also went out. 
 
    “The fuck?” 
 
    Caught off guard, he waited for the backup generators to kick in.  This was a hospital after all, it should be able to power the machines that were essential for life even in the direst of power emergencies.  But they never did.  Whilst the battery-driven emergency lighting was still on, it created much reduced visibility.  Something clearly wasn’t right.  There were no such things as coincidences, not to his mind.  This sort of thing just didn’t happen, not in first world countries with all the checks and balances and regulations everyone was forced to comply with.  
 
    He answered the Bluetooth call that came through his earpiece on the third ring. 
 
    “Jeff, the camera feeds from the hospital are down,” Nick stated on the other end of the line. 
 
    “So are the lights, Boss.”  In the distance, he thought he heard something.  The noise repeated, closer and louder now.  “We have gunfire here.  I’m going to need SAS backup.”  Jeff withdrew the Glock pistol from its belt holster.   
 
    “I’m on it,” Nick said.  “Stay out of trouble,” the concerned voice said, and the call ended.  Stay out of trouble he tells me?   
 
    The lighting in the room was just good enough to see his surroundings, but most of it was coming from bulbs that were only to be used in times of catastrophe.  It gave the surroundings an eerie glow. 
 
    Stepping into the door of the reception room, he spotted two confused looking armed police officers.  They had met Jeff and believed he was with MI5.  There was more gunfire, this time very recognisable.  Probably the stairwell to this floor.  It would appear trouble was definitely on its way.  He could see the alarmed coppers and the corridor behind them, but from where he stood, the expanse of corridor to the left of him was blocked from his sight.  Both men were on alert, one trying to contact other officers over his radio.  
 
    “I want a perimeter around Jessica Dunn’s room.  Do it now,” Jeff ordered.  Both men nodded and turned to make their way down the short length of corridor.  One officer started to radio the commands in.  Neither of them made it more than a few steps, both officers caught in a hail of gunfire that seemed to ignore the bulletproof armour they wore.  Their bodies shook as nearly a dozen rounds ploughed into them, stripping them of their lives, the weapons used clearly suppressed, but still loud.  They were also most definitely firing armour piercing rounds. 
 
    Stood in the doorway, Jeff was spared, the shooter obviously unable to see him because no shots came his way.  Quickly, he stepped back, a projectile whistling past his head.  Not a bullet this time, but a tear gas canister.  Crap, he hated tear gas. 
 
    “Shit,” Jeff muttered to himself.  He hid himself from the corridor, the gas already seeping into his room.  Jeff had experienced tear gas before, and it wasn’t pleasant.  During his army training, the instructor had stuck the recruits in a room to see how long they could last.  Although he had been able to outdo everyone, Jeff hadn’t been functional when he had finally surrendered to the gas’ effects.  Without a gas mask, he would be pretty much useless against what was clearly multiple armed opponents.  Where the fuck was Carl? 
 
    “Alpha team moving up on target,” he heard a muffled voice say.  His eyes now starting to sting, Jeff pushed his back up along the wall that separated him from the corridor outside, gun ready.  He could hear the attacker’s movement, plasterboard and wood separating them from his position.  The idea of firing through the wall occurred to him, but he knew he would be firing blind at heavily armed targets.  It would be a miracle if he could hit even one of them, and he only had so many rounds.  Across the hallway, a door crashed open, the attackers obviously running a sweep. 
 
    Would they know the layout of the hospital?  Of course they would.  This section was freely accessible to the public so it wouldn’t have been hard to reconnoitre.  Jeff, as silently as he could, slid further away from the door along the wall.  The vending machine wasn’t fitted snuggly in the corner, and he was able to squeeze behind it.  Just in time. 
 
    Jeff heard, rather than saw the man enter the room.  There was the brief sound of feet on the linoleum floor. 
 
    “Clear,” the man said.  With that, Jeff was once again alone, caustic smoke now filling the room with its ghostly presence.  Jeff’s eyes began to stream, his vision becoming obscured by tears.  He realised he would be at a significant disadvantage here.  Multiple armed and trained assailants.  With his vision impaired and with the added bonus that he was now finding it difficult to breath, his best course of action was to stay where he was until further help came.  Whoever this was had no aversion to shooting police officers.   
 
    The best course of action for self-preservation wasn’t always what fate demanded, however.  Unfortunately for Jeff, he had a job to do and standing around here with his thumb up his arse wasn’t going to achieve that.  Withdrawing himself from his hiding place, Jeff slowly moved to the door and looked out as best he could.  There was shouting further down the hall, more gunshots.  He had to find out what this was all about.  At least he had a pretty good idea where they were all going. 
 
    *** 
 
    Colonel Smith wasn’t armed which was probably exactly what saved his life.  Although he was a doctor and a research scientist, he was more than capable of firing a gun.  It just wasn’t warranted that he walk about with one amongst the already terrified civilian medical staff.  This wasn’t a combat zone, this was a hospital.   
 
    Until now.  
 
     Smith stood with his hands in the air as he had been instructed.  At this present moment in time, there was a dead man at his feet and two further men pointing guns at him.  With his white lab coat on over his military fatigues, he wasn’t even dressed for this new turn of events. 
 
    The laboratory he was in was two doors along the corridor from Jessica’s isolation room.  The dead man was his sergeant, a man Smith had worked with for nearly five years.  A capable man, with a family.  How would the two young children cope without him? Smith found himself thinking.  When the first gunman had stormed in shouting orders, the Sergeant had lunged at him, and had even managed to get the gun halfway out of the attacker’s control.  Unfortunately, the second man through the door hadn’t hesitated and had put three rounds in the soldier’s chest.  Through wisps of smoke, a third man had entered. 
 
    All of the attackers were dressed in black combat gear.  They sported gas masks and were armed to the teeth.  More men passed along the corridor behind the three men.  This was a full-on invasion. 
 
    “Colonel,” the third man said.  “Where is your research on the Dunn woman?”  Smith looked at the gas mask, looked at the gun, his eyes then roamed over all three men.  He couldn’t see their faces, and their voices were distorted by the apparatus they wore.  Was that an American accent though? 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Smith insisted.  “This is a goddamn hospital.”  The third man stepped forward, gun aimed. 
 
    “I will ask you a final time.  Where is the research?” 
 
    “I’m dead no matter what,” Smith said realising the inevitability as he said the words. 
 
    “No, I wish to minimise casualties.  I am authorised to only kill those who are a threat.  You are unarmed.”  Authorised?  Smith considered this.  Really, he had nothing to gain by being obstructive. 
 
    “My laptop’s on that table,” Smith said, pointing.  The first man walked over to it and opened up the lid. 
 
    “Fingerprint protection,” the first man stated irritatingly.   
 
    “There are ways around that,” the third man said as he withdrew a wicked looking combat knife.  “Which finger Colonel?  Don’t fuck with me or I will take them all.”   
 
    “Wouldn’t it just be easier for me to log in and let you turn that security aspect off?”    
 
    “Now you are being cooperative,” said the third man, satisfied he had acquired the desired level of cooperation.  Smith moved over to the laptop and pressed his thumb on the reader, his every action watched for the first hint of betrayal.  The expectation of a bullet hitting him was high.  Instead, after he completed the demanded task, hands grabbed him and he was manhandled into a chair where his limbs were secured with zip ties. 
 
    “As I said, cooperation means life,” the third man said.  There was the hint of relief in his voice.  Smith had a sense that he wasn’t happy being here. 
 
    “Subject secured,” Smith heard a voice say over the third man’s radio. 
 
    “Roger,” answered the third man.  Outside the door, Smith saw three men dressed the same as the invaders in his lab.  One of them carried a figure over their shoulder.  He couldn’t see who the abductee was, but he guessed it was Jessica Dunn.  At least they had shown the common sense to make her wear a hazmat suit.  There was still a significant risk that she carried the virus. 
 
    “I would highlight the terrible mistake you are making,” Smith said, “but I think you already know.” 
 
    “We follow orders just like you,” the third man said regrettably.  “We don’t have to like them.”  He twirled his finger in the air.  “Move it out people.”  Grabbing the laptop, the three men in black retreated from the laboratory, leaving Smith trussed up uselessly.  Pausing before he left, the third man turned and looked directly at the Colonel. 
 
    “Sorry about your man,” the mystery assailant said.  “In fact, I’m sorry about all of this.  If there had been another way…”   
 
    “Just know the man you killed had a wife and two daughters,” Smith said scathingly.  Shaking his head in obvious regret, the man in black left, leaving Smith alone.  The Colonel’s eyes fumed with the indignation he had just been forced to endure. 
 
      
 
    She had seen one of them punch a man to the ground with the butt of his gun.  Through the observation window of her hospital room, the men in black came and brought devastation with them.  Mercilessly, and without a hint of explanation, they then came for her.  They looked formidable as one of them entered her isolation room, and Jessica realised she had possibly never been as frightened as she had over the past twenty-four hours.  Only one man came fully inside, the other two watching from outside where previously only people who had exuded the illusion that they were helping her had been.  A box was hurled next to the bed she lay in. 
 
     “Please put that on and come with me,” the man said behind his gas mask.  Jessica looked at the box, realised almost instantly what it contained.  She found it strangely unnerving that the man had said please.  The politeness just didn’t seem to fit the scenario. 
 
    “You hurt that man,” Jessica stated referring to the doctor that had been stood outside.  That wasn’t right, he had been one of the nicer ones.  She felt nauseous with what was happening, the man’s apparent politeness was betrayed by the fact that he was pointing a machine gun at her.  What the hell is wrong with the world? 
 
    “This will go a lot easier if you do as I say,” the man said.  His tone was measured, but there was an urgency there.  Jessica couldn’t even see what ethnicity he was, so well was his face hidden.  So in her mind, she called him Bastard. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” she begged. 
 
    “That is none of your concern,” Bastard said dismissively. 
 
    “None of my concern?  But this is kidnapping.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.  We are merely relocating you.  Now put on the fucking suit.”  That was more like it, right there was the kind of language she expected in a situation such as this.  Tentatively, Jessica stepped from the bed.  Bending down, she picked the box up and placed it on the bed so it would be easier for her to open.  Her fingers fumbled with the casing, fear playing havoc with her coordination.  Inside she found a protective cover-all similar to the one the men had worn in the emergency department, only this one was green in colour. 
 
    “Hurry up please,” Bastard said.  “We have limited time here.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck,” Jessica suddenly erupted.  She threw the box at the man, anger and anxiety overwhelming her.  The box, being made of cardboard, did Bastard absolutely no damage at all, and his body language shifted to one of exasperation.  Swinging the machine gun on its strap, he let go of it and pulled an item off his belt. 
 
    “This is a Taser Ms Dunn.  It is used for compliance and restraint.  It is also extremely painful.”  Bastard pointed it at her.  “So in my mind, you have two choices.”  Stepping back, he kicked the box back over to her.  “You can put it on willingly over your normal clothing which I will allow you to wear.  Or I will use this on you, strip you naked of that very unattractive hospital gown, put the suit on you and carry you out of here like a sack of coal.  For the latter, my men will have to come in and help me.  Don’t make me do that Jessica.  Don’t make us humiliate you.  We are here to help you after all.” 
 
    “How do you even know my name?” 
 
    “We know everything about you.  Now, what’s it going to be?”  
 
    “Fuck you,” Jessica roared. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” sighed Bastard, and hit her with the Taser. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Six men, possibly more have raided the hospital.  Heavily armed.  Police presence has been nullified.  I am unable to deal with the threat they pose.”  Nick listened to his subordinate tell him what was going down in the hospital with growing dismay.   
 
    Jeff was now out in the open.  Inside, he had no chance against such a heavily armed force, but outside he could assess the situation in the fading daylight.  At least he now had options.  The attackers would need one or more vehicles in which to escape from, and in his mind, he had plotted how they had entered the hospital grounds.  Jeff had familiarised himself with much of the layout, which is how he was able to be in place to witness the firefight that was about to ensue. 
 
    Carl crept up beside him. 
 
    “Nice of you to join me.” 
 
    “Sorry, gents was out of order.  I had to go down a floor.  I was mid cable when the shooting started.”  Carl looked as the six-man team, all dressed in black, appeared and ran across the carpark.  The last man was carrying Jessica. 
 
    “Any word on that backup boss?” Jeff quizzed into his Bluetooth.   
 
    “SAS are five minutes out.  Is there any way you can stall them?” the commanding voice ordered. 
 
    “We can try,” Jeff said, although he had no confidence that anything he could do would be enough or in time.  When the van that the abductors were running to exploded, Jeff changed his mind about that pretty damn quick. 
 
    *** 
 
    Whilst Azrael had not seen the six men enter the hospital, the video relayed by his drone showed them subdue and abduct Jessica.  They had disabled the power to the hospital, but not his drone which sat there and witnessed everything passively.  It also gave him some idea as to the level of violence they were comfortable with.  At first, what he saw confused him.  Who would be so brazen as to act in such a manner?  He watched as Jessica was Tasered, and then observed the abductors fit the woman into an isolation suit.  That meant only one thing, they intended to remove her from the hospital, which presented Azrael with the opportunity he needed.  You had to go with what nature’s luck presented you with. 
 
    Access points to that part of the hospital were limited, so it had not taken him long to figure their exit.  With that deduction, he had easily identified the extraction vehicle.  In the distance, the sound of approaching police cars could be heard. It would take several minutes for them to reach this part of the hospital grounds.  From where Azrael stood behind an imposing oak tree, he could see the black Ford van, its engine idling, a single driver visible in the front cabin.  Azrael had positioned himself so as not to be obvious to those going in and out of the hospital grounds initially, and kept himself out of the gaze of any cameras that might be lurking around.  Now he had relocated, placing himself for the necessary interdiction.  It had taken exactly nine seconds for him to withdraw and load the MP5 machine gun from his duffle bag, and he slung it behind him on its sling.  The Glock came next.  He placed the pistol and several ammo clips into his killing belt, which now had pouches and a holster added to accompany the assortment of knives.  Azrael felt the power filling him.  This was who he was, this right here was what he was born for.  Let the slaughter commence. 
 
    He wasn’t in any way complacent, knowing that his chances were slim here.  Azrael had the element of surprise however, and that was sometimes enough to tip the balance.  The first thing he needed to do was take out the vehicle, and that was where the grenade came in.  Azrael’s heart began to swell with the excitement of what was about to unfold.  It was moments like these that he felt alive, anxiety presently an emotion completely alien to him.  Right now he was to face multiple armed targets in combat, how exquisite was that, especially if his end was to come?  Pulling the pin from the grenade, he held the detonator switch down.   
 
    Then as expected, the six men emerged with their package and stormed across the space from the building’s exit to their vehicle.  This was the chance he needed, the men caught out in the open with no effective cover, the area they were crossing an expanse of manicured lawn.  Azrael was close enough to be in effective range, less than twenty meters.   
 
    As the side door to the hospital opened, he waited two seconds and then threw the grenade.  It was a calculated risk, the hope was that the vehicle would absorb most of the blast as the underneath of it was shattered.  His aim was true and the bomb landed under the vehicle.  Azrael didn’t know, but a piece of shrapnel would hit one of his new found enemies in the leg, severing the femoral artery making his ultimate task just that little bit easier.   
 
    With Jessica being carried by the man at the rear of the group, Azrael also hoped that she would be shielded from most of the blast.  To ensure that, Azrael grabbed the MP5 and fired on semi-automatic from behind the cover of the tree as soon as the grenade had left his hand.  The first five rounds he put into the vehicle engine and through the front windscreen, one bullet taking the van’s driver in the shoulder.  The team of six were already seeking cover when the grenade exploded.   
 
    The shock wave washed over him, but Azrael didn’t see the explosion.  He was now too busy cowering behind the tree which was the only thing protecting him from the incoming machine gun fire.  Wood chips shattered on both sides of him, and Azrael crouched down to give himself more cover.  He let them waste their ammo, their escape van now on fire.  As expected, the van didn’t explode, but with a punctured engine and shattered undercarriage, it certainly wouldn’t be going anywhere. 
 
    He risked a glance from behind the tree, the rate of fire increasing as the flash of his head appeared. 
 
    “Fuck” he muttered to himself.  These guys knew how to shoot. 
 
    “Move, move,” he heard one of the men shooting at him shout.  Azrael anticipated his next move.  Three would likely lay down suppressing fire, the others extracting the target by other means.  He expected them to retreat rather than actively engage.  The pressing need to escape would override any desire for revenge. 
 
    “Man down,” came another shout. 
 
      
 
    Everything had gone exactly to plan which rarely happened in an operation such as this.  So the man Jessica had labelled Bastard was probably not overly surprised when the extraction vehicle was attacked.  At the back of his pack, with Jessica over his shoulder, he was too far to be damaged by the grenade’s blast wave, but he saw one of his men fall to the ground clutching their leg.  Bastard was already ducking for cover due to the deadly machine gun fire, which really put a spoiler on the day. 
 
    Bastard knew it wasn’t MI13 firing at him.  They only had two operatives on hospital grounds, but none of his men had encountered them which was probably a good thing.  Even though Bastard’s team had the firepower, you could never underestimate the lethal force of MI13 operatives, which was why the use of the tear gas had been so essential in his planning.  He would have felt somewhat bad about killing them, just as he had mild concerns about the numbers that they had been forced to shoot in the hospital.  But orders were there to be obeyed, and any sense of resistance had needed to be instantly suppressed.  None of his men were trigger happy, any deaths delivered were totally justified, and he would say as much in his report.  So long as they got away, there would be nothing to tie himself or his men to the organisation they worked for.  With Jessica Dunn safely acquired, nobody would be critical of the team’s actions.  In a few days, if the analysts were right, none of the slaughter they had performed would matter anyway. 
 
    Caught out in the open, his men dropped, as did Bastard.  None too gently, he dumped Jessica on the ground, dragging a grunt from her.  The Taser had dealt with her effectively, although it would have been better if she had just cooperated.  Bastard could understand her reaction; he probably would have responded the same way.  He joined his team in returning fire, the large tree the target, the person behind it already responsible for the death of one of his men.  Who the fuck was shooting at them? 
 
    They couldn’t stay here out in the open for long.  They had to get the woman out of here, which now meant stealing a vehicle, a task easily done as they were near the main car park.  All they had to do was point guns at the driver of two of the many cars and they would be out of here.  Their secondary extraction was seven minutes away. 
 
    “Move, move,” he screamed at his men.  Two stood up and ran back to him, three more continuing to give covering fire, including the injured man.  Leg wound, that would be a problem.  Bastard thought he had things back under control.  Fire and move, keep the shooter pinned down.  There was no indication of who the attacker was, it was a complete unknown, but that wasn’t important now.  He was just thinking how lucky they were to be only facing the one assailant when the man closest to him jerked sideways, a fountain of blood ejecting from the side of his head, the sound of the single shot just discernible over the barrage being hurled at the tree. 
 
    “Man down,” Bastard shouted.  This was all turning to shit rapidly. 
 
    “On your five,” one of his men roared and began to lay down covering fire at a line of bushes to Bastard’s right.  In the heat of the moment, he didn’t notice the slumped body rise up behind him, groggy at first, stumbling even, Jessica dragging herself off the ground. 
 
      
 
    The noise was deafening and had ripped her from the semi-conscious state the Taser had created.  She wasn’t bound at all, and now lying on the ground, Jessica saw the only chance open to her.  Something whizzed past her head, spitting up asphalt from the surface behind where she lay.  Nobody had ever shot at her before, and this was nothing like how they portrayed things in the movies.  Jessica was beyond terrified, and her body went into flight mode, all rational notions of keeping low lost to the primal urge to just get the fuck out of there. On her feet she ran, legs weak but forced to work by determination. 
 
    Bastard was too pre-occupied to stop her escape attempt, but she knew he would come after her.  She was the prize, the reason for all this, and she still didn’t know why.  If she got away, their mission would fail, and she believed Bastard wouldn’t put up with that.  Their brief conversation had told her enough about the man to know she now only had a single, fleeting chance to save herself.  Even though the suit she wore was bulky, she still managed a burst of speed.  If there was one thing she could do, it was run, having done two charity marathons in her life.  Jessica might have let the job get in the way of her social life, but running was something she never neglected.  Lately, it was probably the only thing that had kept her sane. 
 
    She stumbled though, the hazmat suit not providing much in the way of protection to her bare feet.  Something sharp dug into her heel and she struggled to avoid falling.  With the plastic covering all encasing, there was no way she could look behind her, so she forged onwards, determined to get away, fighting through the pain in her feet and muscles.  But where?  Up ahead she could see hospital staff fleeing for cover, and in the distance, she heard the blissful sound of sirens.  Everything around her became a blur. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the helicopter really ruined Bastard’s day.  He had three men down, two definitely dead.  His escape vehicle was toast, and now there was the sound that would put dread into the heart of anyone in his situation.  The remnants of his team were managing to retreat, but their movement was hampered by the fire coming from two different directions.  They were getting low on ammunition as well.  Once their magazines were empty, they were likely done. 
 
    “Alpha team to control,” Bastard screamed into his radio.  “Require emergency extraction.  Three down by unknown assailants.” 
 
    “Negative Alpha team,” came the response.  “Extraction not available at this time.” 
 
    “Fuck,” one of his men said, as he took a round to the left arm. 
 
    Bastard had made to go after Jessica, but the ground in front of him had erupted as a barrage of bullets had ripped the earth up, forcing him to delay his pursuit.  One of the bullets nicked his calf, a stinging, burning wound that didn’t hamper him in the slightest.  It was enough for Jessica to get a decent head start so that she was now significantly ahead of him. 
 
    “We need to go, we need to go now,” Bastard said to those around him.  “Make for that tree,” he said pointing, “I’ll cover.”  The three remaining men in his team didn’t wait but legged it whilst Bastard put down suppressing fire.  Over the treetops from the direction of the original shooter, a helicopter came into view.  Bastard recognised it immediately.  A Eurocopter AS365 Dauphin, easily recognisable at this distance, and he knew what that meant.  Fucking SAS.  They were in the shit now and no mistake. 
 
      
 
    Jeff and Carl had both been surprised when the lone gunman had attacked the superior force.  The surprise was enough to tip the balance initially, and the two MI13 men agreed on the strategy to take.  One of them would stay and open up a second front against the armed insurgents.  Jeff would work his way around behind the lone shooter and try and ascertain just who the fuck he was.  
 
    Jeff was already moving before Carl opened fire.  Carl’s firepower was limited to the pistol he carried, but it gave enough of a distraction for the lone shooter behind the tree to be able to resume the assault.  From where he was, Jeff could see that Jessica had taken the wise decision to leg it, which really must have pissed off whoever the men in black were, the ego of whoever was in charge of that invading force most likely cursing the bad luck that had descended on him. 
 
    Jeff and Carl’s ace in the hole was the “Blue Thunder” team that was already heading their way.  As soon as the attack on the hospital had been confirmed, the Colonel would have contacted the SAS who were still at Wythenshawe Hospital.  Handy to have those lads around, and certainly better to have them on your side than facing them in battle. 
 
    The question in Jeff’s mind was who the hell was the lone shooter?  It wasn’t police, because they hadn’t identified, and the local constabulary didn’t walk about packing grenades.  There was only one person he could think it could possibly be…the very man that was the cause of MI13 being in this godforsaken part of the country.  And that just brought forth more questions than it answered.   
 
    Ducked down low between a row of hedges, Jeff made his way to his target in a wide arc that put him out of danger from the firefight, keeping him out of sight of the person he was after.  With luck, he could sneak up behind the individual and take him by surprise. 
 
    “Another one down,” Carl’s voice in his Bluetooth stated.  There was no excitement in the voice, it was calm, measured.  The carnage was now probably seventy metres away from Jeff, the firefight still loud, even over the foam earplugs he had in.   
 
    “Another minute and I should be able to see the shooter,” Jeff replied.  To his right, a door opened and a startled woman in surgical scrubs stepped out only to be greeted by the sight of a crouching man with a gun.  It wasn’t something you saw every day, and he waved her away. 
 
    “Armed police,” Jeff lied, “get back inside.”  The woman didn’t need telling twice, and she ducked back, the door closing behind her almost silently.  To his right, he saw the wary eyes at windows trying to watch as much of the firefight as they could, whilst avoiding the bullets that might fly their way.  Let them watch, Jeff thought.  There would also undoubtedly be people videoing the ruckus.  He couldn’t do anything about that now, it was something to deal with later.  Moros would fix it. 
 
    Turning a corner, the large oak came into view.  There was the shooter, crouched down behind it, firing again.  Jeff could see the wood chips exploding off the tree as the return fire tried to defy the natural barrier.  Carefully, he stepped forward, mindful to stay out of the attacker’s peripheral vision.   
 
    “Helicopter incoming,” Carl said into his ear.  About fucking time. 
 
    *** 
 
    Azrael ejected the empty magazine and slammed another one into place.  His face stung where fragments of wood had embedded themselves into his pliant flesh.  A minor injury, more of an irritant really, although precariously close to his left eye.  Looking through the machine gun’s sight, he set off another five round burst, his targets retreating, the smoke from the burning van wafting across the field of battle.  Part of him didn’t even know why he was continuing to fire for hadn’t he just failed in his ultimate mission? 
 
    Jessica Dunn could be seen running.  He could have shot her and likely killed her, thus fulfilling the orders he had been given.  Azrael had even lined up the shot and put pressure on the trigger, but something inside him stopped the shot from being taken.  Doubt, the same feelings that had surfaced when the draft email had arrived.  If he shot her, he could never discover what she knew.  For the first time, Azrael found himself directly questioning the instructions Mother had given him, not knowing of course that Mother had nothing to do with his present mission.  The machine he had been turned into had finally refused to obey its commands. 
 
    It was as if something had been jarred in his head, like a circuit had been knocked loose.  What was even more surprising was the very real fact that he didn’t WANT to kill her.  That was a first for him, as was the fact that there had been no halo around her.  Murdering another human being was the sweetest thing to him, there was nothing else really that mattered.  Azrael existed to end the lives of others, and yet everything within him rebelled against taking the shot.  The moment had been lost when a bullet almost took his head off, a fresh burst of incoming fire raining devastation around him.  Then the other lone shooter had joined in the battle.  The enemy of my enemy was indeed apparently his friend. 
 
    From where he was, Azrael couldn’t see who the other shooter was.  He had considered moving, but this was the optimum position for him, the surrounding cover minimal.  To move would have put him at significant risk.  Foliage might have obscured sight, but it did little to stop bullets.  With the second shooter though, the onslaught against him was reduced allowing him to regain the edge.  That was why his enemy was retreating.  
 
    The game really changed when the helicopter descended onto the scene.  He never saw where it had unloaded its men, six SAS rappelling from its side doors, but it had hovered overhead for several seconds as those inside assessed the situation.  Azrael knew his time here had come to end.  Had he done the right thing Azrael wondered?  He felt conflicted, guilty even.  Everything that he was wanted to comply with Mother’s orders, except for the stubborn resistance that had grown from seemingly nothing.  Jessica Dunn had escaped, and part of him was glad. 
 
    On the field of battle, he saw three of the men in black running, seemingly in pursuit of Jessica, at the very least, they were running in the same direction.  He lined up a shot and hit one square in the back.  The man was flung forward, where he lay for several seconds until he could gather himself off the floor.  Winded and bruised, but not a mortal wound thanks to the effectiveness of the body armour.  The lone man who had remained to provide cover unleashed what seemed to be a full clip against Azrael.  
 
    “Fuck me,” he said to himself as more chunks of bark erupted around him.   
 
    There was gunfire from a third direction now, more armed men appearing, the hospital’s attackers being outflanked.  That was when Azrael heard it, the faint sound behind him.  Machine gun empty, he reached for his sidearm, knowing it was already too late. 
 
    “Best not,” the voice said.  Azrael slowly looked behind him, hands held submissively at his sides.  There was a formidable looking man stood to his rear, who he would later learn was called Jeff.  Distant enough to be safe from a sudden lunge by Azrael, far enough away to be one hundred per cent accurate with the gun that was being aimed at Azrael’s head.  “Put the gun down and lie face down,” There were shouts in the distance, and the stranger touched his ear.  “Target acquired,” Azrael heard Jeff say.  Jeff was clearly listening to a voice in his ear. 
 
    “Did Dunn survive?” Jeff asked the mystery caller.  Azrael didn’t hear the answer, but the reaction in Jeff’s demeanour answered that question and Azrael’s heart swelled.  Azrael dropped the machine gun and held his hands up by his head.  He was already on his knees, and he shifted around so he was fully facing Jeff. 
 
    “Now would be a good time for you to do as I tell you.”  The voice was calm, it was filled with the confidence that spoke from experience and competence.  Azrael weighed up his options, a thought suddenly dawning in his mind.  Maybe this was exactly what needed to happen.  Azrael complied.    
 
        
 
    Being out of uniform, Carl let the SAS team take over.  One of the men in black had foolishly decided to make a last stand, and he was killed instantly.  The rest surrendered.  Carl re-holstered his gun and slowly stood with his hands in the air.  With Azrael captured and the attackers nullified, the last thing he wanted was for one of his own side to put a bullet through him.  Wouldn’t that just be a peach? 
 
    Whilst it wasn’t very pleasant, lying face down with a knee on his neck was preferable to having his organs perforated by a 5.56 NATO round.  For a moment he had a fleeting memory of the time he had lost a fight whilst at the Orphanage.  That had been a humiliating but powerful learning experience.  As then, he didn’t offer any resistance and let the SAS soldiers do what they needed to do to confirm his identity.  When the cable ties around his wrists were finally released and the knee eased off, nobody gave any sort of apology.  He wouldn’t have expected there to be one, and accepted the return of his weapon without comment. 
 
    The surviving assailants had been collected and were kneeling with their backs to a wall that was peppered with bullet impact sites.  The one who had taken a shrapnel wound to his leg was already dead, having bled out despite putting up valiant resistance.  Now free, Carl wandered over to the captured men who were one by one having their gas masks removed.  The third face, the one Jessica had known as Bastard, didn’t come at all as a surprise. 
 
    “Campbell, you dumb fuck,” Carl said sadly.  There was no anger in his voice, just marked disappointment.  Campbell just stared back defiantly. 
 
    “You know this guy?” one of the SAS said. 
 
    “Yeah.  He’s a yank.  Works for their Defence Intelligence Agency.” 
 
    “Did nobody tell them we were on their side?” a second SAS man asked, evidently confused about what went down here. 
 
    “The silly twat is supposed to be working with us.  They were after the woman, the one in the isolation suit,” Carl informed them.  From the corner of his eyes, he saw Jessica being respectfully escorted back to them by two more SAS.  She looked pale and shocked, still fully attired in the protective clothing.  “She needs to go back into isolation.  She might be contagious.” 
 
    “She the one from Wythenshawe Hospital?” the second SAS man enquired.  Carl nodded.   
 
    “Are we secure?” Carl asked, his finger poised on the trigger guard. 
 
    “Perimeter set,” came the response.  Carl looked Campbell in the eye and shook his head sadly. 
 
    “Remember,” Carl said, “you asked for this and now you pay the price.”  The only resistance to Carl firing off the three final shots were the curses from Campbell’s lips.  Carl dispatched the rest of the American team, leaving their leader in stunned shock. 
 
    “What a day everyone is having.  Please bag Mr. Campbell up, he will be coming with us.”    
 
      
 
    19.08.19 
 
    Miami, USA 
 
      
 
    Her parents had called her Grace, but her demise was far from graceful.  Amazingly, she had only been infected for just over a day when she died, her death having nothing to do with the virus.  Instead, it was down to an overdose of Fentanyl.  In the doss house where she went to buy and take her drugs as a means of blissful escape, she passed away not with a cry, but with a blue-lipped choking sound.  The seizure that then took her was all but ignored by the other occupants of the house, because they too were higher than fucking stratospheric kites. 
 
    She had been neglected as a child, often left to be looked after by employed carers who saw her as a job rather than someone to love.  Whilst she was never physically abused, the lack of connection with her parents was palpable.  It was as if she was an inconvenience, her mother tolerating her presence, her father barely ever there.  Unfortunately for Grace, she also inherited an addict’s genetics, her mother’s consumption of alcohol part of the reason for the distant coldness the woman showed to her daughter.  When Grace started smoking at the age of thirteen, the rebellion an attempt to get some kind of reaction from the icy emotionless walls of her parent’s faces, Grace was hooked.  Alcohol came next, then a brief spat with cannabis which she actually rejected.  It made her think too much.  
 
    Then at the age of seventeen she was involved in a car accident breaking her hip.  After surgery came the opiate painkillers, sending her on a long heavy road to a dangerous addiction that would eventually kill her.  The doctors it seemed cared little about her constant agony, the pills, in their mind, a way for them to shut her up.  Pretty and often outgoing before the accident, she descended into desperation, quickly converting from morphine-based drugs to the artificial opiate Fentanyl.  Before long she was smoking it.  She became just another victim of a drug that was almost one hundred times stronger than medical morphine.  It led to an end so many others had been fated with. 
 
    Grace(Z) opened sightless eyes, its mouth, lungs and throat filled with vomit.  That was how Grace had died, drowning on her own gastric acid, spared any pain through merciful unconsciousness.  It sat up, listening to the human structure around it, smelling the beautiful aroma of sweet human flesh.  There were seventeen other people in the dilapidated mansion, a bank repossession that had been left to rot, helped in its decline by the mould, the squatters and the rats that quickly moved in.  Most of the other people were downstairs, Grace having gone off to take her drugs in an upstairs bedroom.  For her, the addiction was a solitary, almost embarrassing affair.  She didn’t want others to see how far she had fallen, so nobody was there to see her rise.   
 
    Grace(Z) stumbled to its feet.  As zombies went, it was surprisingly agile, possibly an unexpected side effect of the chemical narcotic still present in its system.  It stood, motionless, lacking the usual jerkiness and swaying that normally accompanied a zombie’s first steps.  Bile leaked from between its lips, slowly being washed away by saliva that still flowed from the glands that would take days to become useless. It stepped forward, the floorboards complaining about its progress across them, a journey of death about to be undertaken.  The odour of humanity drew it on, and it left the room to enter into the hallway outside.  At the top of the stairs, it turned left to the closest prey which lay in the room across from her. 
 
    There were two people in the room, both completely wasted.  Lying propped up against one wall in a supportive embrace, they didn’t even register the almost naked creature as it stumbled into their domain.  Both in their early heroin highs, having just shared the same batch, they barely noticed as Grace(Z) fell to its knees by their feet.  The male of the two still had the needle sticking out of the vein in his arm, so completely gone into the realm of bliss was he.  Grace(Z) grabbed the man’s unprotected foot with hands that were now cold and clammy.  The man murmured something unintelligible, barely reacting when the zombie bit down into the meat of his heel.  A tentative bite, not taking much.  Testing, tasting.   
 
    Bent over, it started to chew, still miraculously possessing the ability to swallow.  The effects of the heroin were nothing compared to the experience the zombie got from eating the ripe bite and it swallowed.  Still holding the foot, it bit again, this time getting more of a reaction, the zombie’s teeth hitting bone.  As if from some deep sleep, the man seemed to become semi-awake, and he tried to pull his foot away, the agony breaking through the analgesic wall.  Grace(Z) gripped on tightly, breaking some of the smaller bones in the man’s toes.   
 
    That resulted in an incoherent howl that was barely heard by anyone downstairs, and the man kicked more violently, hitting the zombie in the face, sending it sprawling backwards.  Still too under the influence, the man manoeuvred away, more on instinct, his companion clinging to him.  Grace(Z) regained her knees and this time attacked the woman’s calf.  That got a violent reaction, and the resultant scream was heard by some downstairs.  Unfortunately, there was nobody in the house who even cared. 
 
      
 
    19.08.19 
 
    Washington DC, USA 
 
      
 
    “Mr Vice President, your three o’clock is here.”  Jessy Whitethorn, the Vice President’s Chief of Staff stood half in and half out of the imposing office in the West Wing.  The Vice President, Julian Ryan, sat behind the large mahogany Wilson desk.  Ryan felt that tradition was important.  Being a Republican he had an ingrained respect for the image that came with his position, so he was pleased that the man who had chosen him as his running mate respected tradition just as much as he did. 
 
    “Send him through please, Jessy.”  Jessy was his second Chief of Staff, and she was a godsend.  She had replaced a man who had been working to his own agenda and whose actions had temporarily damaged his President’s administration.  That was behind them now, and Ryan was sure he could help get the electorate to elect himself and the man he worked under for a second term.  As stressful as it was, he loved being VP.  It was just everything he was meant to be.  And maybe, just maybe it would lead to the hallowed Oval Office. 
 
    The door to his office opened fully, and a man in an immaculate general’s uniform stepped through, chest emblazoned with ribbons that proved this man had seen countless campaigns.  General Roberts, the head of the Joint Chiefs of staff, was not a man you wanted to go against.  Whether it was on the field of battle or the politics of Congress, Roberts was a force of nature that rarely failed in anything he set out to achieve.  Ryan stood up and stepped around his antique desk to greet the general warmly.   
 
    The pair shook hands, Ryan guiding his guest over to a pair of sofas and they sat down facing each other.  Roberts handed the Vice President a folder full of papers. 
 
    “Here is the briefing on the China situation, Mr. Vice President,” Roberts said.  Ryan noticed the man was sat bolt upright.  Thinking about it, he could never remember a time he had actually seen the General relaxed.  Rumour had it he still slept on a standard issue army bed.  Despite his obvious masculinity, the General had never married. 
 
    “Do you envisage China pushing further into the South China Sea?” Ryan asked, briefly looking through the assorted papers. 
 
    “Most certainly,” the General said.  “They are committed to going ahead with their live-fire exercise off the cost of Taiwan this weekend.  Head to head, their navy is still no match for even one of our carrier fleets, but we now believe they have the capability to annex most of the disputed islands.  Then, of course, there is their deployment of Sunburn missiles which would play havoc with any fleet we send down there.  If they wanted to take Taiwan, there’s little we could do to stop them.” 
 
    “The President isn’t going to like that.” 
 
    There was a commotion from the corridor outside and three people stepped in.  Jessy was one of them, and she looked surprisingly flustered.  The other two were part of his secret service detail. 
 
    “Sir…” Jessy started, only to be interrupted by the larger of the two men with her.  Bob Crane was a twenty-year veteran, one of the most trusted and respected men in the secret service. 
 
    “Mr. Vice President, we have a situation.”  Ryan stood up as more secret service agents entered.  “We need you to come with us.  General Roberts, you as well.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Everything will be explained to you, sir.  But right now, we need you both in the Emergency Operations Centre.”  Men stepped around Ryan, and he found himself being guided out of his office.  He knew better than to argue with these men, this was what they were trained to do.  They didn’t run, which suggested the threat wasn’t imminent and Ryan was glad for small mercies.  With the President still on a nationwide tour, he was in charge here, but not when it came to matters of his own security.  Jessy walked beside him and handed him a phone. 
 
    “Sir, I have the head of the CDC on the line.”  Ryan took the phone but held his hand over it. 
 
    “What’s his name again?” 
 
    “Michael Perry, sir.”  Jessy really was an absolute saviour.  Ryan wasn’t sure he knew what he would do without her. 
 
    “Michael, to what do I owe the honour?” 
 
    “Mr. Vice President.  This is difficult for me to express, and there will be a certain amount of trust needed on your part.”  The man on the end of the phone sounded nervous, agitated even. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too promising,” Ryan said light-heartedly. 
 
    “No sir, it isn’t.  Mr. Vice President, yesterday we had an incident at the CDC headquarters here in Atlanta.  One of our senior staff died.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Ryan said truthfully.  His entourage turned a corner, and ahead he saw the lift that would take him down to the Whitehouse bunker.  He put his hand over the phone again. 
 
    “Jessy, where is the President right now?” 
 
    “Presently aboard Air Force One, sir.” 
 
    “There’s more sir,” the voice in Ryan’s ear stated.  The two marines snapped to attention as their country’s second in command approached.  “The death was caused by a virus.  Our tests have shown that the pathogen is very contagious.  It can be passed from mere touch or airborne via water droplets.  Its lethality is unprecedented.” 
 
    “Is this what’s happening in Thailand?” Ryan inquired.  His mind had just slotted some things together.  He had read the reports coming out of Bangkok with growing alarm. 
 
    “We strongly believe it is, sir.  We’ve had to isolate twenty-seven people here who have been diagnosed as carrying the virus.” 
 
    “I’m assuming the President has been informed?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Perry reassured him.  “But that’s the problem.  The President was here yesterday and he shook hands with the man who died.  As I have already told him in person, there is a good chance the President himself may be infected.”   
 
      
 
    19.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    COBRA was the government emergency management response committee.  It was named after the room in which the meetings were held, Cabinet Office Briefing Room A.  The Cobra committee met whenever matters of pressing national importance arose, like the evidence that the dead were now walking the Earth. 
 
    The Learjet that had flown from Manchester had left without Colonel Nick Carter on board, Colonel Smith being the only passenger.  Smith now sat in the conference room, which consisted of an ornate oval conference table and a dozen leather backed swivel chairs.  Three of the four walls were lined with an array of TV screens, to relay important information to those gathered.  There were only five other people present.  
 
    The Prime Minister, Vera Waterfall, sat at the head of the table.  She was constantly dabbing her nose with a tissue, a result of what she informed everyone was “the first cold I’ve had in over a decade”.  The Lazarus virus was still in the early days of presenting its symptoms, but it was virulent enough that she passed it onto the other people in the room, including Smith.  
 
    The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Duncan Wilberforce was an unpopular man.  With his bald head and emaciated face, he had been given the nickname Skeletor by the British media who were often merciless in the caricatures they gave to people in the public eye.  He was the detestable face of austerity and was being held responsible for sweeping cuts to welfare budgets and a host of social programs.  The left detested him, the right quietly praised his determination to reduce the country’s debt.  Nobody really seemed to like him, and it was a mystery how he had been a success as a politician.    
 
    The Home Secretary, Sandra Becket, sat in shocked silence as Smith relayed his information to those present.  They had already briefly discussed the hospital incursion by American agents, and the decision had been made to not make an issue of it.  It was the Prime Minister’s opinion that infighting between Number 10 and the White House would be foolish given the gravity of the situation the country faced.  The Americans had tried their little game and failed, better to kindly remind them not to try that bullshit again and thus let sleeping dogs lie.  The Home Secretary was in agreement with this, but was battling the revelation of zombies.  Revelation was the correct word.  Being a devout Catholic, she saw biblical prophecy coming to light before her very eyes.   
 
    The Chief of the Metropolitan Police, Sir Paul Bramley, was less tolerant of the notion of the dead walking, and he made this notion clear to those present.  Ever since he had learnt of the existence of MI13, he had found the agency’s existence objectionable.  MI5 and MI6 he could understand, but he could just not abide the idea that there was a truly secret organisation beneath the streets of London that had almost free rein to act as they saw fit.  By nature, he was a bureaucrat, someone who believed that the rules were there for a reason.  His officers had to follow the law, and he had purged the Metropolitan Police of any of the old guard who felt that cutting corners and taking a few liberties got the job done.  There would be nothing like that, not on his watch, which was probably why crime in London had shot up twenty per cent since he had taken up the office he now held.  Naturally, he always blamed the politicians. 
 
    Field Marshall McKenzie sat taking everything in.  He listened to Smith’s presentation with reserved horror, knowing that the man was respected and was to be trusted in his analyses.  Occasionally the PM would look at him and McKenzie would just nod reassuringly.  What he wanted to do was scream.  He was not normally a man who used foul language, feeling it was a sign of poor breading, but the expletives that floated around his head were not to be dismissed. 
 
    “I warned you,” he wanted to shout.  “I and those before me told you cutting the military would be the end of this country.  But none of you fucking politicians ever cared a damn what we, the experts told you.”  All that was on the brink of being unleashed, but he kept it restrained behind a face of professional calm.     
 
    The phone next to the Home Secretary rang and she answered it.  Smith paused respectfully, although he was slightly aggrieved because they were just getting to the best bit of his talk.  
 
    “Thank you,” the Home Secretary said, replacing the phone in its cradle.  “Prime Minister, we have the computer projections ready.”  Nick had escaped the trip to London due to the capture of Azrael and the betrayal by Campbell, so he wasn’t here to see what Smith saw.  The Prime Minister ordered the data to be thrown up on the big screen.  What was played to them now were computer projections of how the virus might spread throughout the population.  The world map showed small red blobs as the virus spread across the planet. 
 
    “It can’t be this bad, surely,” the Prime Minister said weakly. 
 
    “With the infectivity we have witnessed, just being in the same room may be enough to catch the initial virus,” Smith said.  “As you know, we have contacted as many of the passengers on flight HL43 as we could, most of them having now been tested…many of them positive.  But the more worrying aspect is the number of flights that could have carried infected passengers to the UK over the past week.  We don’t know when the first case in Thailand was reported, especially now that we only have sporadic contact with their embattled government.  Fortunately, what’s left of the Thai government have suspended all flights out of the country.” 
 
    “So you are saying it could already be multiplying throughout our population?”  The PM looked at Smith with a worried and harassed expression.  She looked like she was close to throwing up. 
 
    “Birmingham, London, Manchester and Glasgow need to be considered the danger areas for now,” McKenzie said.  “I recommend we concentrate our efforts there.” 
 
    “What do you advise?” the Home Secretary asked.   
 
    “Curfew and full mobilisation of the armed forces.  We would need all police and military on the streets.  The riots can be the perfect excuse for this for now.  Also, we need to close all major ports and airports.” 
 
    “But that would severely impact the economy,” the Chancellor argued.  “And police overtime budgets are stretched as it is, which I’m sure Sir Bramley can confirm.”  The Met Chief nodded his head dutifully. 
 
    “That may be,” said Smith, “but if we don’t get control of the spread of this thing, then you won’t have an economy.” 
 
    “Is there an effective test for this virus yet?” the Prime Minister interjected.  She was actually a relatively weak individual at heart, only becoming Prime Minister because all the other viable candidates self-destructed leaving her the last woman standing.  She didn’t like to deal with infighting in her cabinet or in her party. 
 
    “No,” said Smith, “that is weeks away.  All we can do at present is test via taking blood, but that’s laborious and time-consuming.  Certainly of little use for mass testing.” 
 
    “So you have no effective way of determining who is and isn’t infected?” the PM added.  She suddenly descended into a coughing fit, the Home Secretary passing her a glass of water.  Thanking her, the PM gingerly sipped at the glass until the urge to cough had passed. 
 
    “That is correct Prime Minister.” 
 
    “Then what good would a quarantine and a curfew be?”  That was the Chancellor again, jumping on the weakness he saw. 
 
    “The quarantine is to stop the flow of people.  The less they interact, the less the virus will have a chance to spread from one person to another.  All public transport and public buildings should be shut down in the cities highlighted.  The military must implement full biological containment protocols.  We have stockpiles of NBC suits, they will need distributing immediately,” urged McKenzie.  Smith listened to the Field Marshall speak, agreeing with every word.  Smith would go one step further though.  There were several mothballed internment camps spread across the country in isolated areas.  That was where they needed to send known and suspected individuals.  He didn’t say anything, deducing the people in the room weren’t ready for such wisdom. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m listening to this.  I still don’t see how I am supposed to believe that zombies are walking the streets of Britain.”  The Chancellor was red-faced now, displaying the temper he was known for in his ministry department.  “The country cannot afford this.” 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” McKenzie said, finally letting the dam break.  He kept his words civil, but his tone was laced with venom.  “For decades you pen pushers have been cutting the military to the bone.  And now, with the evidence before your eyes, you are more worried about numbers on a spreadsheet than you are about the welfare of the country.  What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Field Marshall,” the Prime Minister objected, “may I remind you who you are speaking too?”  More confrontation.  Why couldn’t these men just get along? 
 
    “I’m sorry Prime Minister, but we need to act, and we need to act now.” 
 
    “If I may,” Smith interjected, “we have video evidence.” 
 
    “This is no time for rash decisions,” the Home Secretary finally said, seeming to ignore Smith.  She had been quiet so far, but not because she was some nervous wallflower.  She was absorbing everything she was being told.  “We need to act in the country’s best interests, and scaring the population half to death won’t accomplish that.”  Although she tried to ignore it, she couldn’t get past the truth that this might well be the end of days.  Rare for Britain, she had grown up in a household of Bible thumping Baptists and believed that the Bible was the literal word of God.  In times of challenge such as this, how did she reconcile her faith in her God to the duty she held to the country?   
 
    Smith clicked the remote in his hand and the video of patient 3 started to show on the screen.  Everyone sat in silence as the reality of the situation was played out to them. 
 
    “Good God man, you could have warned us,” the Chancellor said, visibly shaken by the horrific nature of the video. 
 
    “My apologies, but this is what we are up against, Chancellor.”  
 
    “I think this highlights the urgency with which this country needs to act,” McKenzie insisted.   
 
    “I agree,” the Prime Minister said as forcefully as she could.  “We will start to isolate those who we know have a direct risk of being infected.  But it’s too early to start talking about Martial Law.  That is effectively what you are asking for.  That would be disastrous to this government.” 
 
    Too early! Smith thought.  You stupid woman, it’s already too late.  
 
    “Yes Prime Minister,” McKenzie said reluctantly.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Brazil 
 
      
 
    Mother watched the news with growing concern.  This was exactly what she had feared.  She had wanted to bring in a Utopia for the world, not this madness.  Damn her age and damn the eyes of those she had trusted.  If she was still young and vibrant she might have been able to prevent this.  But the organisation, the one she had helped found and bring to life, had been usurped by minds that she now understood were warped by a hatred for the human species. 
 
    When the Berlin Wall had fallen, she had found herself cut off from a government that no longer existed.  As a senior agent of the KGB’s secretive Directorate S, she was in charge of the support network that ran the Illegals throughout Western Europe.  It was her job to activate them, should that day arise.  Unfortunately for her Russian masters, she was no longer the loyal servant they expected her to be.  The years living in the West had tainted her Communist principals, and she saw the truth that both sides of the Cold War were flawed and dangerous.  The end of the USSR was an opportunity for her, an opportunity that she grabbed with both hands.  With a spy network still at her fingertips, she had no problem in raising capital.  There were plenty of arms dealers who would pay a hefty price for her to act as go-between for them and the disenfranchised now ex-Soviet military commanders who found they weren’t getting paid to guard the world’s largest military arsenal.  The money flowed relentlessly into her Swiss bank accounts. 
 
    Her plan had noble goals.  She saw that the human race was almost compelled to destroy themselves, either through war, ideology or pure, capitalist greed.  She envisioned a way to stop that inevitability.  The answer came in a dream, and so she began to plot a means to reduce the human population.  Mother knew rich and powerful people through her networks and found some who thought as she did.  Eventually the plan was formulated.  With the help of minds that believed similar to her, a vision of how to save mankind evolved.   
 
    How naïve she had been.  Her original idea was no longer the blueprint that everyone followed.  The idea to cull humanity was to ultimately save it.  If they allowed nature to do it for them, the results would be unpredictable, possibly catastrophic.  Instead, a controlled release of highly infectious influenza with a mortality rate significant enough to make an impact was the only way to control the out of control rampaging of her species. 
 
    But the progress to develop such a virus was slow, and as the years passed her by, she saw her dream further threatened by a population growth that began to go exponential.  The medical advances were starting to defeat Mother Nature’s attempts to apply the checks and balances, humanity’s ability to detect and prevent epidemics becoming ever more advanced.  All the time there rose around her some with more ideological zeal, who saw humanity as a cancer crushing the life out of the planet.  Before she even realised it, the founders of the movement were nothing but figureheads, answering to those who made promises that she now saw as lies. 
 
    If only her health hadn’t failed her.  When she had been forced to step down because of her own collapsing body, Mother had been praised for her dedication and promised a continued role in the organisation.  Basically, she was sidelined.   And this was the result.  A warped vision, an ideology too extreme, and major backers intent on human genocide who may well have deliberately caused what she now witnessed.  Part of her wondered if the fire at the Thai facility was indeed an accident.  Perhaps the release of the Lazarus strain had in fact been done on purpose. 
 
    Once again, against normal convention, the phone rang.  She turned down the volume on the TV she watched, allowing the images of slaughter on the streets of Bangkok to continue playing.  Her fingers defied her on the first attempt to pick up the phone.   
 
    “Mother,” the voice said. 
 
    “Why do you ring?” 
 
    “It has been done.”  The voice was almost apologetic. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she demanded. 
 
    “The committee voted and we were unanimous.  The decision has been made to release the final virus worldwide.” 
 
    “No, you cannot allow this.  There will be no chance for humanity if you do that.” 
 
    “There already is no chance.  It is already in multiple countries.  Besides, the action has already been taken.  There is no stopping it now.” 
 
    “So why make things worse?  Let it run its course.  And why even bother telling me?  You have already displayed your contempt for my ideals.” 
 
    “No,” the voice said.  “We have not achieved what we intended.  The chance for humanity to defeat this is still too great.  And if they win, then they will become stronger, more emboldened.  Humanity thrives through hardship.  Within a decade their numbers will have returned and their arrogance will cause the death of everything.  And Mother, we have nothing but respect for you.  It’s just that you lost your way.” 
 
    “You talk as if you are God,” Mother insisted.  
 
    “We are not Gods.  We are the only ones who can see the truth of this.  Our families will be there to reclaim the world when the risen have been reduced to dust.  We ask that you join us.  Return to your seat at the head of the table.  Help us guide and shape the new world through your wisdom.”  
 
    “It is too late for me,” Mother said.  “And it is too late for you.  You will not survive this.  I warned you all of what would happen.  But your hubris will be the undoing of the world.”  She was angry now.  The medication for her pain and her cancer often made her short-tempered and irritable.  It was one of the reasons she felt it best she be alone.  Especially now, at the end. 
 
    “You should not say these things.  We are prepared.  We will survive to inherit the world.”  The voice sounded almost fanatical.  It was as she had feared.  “We have already started to release the virus across the globe.  City after city will fall to the will of nature.  You can join us, or you can live out your days watching the planet burn.” 
 
    Mother ended the call.  But she knew there was another call she would have to make. 
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    When Azrael opened his eyes, it was daylight, the small window at the top of one wall confirming this.  Whilst he had no evidence to confirm his deductions, he guessed it was morning.  It felt like a morning, the light having a certain unexplainable quality to it. The surroundings slowly came into focus as the last effects of the drug wore off.  Looking around, he saw he was in a larger than normal room, the tiny windows shielded by curtains.  If he’d been able to look out, he would have seen that there was no cityscape visible, just rolling fields.  The nearest house was nearly a hundred metres away, so there was privacy here.  No witnesses from the world to see his predicament.  If there were any Gods in the heavens, would his coming torment be of any interest to their sadistic and archaic minds?   
 
    As far as Azrael could tell, he was alone, the rhythmic beep of the heart rate monitor on the table beside him his only audible companion.  In front of him, a video camera at head height watched him, held in place by a black tripod.  How many people were watching him, he thought?  It certainly looked like his luck had finally run out.  Now, it would seem, he had to pay the price for his actions.  A heavy toll was warranted for the blood he had spilt, and he was prepared for such.  Funny though, Azrael had always thought his death would be quick and violent.  Nothing in him had ever envisaged an end like this. 
 
    He was slightly reclined in a standing position.  His legs were strapped together, the arms held out and restrained as if in a mockery of crucifixion.  It was actually remarkably comfortable, which wasn’t reassuring.  To his left he saw the IV stand with the bag of liquid, the tube delivering the bag’s contents into his vein.  The pinkness of the liquid told him everything he needed to know.  Most likely a scopolamine derivative, added to whatever else Satan’s emissaries had mixed into it, a cocktail for interrogation.  Something to loosen the tongue.  Their attempts at discovering who he was would be pointless.  He didn’t even know himself.  Azrael was certain he would be able to tell his captors nothing.   
 
    He would be shown to be wrong in that regard. 
 
    Azrael was impressed with the way they had trapped him though.  His enemies truly were worthy of his respect, and standing there, he resigned himself to whatever fate was to follow.  There wasn’t any way he was getting out of this as far as he could see, so acceptance was his only logical course of action.  Eventually, he knew it was inevitable that he would be killed.  Most likely via an overdose, so much easier to clean up afterwards than the result of a bullet to the side of his head.  Torture might also be fated for him, but that held no distress for him.  He could not fail to notice the metal table with the surgical instruments, knowing first-hand the damage those devices could inflict.  Added to that was his complete lack of clothes.  A normal person might have been embarrassed by their nakedness, but Azrael had no ego for such realisation to damage.    
 
    There was also the chance that he himself might learn something which was why he had surrendered.  Locked away in his mind were memories he was now desperate to access.  Was it possible that the chemicals infusing his system might knock loose the tethers on his suppressed imaginings?  Was he about to be witness to a revelation of his own history?  The prospect scared and excited him at the same time.  Azrael was not immune to fear, he had just learnt to embrace it, make it a tool for his body to use.  If he was to die, he wanted to die whole.   
 
    He never heard the person walk up behind him. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Natasha said.  Azrael craned his neck around to see who was talking, but she came round into his vision along with another man.  Carl stood to the side of Azrael, arms folded, a blank, almost bored expression on his face.  Azrael tested the bondage holding him one more time and found that it was more than secure.  Looking back at Natasha, it was then that he saw the look of amusement on her face.  So it was to be that kind of interrogation, at least initially.  There was a chair on wheels by the steel surgical table and Natasha grabbed it, pulling it over so she could sit in front of the captive.  Azrael watched in unconcerned detachment as she poked and prodded him with an index finger.  Her gloved hands cupped his testicles, and she moved his flaccid penis back and forth as if inspecting it. 
 
    “Would you miss this?” she asked, lifting up his cock.  She seemed almost bored.  It was not a particularly impressive organ, something that Azrael hadn’t even thought about. 
 
    “Probably not,” said Azrael.  There was no emotion in his face.  He hadn’t meant to speak, but the words had just flowed out of him.  The drugs in him were clearly doing their job, robbing him of his ability to resist.  There was a compulsion within him, an insatiable desire to answer the questions put to him.  It was almost as strong as his need to breathe. 
 
    “And I’m guessing humiliation isn’t going to be an effective tool against you?” 
 
    “No.  There is nothing you can say that would affect me in that manner.”  Again, it was as if someone else was speaking for him.  She slapped him hard several times on his inner thigh, and yet Azrael didn’t flinch.  “You should just kill me,” Azrael said.  “It would be better for all concerned.” 
 
    “You owe me twenty quid,” Carl said.  He had a satisfied smirk on his face.  Natasha looked up at Azrael and shrugged. 
 
    “We had a bet,” was the only explanation she gave to him.  Pushing her chair away from him, she allowed Carl to step in front of the prisoner.  Carl punched Azrael in the stomach without warning. 
 
    “You may call me Carl.  I’m hoping you will tell me many things.  Firstly, what is your name?” asked Carl.  With no chance to prepare himself for the blow, Azrael found he was having difficulty finding his breath.  As rock hard as his abdominal muscles were, he had been sucker punched.  Next time, Azrael told himself, he would be ready. 
 
    “Azrael.” 
 
    “What is the full name given to you at birth?” 
 
    “Azrael.”  The word was strained.  It wasn’t a lie.  It was just that his mind had been born into an adult’s body. 
 
    “An unacceptable answer.  Your mother named you Azrael?” 
 
    “Mother did yes.” 
 
    “And your father?” Carl enquired. 
 
    “I don’t remember him.”  Natasha stood and walked over to the IV bag.  She took the tubing in her hand and increased the flow of the drug into Azrael’s body slightly.   
 
    “And what is the date you were born?” 
 
    “August the third, two thousand and twelve,” Azrael insisted.  Carl shook his head and stepped back to the table.  With a moments pondering, he picked up a thin needle and stepped up to Azrael.   
 
    “The drug in your system has several functions.  Firstly, it makes your mind compliant.  It was originally designed for those suffering amnesia but it was abandoned due to the fact that it made the patients supplicant and open to suggestibility.  As you have seen, it is difficult for you to avoid answering a question.” Carl lightly poked the pale skin of Azrael bringing up spots of blood.  “The more we pump into your system, the more you will feel you have to help us answer our enquiries.  You won’t be able to help yourself.” 
 
    “To demonstrate,” said Natasha, “what is the thing you fear the most?” 
 
    “Discovering who I really am,” Azrael answered.  He screwed his face up at the revelation.  Natasha and Carl gave each other a glance. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting that answer,” said Natasha.  She turned to the camera and spoke into it.  “This might take some doing boss.” 
 
    “Secondly,” Carl continued, “it makes you more susceptible to pain, whilst also preventing you from blacking out.”  With the needle, Carl easily inserted it into the triangle where his neck met his clavicle.  A vicious electric shock ripped through his arm, and Azrael clenched his teeth to stop the roar that wanted to escape.  “It keeps you alive whilst we slowly pick open your brain.  So you might as well put all ideas of resistance to one side.  Just tell us what you know.  It will be better for you.”  
 
    “I do not fear your torture,” Azrael said, hissing through his teeth at the pain.  
 
    “You will.  The pain you are feeling is via direct stimulation of the brachial nerve,” Natasha said.  “We inflict the pain, not as punishment, but as lubricant to help your memory unlock itself.  Although I will admit that Carl is a bit of a closet sadist.”   Carl nodded, his face almost solemn. 
 
   
  
 

 “It is a cross I have to bear,” said Carl.  “Wait till I have these needles wired up to a car battery.  Man, you are going to love that.” 
 
      
 
    Nick watched the proceedings on the three large monitors in a room adjacent to where Azrael was being detained.  He had always found this part of the job objectionable, but he realised the importance of it.  Campbell sat silently behind him, almost sheepish as the memory of Berlin and his recent infraction was shared between the two of them.  Campbell was also restrained, cable ties securing him to a metal chair that had been screwed to the floor.  His face was bruised and nobody had bothered to clean him up.  The man also smelt of piss.  Nobody was stupid enough to untie him just so the man, a trained and dangerous killer, could use the lavatory.  Nick really hadn’t decided what to do with him yet.  In truth, it wasn’t even his decision. 
 
    Azrael was being recorded from multiple directions, in an array of fields ranging from visual to infrared.  Nothing about him would be able to be kept a secret.  Carl could be seen moving the needle around in Azrael’s flesh, and still, the man refused to even scream.  Impressive although not exactly unexpected.  Even under the influence of the drug they were pumping into him, Azrael had a determined aura around him.  His resistance, without the drug, would likely have been formidable.   
 
    Everybody talked in the end though.  Nick would have.  He knew that, given time, he would have told Campbell everything, and he resented the American for every second of that realisation. 
 
    “Tell me why you say you were born seven years ago?” Natasha asked.   
 
    “I awoke on that day with no memory of my past.”  Nick had heard of similar to this.  The Russians had perfected it in the 1960’s, a way of brainwashing people so they believed they were somebody else.  The former Soviet Union had riddled the West with sleeper agents who lived fake lives.  One day they would be activated so that their true function of assassination or sabotage could be fulfilled, dozens of drones wreaking havoc.  On the fall of the Berlin Wall, those agents were abandoned, and many were still out there living lives, unaware that they were walking time bombs.  
 
    “Does the name Kevin Jury mean anything to you?” Carl asked.  Nick watched the close up of Azrael’s face, the eyes searching as he accessed the recollections hidden within. 
 
    “I…I don’t know.  There’s something.” 
 
     “That was your name, before Azrael,” Natasha was heard to inform him. 
 
    “There is no before,” Azrael insisted.   
 
    “Do you know who did this to you?  Do you know who stripped you of yourself?”  Carl had asked the question.  When Azrael refused to answer, Nick almost winced as he watched Carl remove the needle and place it at the top of the captive’s thigh.  Azrael did scream then, the sciatic nerve larger, an obvious target for torment.  
 
    “If my friend continues, he may cause permanent nerve damage,” Natasha warned.  “Imagine the pain you are feeling present every second of the rest of your life.  Agony without relief.  And every hour you hold back risks permanent brain damage from the drug we are pumping into you.  If that happens, just the merest breeze would be excruciating to your skin.”  Pain could often be endured if there was hope that it would reach an end at some point.  Natasha was determined to destroy that hope. 
 
    “Does that matter?” Azrael asked.  “I have no illusion I am surviving this.”  In the observation room, Campbell finally broke the silence that existed between himself and Nick. 
 
    “Your man Brodie seems to be enjoying himself,” Campbell observed.  Taking all this in? thought Nick.  Picking up any little tips? 
 
    “Brodie is a professional,” Nick countered.  “Be mindful you don’t upset him though.  He was trained by the best.” 
 
    “That sounded like a threat,” Campbell said.  Nick turned his head to look at the American. 
 
    “No, just a statement of fact.  You are awfully confident considering the position you are in.” 
 
    “You really do have a bug up your arse about me don’t you?” Campbell observed. 
 
    “You tried to abduct a British citizen from British soil.  Sir Osborne is going batshit.  Word is your own agency has disavowed you.  I never did trust you, so I want to thank you for proving me right.”  Nick’s manner was passive, hiding the distaste he held for the American.   
 
    “I was just following orders,” Campbell said defensively. 
 
    “Aren’t we all?”  Nick turned back to the monitors. 
 
    “So how do you know your mother?” Natasha was heard to ask. 
 
    “Not my mother.  Mother is her name.  She trained me.” 
 
    “Trained you to do what?” Carl demanded.  He had removed the needle and was tapping it lightly against Azrael’s shoulder. 
 
    “To kill.  To torture.  She could teach you a thing or two if she was here.”  
 
    “And why do you kill?” asked Natasha.  “Why have you killed so many scientists?” 
 
    “They threaten the purity of humanity.  They threaten the order of things.” 
 
    “Explain what that means or the pain starts again,” Natasha commanded. 
 
    “I do not fear the pain,” Azrael said almost smiling.  “I have suffered like no other.  If the pain leads to revelations then I welcome it, embrace it.” 
 
    “Boastful fucker aren’t you?” Carl observed.  He inserted the needle under the chin.  The pain caused Azrael to grind his teeth madly, the noise of it clearly audible.  The needle was removed slowly and then reinserted. 
 
    “I will ask again,” persisted Natasha, “what is the purpose of murdering so many scientists?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, I was never told the reasoning.” 
 
    “So you kill without knowing why?  You must have a lot of faith.” 
 
    “Faith is all I had,” Azrael answered.  There were tears in his eyes now.  Nick noticed the use of the past tense, so did everyone else. 
 
    In the observation booth, Jeff entered carrying Azrael’s killing belt.  He placed the item on the table next to Nick and sat down.  He also placed the smartphone and the pager there. 
 
    “I’ve not been able to get anything off his electronic devices.  There are no numbers stored and no internet history on the smartphone.  The apps there are fascinating though.  There is clearly a lot of money backing this guy.”  The phone hadn’t required a password, just Azrael’s thumbprint, a feature which was now turned off.  Jeff pulled one of the knives out of the belt and examined it.  “This was interesting as well; the knife is an antique.  Looks Ukrainian and is likely as sharp as the day it was made.  The carving on the blade is exquisite, although not particularly practical.” 
 
    “A strange weapon for an assassin,” Nick noted.  He bent forward and spoke into the microphone on the desk he was sat at.  “Natasha, ask him where he got the knives.” 
 
    “Tell me about the knives you carry.  Who gave them to you?” came the response from the other room. 
 
    “Mother gave them to me.  I was surprised that I already knew how to use them.  They are my soul, my essence.” 
 
    “Can you describe Mother?” Carl this time. 
 
    “Of course.  She saved me.  Her face will be forever with me.” 
 
    It was at that moment that the pager on the desk vibrated.  Jeff and Nick looked at each other.  Nick picked up the device and saw that there was an international telephone number flashing on the tiny screen. 
 
    “Looks like somebody wants to talk,” said Nick. 
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    The big problem with the average hospital was the very real fact that they tended to be where all the sick people went.  The virus, that would very shortly be named, was only now revealing its true self.  As those infected began to get sicker, they began to accumulate in the centres of healing in the hope that the agony in their bodies could be eased.  Some went under their own steam, others were taken there by an increasingly taxed and overburdened ambulance service.  One person even used public transport, her breath an infusion mechanism in the overcrowded conditions.  Naturally, they took the disease with them, turning the hospitals into focal points of infection.   A spawning point for the dead.  
 
    Jack was to be one of the many early victims to die from the virus.  He certainly wouldn’t be the last.  Lying in the back of the ambulance that he had already soiled, his dazed mind tried to take in the chaos around him.  The noise of the sirens cut through his fevered mind, worsening the stabbing ache that was tearing his skull apart.  Blurred above him, the image of the masked paramedic kept coming in and out of focus. 
 
    The vehicle suddenly stopped, and Jack felt blissful fresh air as the back of the ambulance opened.  If not for the agony in his body, the chill might have even been refreshing.  Disjointed voices spoke around him, Jack finding the words difficult to comprehend at times. 
 
    “Right Hamid, what have we got?” a female voice asked. 
 
    “Male, about forty, collapsed in his home.  Heart rate’s way up and he’s having trouble breathing.”  The trolley Jack was on began to move, which jarred him.  “He’s been on oxygen, but his blood saturation levels keep dropping.  Name’s Jack Finch.”  The encasing of the ambulance was stripped away as Jack felt himself being moved into the open. 
 
    “Can you hear me Jack?” a phantom murmur asked, and he nodded yes, only to cough violently.  Red splattered the inside of his breathing mask.  Jack tried to rip the mask off his face, but someone gently restrained his hands, and he heard a sucking sound as a tube was placed to suck the blood away. 
 
    “This is the third one like this in the last hour.”  The trolley was moving now. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” Hamid asked.   
 
    “I don’t know, but we’re putting him in an isolated cubicle.  That ambulance isn’t going anywhere until it’s been decontaminated.”  Lights appeared above him as Jack was wheeled down a corridor.  Jack coughed again.  More blood, mixed with vomit now, the mask being ripped from his face as he was rolled on his side, a surge of strength ripping his hand free from where they were held.  That was when Jack began to spasm and buck.  Held down as he was, the medical staff still found it difficult to actually keep him still.  Jack was strong, stronger than he should have been. 
 
    Jack heard a curtain rail, and he was lifted into the air and back down onto softness.  These sensations were largely ignored by his brain that was reaching temperatures that threatened his very life.  The heat was in an attempt to denature the protein structure of the virus, but if anything, the organism thrived.  Lifting a hand up, somebody grabbed it, his legs still twitching and flailing.  
 
    “Hold in there Jack,” the female said.  He wanted to answer, he really did, but the words wouldn’t come.  Then something in his throat seemed to rip, at least that was what it felt like, the pain lancing through everything that was happening to him.  Jack tried to breathe, but his airway seemed blocked and panic began to swim through his failing mind.  He tried again, Jack’s eyes going wide as the reality that he was about to die struck him.  His hands came up to try and claw at his own throat. 
 
    “I need a cricothyroid needle,” a male voice shouted.  Seconds later there was a stabbing pain underneath his Adam’s apple, and then the air came.  Blissful, almost erotic, Jack breathed in one of the last breaths he would ever take.  
 
    “Get the crash cart in here.”  
 
    The virus had attacked his lungs to help it spread through the air he breathed.  It tired of his life now.  Jack gave a final lurch and his heart stopped beating.  As the doctors and nurses struggled in vain to save his life, the changes in his brain began.  The Pineal gland released massive quantities of DMT, triggered by the dying body.  The chemical rapidly began to alter the genetic structure of the virus, reforming it, creating a new purpose for it.  In that small mass of organic tissue, science was being re-written. 
 
    “Clear,” the female voice said as she used the defibrillator for the third time.  The monitors all around him showed there was no pulse, but the eyes opened all the same.  From another cubicle came a scream.  Running feet could be heard beyond the curtain of the cubicle.  Momentarily distracted by the out of sight commotion, everyone was surprised when Jack sat up ramrod straight.  
 
      
 
    Jack(Z) wandered the corridors in search of sustenance.  His stomach was full of undigested human meat, the gastric sack now almost bursting, unable to unload its contents further into the now decaying digestive system.  Still, Jack(Z) was hungry, the agony of the desire all encompassing, all consuming.  Which was ironic, because Jack(Z) was past the stage where it could consume anything.  It could bite and chew, but swallowing was now for shit.  Even if it could swallow, there was nowhere for the food to go.  Five minutes ago it had been dining on the face of a screaming banquet, only to find it had no choice but to let the food morsels fall from its mouth.  When the screaming stopped and the prey he was trying to eat had become predator, Jack(Z) had instinctively known it was time to hunt for more blood.  Although it was not conveyed in language, the message was clear…you do not eat your own. 
 
    The corridor it was in was deserted.  It could hear human hearts beating their enticing rhythmic dance, but the music was far away, drawing him on.  It hit a door which opened, allowing it into a chilled stairwell.  Luck more than skill sent it upwards, and it tripped over the first step, cracking its forehead on the concrete.  There was still a degree of muscle memory, and through sheer effort, it dragged itself up a flight of stairs, enticed by a sound that a human in its position wouldn’t have been able to hear.  Halfway up the second flight, it lost its footing and went crashing down to the staircase landing.  Without the ability to feel pain, it dragged itself upright and re-attempted its ascent. 
 
    On the second to last step, its bowels opened up, unleashing a torrent of foul-smelling effluent down its legs.  Jack(Z) didn’t even notice, a trail left behind as it clashed with another door.  This one was not so easy to open, and it beat on the wood until it splintered.  By the time it was through, the zombie was significantly damaged, the hands now void of the ability to grip.  All it needed was its teeth and it followed the siren call, ignoring several people who fled at the sight of the shattered zombie.  Its head was now forced to loll to the left, the cervical vertebrae there damaged, the disc displaced and bulging.  If it could read, one wonders if it would have shown any excitement to the words Maternity Ward.   
 
    There were plenty of people here now, and despite the cry of the babies, the proximity of fresh humans sent it on a rampage.  Nobody there could match its strength, and there were no heroes who were prepared to take it on, not at that instant.  Despite its neck injury, it still had speed, and it grabbed the first nurse it encountered by the hair and bit into her neck, the blood washing down its chin.  Its tongue exploded with delight.  The pleasure the zombies experienced was a short-lived phenomenon, a heightened response that would pass as the tongue began to rot in the mouths they resided in. The rest of the nurses fled, although one did try to hit it with a fire extinguisher.  Jack(Z) took the blow on the back and just swatted the nurse away with an almost casual backhanded slap.  Chewing, it paid her no further heed and made its way to where the crying emanated. 
 
    This was where it met true resistance.  Three mothers, still recovering from the traumas of giving birth were there to defend the most precious things they possessed.  Even together, they didn’t stand a chance, and Jack(Z) left them broken, bleeding and marked.  One, semi-conscious on the floor, tried to grab Jack(Z) with a desperate hand.  All that did was pull the zombie’s trousers down, unleashing a downpour of fetid shit onto the poor mother’s head.  With no real coordination, this sent the zombie to the floor, crashing into two, fortunately empty, baby cots.  The valiant woman began to vomit, and now unable to stand, the zombie clawed itself over to her to remove the threat that she posed.  Jack(Z) took her life quickly, although it was not without a degree of agony.  When the mother turned and came back, it joined Jack(Z) in eating the juiciest of human morsels.  There were no human ears to be present to hear the babies’ haunting squeals.   
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Nick rang the number, the phone call patched to speakers so that everyone in the room would hear any conversation that ensued.  Natasha sat next to him ready to try and find the origin of the call.  Azrael had been left in the expert hands of Carl who was even now trying to break down the assassin’s resistance.  The volume of that interrogation was turned down.  Natasha was going to try and trace the phone number, which appeared to be to a satellite phone, using the power of Moros.  As the phone began to ring, the trace she was trying to run started going all over the globe, the screen on her laptop showing where the call was being routed through.   
 
    “It’s going to be a difficult one this boss,” she regrettably said.  “The number uses multiple satellites and ground stations.”  Nick nodded, not unduly surprised by what he was being told.  The phone was answered within five rings. 
 
    “Azrael?” the voice of Mother asked.  Nick paused a moment, the phone trace skipping to another country.  In the background, Nick could hear chains banging as if there was the sound of great mechanical machines forging something.  Here goes nothing. 
 
    “We have your man,” Nick said.  “He seems very eager to talk.”  The background noise stopped. 
 
    “I doubt that,” said Mother.  For some reason, she didn’t sound surprised that a stranger was talking to her. 
 
    “Very old school, using the pager like that.” 
 
    “The old techniques are the best.  A piece of paper cannot be read by the prying eyes of Echelon for example.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to answer my questions, but I’m going to ask them anyway.”  The number was international, and Moros had been unable to pinpoint the phone’s location.  So here they were, trying the shit that they showed on the movies. 
 
    “That would depend on who you are.”  Mother sounded like she was smiling. 
 
    “I think I’m the one supposed to be asking the questions here, that’s if you want your man to keep on breathing,” said Nick. 
 
    “A meaningless threat, Azrael has outlived his usefulness,” Mother retorted.  “As for you, you’re not police.  They wouldn’t have had the skill to take Azrael alive.  So you represent one of the security services.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean taken Kevin alive?” Nick interjected.  He had already noted that Mother had a German accent.  
 
    “I’m impressed,” Mother said. 
 
    “Don’t be.  Someone from his former life recognised him.” 
 
    “Ah,” Mother chuckled.  “That was always the risk.  I presume you are trying to trace this call?” 
 
    “Of course,” Nick answered.  There was no point denying it. 
 
    “I would save your efforts.”  Nick looked at Natasha who shook her head apologetically.  In the corner, tied firmly to his chair, Campbell chuckled to himself.  Nick ignored the provocation.  Jeff however, who was stood behind Campbell, clouted the American on the side of the head. 
 
    “Mind your manners Yank,” Jeff ordered.  Nick smiled inside and continued with the phone call.     
 
    “You are obviously staying on the line for a reason.  What is it you want to tell me?”   
 
    “Normally I would not entertain you in any way.  But things have changed.  A man who has the ability to capture a creature such as Azrael deserves his chance.  Can you assure me he is still alive?” 
 
    “Yes, he is.  I’m not going to allow giving you proof of life though.” 
 
    “Very good and I accept that.  You sound like a man who values honour.  I’m glad he is still in the land of the living, although it might be a mixed blessing for him.”  Natasha tugged on his shirt sleeve and Nick put his hand over the phone. 
 
    “I’m not getting anything boss,” Natasha said regrettably.  “I’m just bouncing around satellites.  Whoever set this system up knows what they are doing.”  Nick nodded. 
 
    “Ok, so we can’t trace you as you said.  Why don’t you tell me what it is you want to tell me?” 
 
    “You have heard of the old Soviet sleeper program I assume?” asked Mother.  Nick was very familiar with what the Soviets had created.  Campbell had almost killed him in Berlin because of it.  He really did need to revisit that encounter with the American, only this time with the roles reversed. 
 
    “Of course.  You are talking about the Illegals Program.” 
 
    “What do you think happened to all those agents when the Berlin Wall fell?” 
 
    “We assumed they just cut themselves off and carried on with their lives in the west.”  Nick knew that some had been found and dealt with, but many were still out there. 
 
    “Ah, but let us say someone saw the potential of using some of those agents for their own devices.  Let us say someone who ran a cadre of sleepers decided that they shouldn’t be retired.” 
 
    “That someone being you I suppose,” Nick deduced. 
 
    “Indeed.  I saw first-hand the corruption of communism, just as I now witness the decadence of the West.  Everything I was told, everything I was brought up on and learnt was a lie.  And the alternative was just a different form of slavery.  When the Soviet Union fell apart, I saw that I had been given a chance and a network to make a difference.  I had the codes and the means to activate those sleepers, and as a controller, I also had the power to shape them to my own ends.”  Nick always suspected that.  The general consensus was that the sleepers all had pre-determined targets with which to go after, but that didn’t make any sense.  They could be undercover for decades, and the military and political climate was constantly changing.  It had always made more sense for them to receive their instructions and their targets after activation.  
 
    “So you are saying Azrael is an activated sleeper?”  Nick looked at the video feed of the man Carl was still interrogating.  He didn’t look Russian, but then wasn’t that the point? 
 
    “The reason the sleeper agents were so effective was rather straightforward.  They didn’t know they were sleepers.” 
 
    “But how is that possible?” asked Nick.  And why exactly are you telling me all this? 
 
    “Just as your MI13 has its Orphan Program, so did Mother Russia,” Mother informed.  It felt good to tell someone the story that so desperately wanted to be told.  Nick hid his surprise that she knew of his secret organisation.  “We trained them and indoctrinated them young, instilling in them a mask if you will.  A cover identity that would fit in with western society, full of greed, avarice and ambition.  They became the mask, forgetting who they truly were.  Until they became activated that was, and then all the training would come flooding back.  We turned children into machines.  Azrael cannot remember who he was because his former identity was itself a lie.  When I activated him, I stripped his mind of it as easily as removing a pair of gloves.  The result was…interesting.  Now he is merely a puppet, a killing machine that obeys any order given to it.  Although this one is becoming confused and desperate to understand its former life.  That happens sometimes.” 
 
    “And you used him for your own ends?”  Nick actually felt sorry for Azrael.  
 
    “I used him to help save humanity.” 
 
    “That sounds very altruistic of you,” Nick mocked.  “And I don’t believe a word of it.” 
 
    “Oh, my intentions were totally genuine and completely naïve.”  Surprising honesty there, thought Nick.  “I helped build something with the hope that the sickness of humanity could be brought under control.  But just as with everything, those who I brought into the fold took a worthy idea and ruined it.  I underestimated the power that men craved.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “You should be,” Mother admonished.  “It’s the reason you are all going to die.  Only men could have created what you now face.”  Mother said the word men with a bitterness that could almost be tasted. 
 
    “If you were using Azrael to kill scientists then I assume you planned to release some sort of bioweapon?”  It didn’t take much intelligence to work that one out.  Remove the ability to create a cure to get maximum impact from a viral release. 
 
    “You really are wasted working for the British,” Mother stated.  “I could have paid you so much more.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the money,” Nick stated truthfully.  His undercover work had shown him the reality of luxury, and he saw it for the trap it truly was.  It made one weak, sucked the individual into a never-ending spiral of greed for greed’s sake. 
 
    “Your kind never do.”  Mother was clearly amused now.  She was about to say something more, but she was struck by a sudden coughing fit.  Nick waited for it to end. 
 
    “What was the bio-weapon?” 
 
    “Originally, weaponised flu.  But the organisation I founded overtook me.  I’m sure you have guessed that my health is failing.  Cancer, terminal.  Nothing even the most expensive doctors can do, so they don’t get to practice their dark arts on me.  And trust me when I say I have seen the best of them.” 
 
    “So,” Nick deduced, “I’m guessing you were side-lined?” 
 
     “Worst, I was ousted, kept as a figurehead.  I still have a voice, but not loud enough.  Even before my illness, a faction in my organisation was working in secret to surpass the plan.  You are seeing the effects of that now.” 
 
    “What effects?”   
 
    “A few days ago an experimental virus escaped our Thailand facility.  It was only supposed to be used once the world had shut down international travel, and only in countries where the borders could be sealed.  And now it is loose in the world.  It’s the end.  There is no stopping it.” 
 
    “So the people coming back from the dead?  That’s down to you?” 
 
    “Not me,” Mother corrected.  “When I learnt about that madness I strongly objected.  But the idiots didn’t listen.  Even now they are deliberately releasing it in cities across the world using the very agents I trained.” 
 
    “His latest target.  Why was Azrael sent after Jessica?” 
 
    “Is that the woman who is immune?” Mother asked.  Nick was astonished at the intelligence this woman’s organisation was able to gather.  Not only did they know about the existence of MI13, but they also knew about Dunn’s likely immunity. 
 
    “Looks that way,” Nick said.  He didn’t know for sure, but Colonel Smith had been making noises to that effect.  Jessica had been moved from the hospital to a military base.   
 
    “Then you have your answer,” Mother stated.  “To have an immune individual in an isolation facility at the start of an outbreak is not conducive to global annihilation.”  Shit, thought Nick.  Of course. 
 
    “Mother, why did you ring?”   
 
    “Of all my children, Azrael was my favourite.  Despite his recent failings, you do tend to grow attached to them.  I guess I just wanted to say goodbye.”    
 
      
 
    Campbell listened to the conversation with growing alarm.  Could this be even true?  A usurped Russian sleeper program used to assassinate scientists worldwide?  A bioweapon now being deliberately unleashed upon the world.  Somehow, he had to let his superiors know what was going on, even though it was clear he had been abandoned.  That was the problem with the covert world, the agents were generally expendable.  His superiors would, right now, be apologising to the British about their rogue representatives.  The bastards, he had even told them the idea to snatch Jessica was foolish.  The British were openly working with the CDC to figure this shit out, but that wasn’t enough for some in the American intelligence community.  If Jessica was immune, they wanted her on US soil so that America could benefit from any secrets her blood and her body held.  And he had almost made it.  Ironic really that it was Azrael who fucked everything up.   
 
    He felt eyes boring into him and moved his head to see Jeff glaring at him suspiciously.  It felt like Jeff was trying to read his mind.  Campbell was used to suspicion whenever he joined another agency’s operation but the level of distrust here had been hard to ignore.  Ignore it he had however, it was the only way to deal with it.  Campbell couldn’t really blame them, and he had proven that the distrust was completely warranted.  Against his better judgement, he had betrayed his team, temporary bedfellows as they had been.  He still felt bad about that, it wasn’t who he was. 
 
    “I can’t let you talk to him,” Nick said almost apologetically. 
 
    “I know,” the voice who claimed to be called Mother stated.  “Try and give him a quick death.” 
 
    “We aren’t in the business of killing for killing’s sake,” Nick advised. 
 
    “I know, but it would be a mercy.  With what’s coming.”  The voice over the speakerphone sounded sad. 
 
    “And what exactly is coming?  Explain it to me,” demanded Nick. 
 
    “The end,” Mother said.  “The end of everything.  You have all the information you need to figure things out.  I can’t help you anymore.”  With that, the line went dead. 
 
    “Did you get all that?” Nick said to Natasha. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll send it to Central.” 
 
    “Do you buy any of that?” Jeff asked Nick. 
 
    “You tell me,” Nick answered.  “You saw whatever this is first hand.” 
 
    “I’m still trying to get my head around it.  What about you Campbell?  What do you think?”  Campbell hadn’t expected to be spoken to and he withdrew from a semi-trance, his mind trying to process what he had heard.  He looked up at Jeff almost gratefully. 
 
    “I think this represents a very real threat,” Campbell informed those in the room.  “If there really is a zombie virus, it would explain why I was ordered to do what I did.”   
 
    “Yeah, about that,” said Nick standing.  Walking over to Campbell, he punched the American hard in the solar plexus.  “When we are done with Azrael, you and I are going to have some alone time.” 
 
    Winded, Campbell still managed to smile through a coughing fit. 
 
    “Looking forward to it,” Campbell said defiantly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Tristan da Cunha Island, Atlantic 
 
      
 
    For the nearly two hundred and fifty residents of the British overseas territory, the arrival of the research group five years previously had at first felt like an invasion.  Curiosity turned to suspicion when the first freighter ship appeared on the horizon, unloading men and equipment into boats that forged their way towards the shores of the tiny volcanic island.  No ship that size had come so close in decades, and word got around the island population that outsiders were coming.   
 
    On that fateful day, people had gathered to watch nearly a dozen boats head towards the island’s only harbour.  The general consensus was that nothing good would come of this.   
 
    Whilst they were used to hardy tourists making the arduous journey to the island, they did not expect the population of the island to double overnight.  With official documentation supporting their operation, the landing parties that started to arrive from the huge ship parked offshore were an unwelcome and unwanted distraction.  People meant progress, and progress was a threat to the island way of life.  They didn’t need money, that was why they lived here. 
 
    The initial alarm was short-lived, especially when it became evident that the teams coming ashore had no interest in staying in the island capital, known as The Settlement of Edinburgh.  As the days progressed, the strangers, who kept themselves to themselves, moved inland and began to set up camp away from normal folk.  Some people even began to consider that perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to have a large research station present on the island.  Sceptical voices still dominated though, especially when two more, even larger, freighters appeared on the horizon a week later. 
 
    That was when the helicopters arrived.  As far as everyone could tell, there were five of them, ferrying large crates slung underneath in huge nets.  Back and forth the helicopters travelled, where they landed and unloaded, well away from the prying eyes of curious islanders.  The helicopter that got the most attention whenever it roared overhead was the Russian made Mig-26.  Half the time it was seen to be carrying large digging equipment.  The rest of the time, vehicles such as Humvees.  For seven days, the flights went overhead on an almost constant basis, the distant noise a constant irritation to the islanders used to almost serene silence.  The pilots, at least, seemed to know better than to fly directly over the main population centre, choosing to detour around.    
 
    Still, several of the more adventurous types went to see just what the hell was going on, only to return hours later with tales of polite, but insistent soldiers turning everyone who dared approach away from the camp.  Some managed to get sight of the excavation that was occurring in the side of the volcano.  
 
    “What, British soldiers?” came the question. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” came the common response.  “They spoke English, but they were all dressed in black.” 
 
    Within three days, a two-layered barrier fence had been erected around the whole site claimed by the interlopers, the sound of diggers gouging into the volcanic rock resonating across the island twenty-four hours a day.  Then there were the explosions that echoed across the volcanic landscape every couple of hours.   
 
    After the first week the numerous tents had been replaced by standing structures made of concrete and steel.  With the ships fully unloaded they sailed off into the distance, and the islander’s displeasure about the invaders reduced itself to a low grumbling mumble as they learnt to accept the invasion that they had no power to do anything about.  So long as the strangers didn’t interfere with anything, then the overall consensus was to leave them to their own devices.  Despite the monthly arrivals of container ships and more helicopters, the locals began to forget about the intrusion on their island, for not a single one of the newcomers ever came into town. 
 
    Gaia, the organisation that Mother had once helped found was responsible for the incursion on the sleepy British territory.  It had more than enough funds to bribe the necessary officials and to pay for the workmen and the mercenaries who helped build and secure what eventually became an underground facility built into the side of the mountain. Although still classed as an active volcano, the analysts who had chosen the island for the enclave had assessed the chances of a volcanic eruption as slim.  The isolated location and low population were deemed an essential factor in the island being picked.   
 
    Then one day the construction was completed.  In essence what was built was a bunker in the middle of fucking nowhere.  It was deemed the safest place to survive the apocalypse, a place where the leaders of Gaia, along with their families, could survive the coming apocalypse that they were about to create.  With its own energy production facilities, food and water to last two years and housing for nearly fifty people, it was a fortress on a remote island.  It also had its own runway, long enough to accept corporate jets.  The curious returned to the excavation and witnessed the planes landing and taking off as the workers and mercenaries left, their services no longer required.  Nobody tried to breach the perimeter of the enclave, the signs informing anyone who could read that the facility was military in nature, and that intrusion would be met with lethal force.  
 
    It was left abandoned until the day it was required.  That was to be this day.  Right now, four of those jets were streaming to this location.  The hierarchy of Gaia fled the Earth to wait out its impending downfall.     
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    It had been two hours since the conversation with Mother.  Nick was alone with the monitors that watched a sleeping Azrael, Campbell having been moved to a room on his own.  Nick had grown tired of looking at the man, and there was still no word from Central on what was to be done with him.  The likelihood was that he would be handed back to the Americans which rankled Nick no end.  Campbell was too senior an agent to just kill, even though he had apparently gone off the deep end.  Things would have been a lot better, for everyone all round, if Azrael had just shot the fool. 
 
    The intensity of Azrael’s interrogation could only be maintained for so long, and as they had not extracted anything new from their captive, they had sedated him.  Natasha and Carl had both gone to get something to eat, and Jeff was presently getting some kip downstairs.  This meant that Nick was presently alone with his thoughts…thoughts that troubled him, ruining the order that was so important for his own mental wellbeing. 
 
    Nick was not one to let worry control him.  This whole thing did concern him though, because he saw the wider implications of what it meant.  He had been briefed on Colonel Smith’s findings and had access to the predictions being put forward by Moros.  Although not designed for such, Moros was perhaps ideally placed to forecast what was about to occur.  The data was confidential as well as terrifying, seen by very few people outside the top echelons of government because it made for devastating reading.  With the initial infections already present in the country, Moros was calculating the anticipated infections rates.  In the last twenty-four hours, the conservative estimate was that, even with the containment actions taken at Manchester, over thirteen thousand people were freshly infected by the virus in the UK alone.  Tomorrow it would be twenty-seven thousand, the day after fifty-two thousand.  And that wasn’t taking into account direct spread from those who resurrected.  Reports of such events were slowly starting to filter through, but not yet to the general populous.  Although Nick didn’t agree with the policy, he could understand the rationale behind keeping people in the dark.  The country was already dealing with riots, what the hell was going to be unleashed when the truth was finally revealed?  As usual, the British government had decided to stick its head in the sand and hope the whole problem would go away.  
 
    Thailand was already considered a failed state, hundreds of thousands of undead now on the rampage.  The army there had been overrun, the now suppressed flow of land, sea and air traffic from that country having spread the virus across the globe.  Even now, it was surging through populations unchecked.  On Nick’s laptop, he read the list of countries where infected individuals had already been identified.  He knew that if they didn’t get control of things soon, they never would.  It was the early days where things had a chance to be stopped in their tracks, and those days were running out. 
 
    This was a new kind of enemy, one Nick didn’t know how to fight.  How could you defeat something that could infect anyone?  That could spread easily through breath and skin to skin contact?  The virus was reportedly resistant to heat and UV light and seemed to survive on surfaces for prolonged periods of time.  Had it been designed like that, or was it just nature finally tiring of her human guests? 
 
    *** 
 
    The sedation wasn’t quite enough to put Azrael fully under, and he stirred in a semi-conscious state.  The cloak that had been draped over his past had slipped, the memories there not so much erased as hidden.  With the effects of the truth drug in his system, snippets of who he had been came to him. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” he murmured to himself.  Fragments of a happy life came to the front of his mind.  Faces, people he had loved.  One moment he knew who they were, the next the truth was ripped from him as his brain found itself unable to keep hold of the countless revelations.  The strongest image was of him holding the phone, before the change, the sound of the cavernous chains smashing into each other in the background. 
 
    “Be who you were meant to be, rupturer of man” the female voice had said.  The voice of Mother, the one who made him, the one who changed him.  Prior to that moment he had been Kevin, who despite his affairs, had loved a wife and had raised two children.  Successful, rich, powerful, and it had all been a lie.  Mother had taken control of him using the pre-programmed phrase, the sound of the chains the other part in the auditory activation.   
 
    The knowledge rushed into his head and out again, the certainty of his life maddening and yet fleeting.  But a new thought formed, one that wasn’t supposed to have been possible.  Azrael knew that Mother had done this, that she was not his benefactor but in fact his defiler.  He would never remember his days in the Russian training camp because those memories were truly purged, only their lessons remained.  His life before Azrael though, he remembered that.  And whilst he knew he had been married, he could not remember the face of the woman who had shared his bed and bore his children.  Jessica’s face though, oh he remembered that.  How fortunate she was that Azrael had chosen family over lust, for had he not, had he gone further down the road that the affair was leading, it might well have been Jessica who would have had the honour of being the first victim of Azrael’s murderous rampage. 
 
    “Jessica,” the word came repeatedly to his lips, so silent the microphones in the room barely caught the words.   
 
    *** 
 
    Jessica had been allowed the use of a phone, but it had been a landline, and the call had been monitored closely. 
 
    “You are allowed two phone calls, and you are forbidden from talking about the specifics of the virus.”  Forbidden?  They had given her the government cover story, and insisted that she abide by it. 
 
    “Sharing the truth with anyone without express permission will result in that person’s summary detention.”  Two men had watched her through the glass partition in her new room, both soldiers, both stern of face and manner.  One of them had dialled the first number for her, the call to her mother not going through.  She had descended into tears then, thinking the worst about the world outside.  Her mother was old-fashioned, refusing to carry around a mobile cancer brick as she called them.  There was also the uncertainty that gripped her at that moment.  She was only allowed two calls, would that count as one?  And what if the reason her mother hadn’t answered was down to the fact that something had happened to her? 
 
    It hadn’t.  And the attempt didn’t count as one of her two.  As scary looking and as intimidating as her watchers were, they weren’t totally heartless.  On her second call, she had reached her brother Tom, who informed her that her mother was with him.  “Thank God”, she had thought.   
 
    Although she wasn’t officially a prisoner, she felt like one and knew that she had no hope of freedom for the time being.  She was evidently now a commodity, something people were willing to fight over, and her human rights were secondary to the demands made by greater powers.  It was obvious that her plight would be easily forgotten by the outside world.  Her usefulness was undoubtedly why they had moved her from the hospital to the military base she now resided at.  The journey here had taken thirty minutes, the armed convoy leaving the hospital shortly after the firefight where she had been rescued from those who were intent on kidnapping her.  Funny, when her own government did exactly that, they called it necessary detention.   
 
    She knew the country had slipped towards a police state years ago, it was only now that Jessica truly understood how much she had kept herself in denial about that.  It was clear that everything that was being done to her was legal under the framework set out by Parliament.  They had even shown her the legislation to prove it and the written orders signed by names she couldn’t read authorising her to be held. 
 
    The conversation with her mother had lasted twenty minutes.  It was full of tears and reassurances.  Whilst Jessica didn’t reveal any of the forbidden secrets, she had insisted that her Mum do exactly what Tom told her to do, that there were things happening that she couldn’t explain.  At the end of their conversation, Jessica had once again spoken to her brother. 
 
    “You were right all along,” Jessica had said cryptically.  “Get ready for what you always said was coming.”  Clearly, she had followed the rules because now Jessica was permitted to make her second call.  She couldn’t call her law office, because it was out of business hours and nobody would be there.  There was no point calling any of the partners.  They wouldn’t be able to help her, something that was pointed out with deliberation and conviction.  So she had done the next best thing.  Holding the phone against her ear, she waited for the second number to dial through. 
 
    “Hello?” Stuart said. 
 
    “Stuart, it’s Jessica.” 
 
    “Jesus Jess, where have you been?  The whole office is running gossip about you.”  
 
    “My brother got sick, he’s…he’s dead Stuart.” 
 
    “I know Jess.  The police came round to say why you wouldn’t be to work.  The partners were very understanding, but we weren’t told anything else.  They never said how he died though.  And where the hell are you?” 
 
    “I’m not allowed to say.” 
 
    “Not allowed?”  Jessica watched the eyes of the two men.  She wanted to tell her friend everything, give him a chance to survive this.  But she also didn’t want armed goons kicking his door in at four o’clock in the morning. 
 
    “You have to trust me when I say I can’t talk about it.  All I can say is that I’m OK, and that much of what you’ve heard on the news is true.” 
 
    “Ebola?  Shit.” 
 
    “Listen Stuart, do you trust me?”   
 
    “You know I do,” Stuart said. 
 
    “Then you need to listen very carefully to what I am about to say.”  Jessica had persuaded those in charge of her detention to try and save those she loved.  She had very few true friends, work letting those relationships dwindle.  So she wasn’t really close to many people.  “You will be getting a phone call shortly from my other brother.  I want you to do what he says.  I can’t tell you why.  Just trust me on this.” 
 
    “Why can’t you tell me?  I don’t understand.”  The frustration in his voice was evident.  Jessica glanced up at one of the watchers, and the man shook his head.  A warning.  Tell anyone, and they will be in a cell within the hour.  The words still rang through her mind.  She wanted so badly to scream out what she knew, to warn those who she held dear.  Jessica had seen the dead walk, had felt death’s teeth bite into her, and the world needed to know.  But revelation wouldn’t be from her lips.  The moisture started to well at the corner of her eyes again. 
 
    “I want to tell you everything, I really do.  But I can’t.  Just do this for me Stuart. My brother will phone you and give you an address.  Drive there as soon as you can.  Take as much food and water with you, because you will likely be there for a long time.” 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense.”  He was resisting, the normality of life preventing him from seeing what was occurring.  Jessica mouthed the word please to both the men outside.  Both men shook their heads. 
 
    “I have to go,” Jess said, visibly weeping now.  Talking to her mother had been hard, but somehow this was harder.  Her mother and brother were safe, or as safe as anyone could be.  But Stuart lived in the city.  He was deep in the thick of it, vulnerable to the virus that was rampaging across the planet.  In a brief moment of candour, Colonel Smith had actually treated her like a human being and had told Jessica WHY she was so important.  Lazarus they were calling it, likely the worst threat humanity had ever faced.   
 
    “Please, do what I tell you.  I need to know you’re safe.”  She had to hang up, Jessica knew if she stayed on the phone any longer she would reveal everything.  And that wouldn’t be good for anyone. 
 
    “Jess?” 
 
    “Goodbye Stuart.  Please look after yourself.”  Jessica put the phone down in its cradle and curled up into a ball on a bed that wasn’t hers. 
 
    *** 
 
    They had taken the car because the nearest establishment that sold food was about five minutes’ drive away.  Natasha and Carl figured they didn’t have the luxury to exercise, not today.  The situation on the streets was too volatile and unpredictable.  It wasn’t good to stay cooped up though, you had to get out and feel the wind on your face on occasion. 
 
    “Nice work in there,” Carl said genuinely.  “I admired your approach.  Remind me never to piss you off.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Natasha responded.  She would have said the same thing, but it wasn’t necessary.  Although they hadn’t really gotten anything out of Azrael, the information had come all the same.  Once Azrael had been given a few hours rest, they would try the drugs again, only this time in a slightly different combination.  They had found the lock into his mind, now they just needed the right key.  Maybe there was something else he could tell them, a location for example, a place where Mother or her cronies could be found. 
 
    Natasha pulled the car into a petrol station on a crossroads and turned off the engine.  The night outside was quiet, the roads unusually clear, although not unsurprisingly so.  In the drive over, they hadn’t seen many pedestrians either, probably driven indoors by the shadow of the Manchester rioting.  Neither of them were aware that a hoard of rioters was heading their way, having slipped past the overstretched police lines.   
 
    The petrol station shop, with its promise of fructose-laden food beckoned.  They were out of the car and half way to the door when a police van sped past, blues and two’s blaring. 
 
    “Busy night,” Carl said.  He stepped through into the establishment, Natasha pausing to watch the vehicle disappear.  With a frown, she followed Carl through into the shop.   
 
    The store was large and brightly lit, basically a mini supermarket that sold petrol.  Unfortunately for Natasha, it didn’t have a fruit and veg selection, so she was forced to pick produce from the next best options.  Nuts, wholemeal sandwiches, horrible processed crap, but you eat what was available.  Carl had acquired himself a basket and was wandering down the aisle chucking in random stuff.  High-calorie food, fuel to keep them going.  Both of them walked past the alcohol without giving the stuff a second glance.  They were on company time.  No drinking allowed.  Besides, just like Jeff, Carl never touched the stuff anyway. 
 
    Natasha picked a packet of M&M’s out of the basket and held them up disapprovingly. 
 
    “You eat these?”  She gave Carl a disappointed look. 
 
    “Yep,” Carl said beaming.  “They are my one vice.”  
 
    “Your dentist must love you.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know I have perfect teeth, look.”  Carl flashed her a smile of exaggerated cheesiness, forcing Natasha to roll her eyes.  She returned the chocolates and added her own luxuries to the growing assortment.   
 
    They were halfway through their shop when the door suddenly burst open as two harassed people ran in.  Both agents turned to the commotion that was unfolding before them. A man and a dreadlocked woman had entered, the man bleeding from a gaping head wound.  The woman, who looked about seventeen, was helping her slightly older companion walk, both clearly struggling. 
 
    “Can anyone help me?” Dreadlocks said through sobs.  One second Carl was holding the basket, the next it was on the floor discarded.  He wormed his way through the aisles just as the shop assistant came from behind the payment area.   
 
    “What happened?” Carl asked.  The woman looked at him frantically, panic nearly taking control of her.  
 
    “We were in the pub down the road.  Then these bastards stormed in and just started ripping the place up.  They beat my boyfriend with a pool queue when he tried to stop them robbing us.  They took my phone, they took everything.”  The woman was more a girl, she didn’t look like she was old enough to be in a pub.   
 
    Natasha made her way to the shop door and pulled it open.  More sirens could be heard now, heading away.  Worryingly, there was also the roar of a not too distant crowd. 
 
    “We need to leave, NOW,” Natasha almost ordered.  Carl turned to the shop employee. 
 
    “This place got security grills?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the shop worker who was looking at the bleeding teenager with a mixture of revulsion and awe.  The blood was pouring down the side of the man’s head, visibly pumping between the damaged man’s fingers.  It was already dripping onto the floor…somebody was going to have to clean that up. 
 
    “Brodie!” Natasha insisted.  He raised a hand to silence her. 
 
    “Are you trained in first aid?” 
 
    “No,” said the shop assistant.  “My boss is the first aider, but he’s off sick.” 
 
    “Well, have you got a first aid kit?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the assistant said, standing there like he had accomplished the task at hand. 
 
    “Well fucking go and get it you muppet.”  Carl’s scathing comment forced the man into action.  Natasha stormed over and grabbed Carl’s arm.   
 
    “What are you doing?  We can’t get ourselves stuck here.” 
 
    “He’s injured.  I’m doing what I’m trained for.”  Outside they heard someone yell.  Natasha kept glancing out the window.  From her peripheral vision, she saw the assistant returning.   
 
    “What’s your name love?” Carl said to the woman.  He was kneeling down, examining the wound on the teenager’s head.  He’d live, but Carl was pretty sure the young man had a concussion.  He would need an ambulance for sure.   
 
    “Sharon.”  A first aid kit was shoved in his face, and he grabbed it. 
 
    “Well Sharon, here is what’s going to happen.”  Carl opened the kit and took out the large surgical dressing.  “You are going to hold this against your boyfriend’s head.  Can you do that?”  Sharon was looking at him blankly.  Carl waved the dressing at her and she came back into the room. 
 
    “Sorry, yes.”   
 
    Everyone heard the sound of breaking glass in the distance.  Carl stood up, now infected with Natasha’s urgency.  He told the assistant to lock down the shop and switch off the fuel pumps.  The assistant nodded at him, as if Carl was relaying sage advice from the Oracle of Delphi herself.  He figured he also needed to tell the cretin to phone for an ambulance as well, but if things were as bad as Natasha seemed to be worried about, then it would be a while for help to arrive.  Carl felt his arm being grabbed, and this time he didn’t resist Natasha’s urgency. 
 
    Outside the loudness of the crowd could be heard now.  They must have been about forty metres down the road, moving at a fast pace, causing as much mayhem and destruction as they could.  Two cars were on fire behind the mob’s progression landmarks to the destructive power of chaos.   
 
    Natasha was the first to get in the car, Carl reckoning there were close to a hundred people coming at them.  This was bad.  The crowd surged, police nowhere to be seen, order completely abandoned.  Hurling muted expletives, Natasha got the car in gear, and they were moving with time to spare.  As they pulled out of the forecourt, Carl looked back and with relief saw the security shutters descending across the door and windows to the shop.  The external lights to the petrol station went out. 
 
    “Brodie, what the hell was that?”  She alternated her attention between the road and her fellow agent. 
 
    “The man needed help.”  He had to admit, he resented the way she was speaking to him. 
 
    “You can’t help everyone, Carl.”   
 
    “No, but I can help as many as I can.  In fact, stop the car.”  Natasha sighed to herself.  That was a problem with the Orphans.  Every single one of them seemed completely selfless, caring more for others than often for their own wellbeing.  What kind of indoctrination did they put those guys through? 
 
    “You have got to be joking.” 
 
    “That mob isn’t going to be stopped by a few security grills.  Stop the car for fuck’s sake.”  
 
    “This is a bad idea,” she said slamming on the brakes. 
 
    “If we don’t help those we are sworn to protect, then what’s the point.”  With those words ringing in her ear, Carl flung himself from the car. 
 
    The crowd was visible now, spread out across the road, the streetlights giving them an eerie glow.  Carl removed the pistol from its holster, chambered a round.  Like something out of the wild west, he walked down the centre of the road, a lone figure against the unruly gang.  Twenty metres from them now, and it was clear that some in the crowd had seen him.  To announce his presence to them in proper fashion, Carl raised his gun in the air and fired a single shot.  The sound certainly got their attention.  As much as he didn’t want to, he was more than prepared to punish anyone foolish enough not to run. 
 
    The crowd seemed to still.  Several of them had crude melee weapons which they brandished menacingly.  Knives could be seen, baseball bats, one even seemed to be sporting an iron pipe.  Where the hell do you find an iron pipe? Carl thought to himself.  With the petrol station now to his right, Carl stood his ground and brought the gun down to his side. 
 
    “By order of Her Majesty’s government, you are all ordered to cease this madness and return to your homes.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” someone with more bravado than sense shouted. 
 
    “Failure to comply,” Carl continued, “will result in the use of lethal force.  There are fourteen bullets left in this gun, and I have two more clips to back that up.”  He heard a car door open behind him. 
 
    “You’re bluffing man,” a woman cried defiantly.  Natasha stepped next to him, also withdrawing her weapon. 
 
    “Feel at ease to test that theory,” Carl said, knowing that he had already won most of them over.  He could see it, the group starting to fracture, those at the back running off in the opposite direction.  There was still some defiance there though at the front, probably fuelled by alcohol, perhaps something harder and more illicit.  “You have ten seconds to disperse.”  Carl raised the gun. A lanky youth in a hoody stepped forward, closing the distance. 
 
    “I say we take these fuckers,” hoodie roared.  “They ain’t going to shoot.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake Brodie,” Natasha seethed beside him.  Before he could respond she aimed her gun and shot hoodie in the left lower knee, her aim perfect.  Hoodie collapsed in agony, clutching his shattered leg, howling in pain through gritted teeth.  All the fight disappeared from the crowd, more of them running off now. 
 
    “Hey,” Carl bellowed, “don’t forget your friend.”  He watched as two now frightened young men picked their bleeding comrade off the tarmac and dragged the wounded animal away. 
 
    “Spread the word,” Carl shouted after them.  “Lethal force has now been authorised.  If you want to live through the night, go home and stop fucking about.” 
 
    The pair stood watch as the rioters dispersed.  Carl felt eyes burning into him. 
 
    “What?” Carl asked defensively. 
 
    “You are going to be the death of me Brodie,” Natasha said, clearly exasperated.  “If you weren’t so cute I’d punch you in the goddamn face.”  She stormed off back to the car, Carl watching her with a growing smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Flight mid-Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
     Singapore to Los Angeles, a sixteen-hour flight at the best of times.  An arduous journey for those in economy, bearable for those who had a little more money.  Even the flight staff were expected to get some sleep so that they would be fresh to do their duties.  The plane was fitted with beds just for that purpose, sleeping accommodation that was far better than anything the poor sods in cattle class were given. 
 
    Jane had always wanted to be an air stewardess, and she had achieved her life’s goal of becoming the chief flight attendant at the age of twenty-seven.  With the exception of the pilots, she ran the roost, and she would abide no funny business on her flight.  Most of her present crew she knew, but there were two relief flight attendants who she had never worked with before…she watched them with a wary, untrusting eye.  Having instructed them in what she expected, Jane was pleased to see that everything was, so far, going to plan.  The flight was making good time, the first meal service having been completed with few complaints.  The other bonus of this trip was the apparent lack of any drunks on board. 
 
    All was well until, ten hours into the flight, one of the stewardesses came to tell her that the severely overweight passenger in 22J had fallen ill.   
 
    Jane thought she remembered him boarding the plane.  He was a short man, probably less than five foot six.  But he likely weighed fifteen stone.  She remembered his laboured breathing and the immense bulk he carried for his height and was glad that he had chosen to purchase an economy seat plus seat which he had barely managed to squeeze himself into.  Do you enjoy brief mouth pleasure that much? she had caught herself thinking.   She knew better than to judge others, for who was she to say how anyone should live their lives.  It was just that, in her mind, people that big were just so inconvenient in an emergency.  Jane would give any passenger the benefit of the doubt, so long as they behaved themselves.   
 
    Her zero tolerance for unacceptable behaviour went for passengers as well as crew.   
 
    Whilst not the biggest passenger she had ever seen, he was definitely the heaviest on the flight.  Following her subordinate, Jane went to see what kind of medical problem was going to ruin what was all set to be a perfectly run flight. 
 
    “Sir, what seems to be the problem?”  Jane looked at the man.  He was pouring sweat, and his skin was flushed.  There was a raspiness to his breathing that was troubling.  He had an agitated manner about him that she had seen before.  People his size were often diabetic or pre-diabetic.  If he was going hypoglycaemic, they might have a problem on their hands. 
 
    “Trouble…breathing,” 22J answered.  The words were forced.  With a full flight, the woman next to him looked more distressed about her own predicament than his apparent ailing health. 
 
    “I need to go to the bathroom,” said 22K.  Unless she was willing to climb over her fellow passenger, she would have to wait till they figured out what was wrong with the gentleman.  Jane smiled her reassuring smile at 22K, but put the bulk of her attention on 22J. 
 
    Another stewardess arrived with a drink of water, and the man took it, gulping down the cool liquid greedily.  Too fast.  Some of the water went down the wrong hole which started a coughing fit.  So violent was it, that the chair he was in rocked painfully in its moorings.  The man began to wheeze, coughed again, and then vomited all over himself and the floor in front of him. 
 
    “Oh my God,” 22K said maniacally wiping splashback off her arm.  Jane died inside.  This was everything she hoped wouldn’t happen.  They had a passenger who they would have difficulty moving, vomiting uncontrollably.  A sick bag appeared over her shoulder, and Jane grabbed it and handed it to the man.  22J ignored it, instead he began to panic, his face going blue as he found himself unable to breath.  Grabbing the seat in front of him, he pulled himself up to his feet violently, only to vomit over the top of the seat onto the poor passenger sat in front of him. 
 
    “Fuck me,” 21J shouted.  A big man, this time in muscle not in fat, the enraged passenger launched himself to his feet.  Jane knew she had to defuse this. 
 
     “Go to the washroom and wash yourself up as best you can.  Claire here,” she said indicating one of the other stewardesses, “will bring you a towel.”  21J considered his options and fortunately stormed off to use one of the bathrooms.  Wisdom prevailed over steroids on that occasion. 
 
    22J stumbled into the aisle. 
 
    “Maybe you should stay seated,” Jane said.  But she could tell the man wasn’t listening to her.  His eyes were glazing over, and he wavered on his feet.  A sudden unexpected turbulence hit.  Whilst not severe, it was just enough to tip him off his balance, and 22J fell backwards onto his back. 22K, careful to avoid the vomit as best she could, fled from her seat to escape the foul stench that now resided there. 
 
    Throughout the cabin, muted complaints began.  Jane looked down, only for the stewardess next to her to say the fateful words.   
 
    “I don’t think he’s breathing.”  The muttered complaints turned to hushed tones of fascination.  Ghouls began to rise from their seats, just so as to try and gain a glimpse of the spectacle unfolding.  The in-flight entertainment had begun. 
 
    “Get me the medical kit and inform the Captain,” Jane demanded.  This was what she had trained for, and she would take charge and deal with this situation.  Saying that, she was like a duck.  Calm on the surface, chaos underneath.  The stewardess nodded and disappeared down the cabin.   
 
    Jane didn’t want to go near him, so soiled was he.  To her added distress, she noticed the wet patch and the brown stain in his crotch, clearly visible on the light cream slacks.  There was blood in the vomit too, so she couldn’t risk touching him until she had some form of protection.  People around where the man had fallen were getting up from their seats now, putting distance in between themselves and what may very likely be a corpse.  Jane didn’t know his heart had virtually exploded in his chest.  She didn’t know that he was contaminated by a virus that would bring him back from the dead.   
 
    I want you to picture the scene.  You are stuck on a plane, hours from the nearest land mass.  How would you react if someone collapsed as 22J had done, only for his eyes to open again to show life, but not in the human form?  This man, whose strength seems to have tripled, comes at you, mouth wide with the intent of ripping out your jugular.  Where exactly would you run to?  Would you try and fight or run as best you can?  That was exactly what now happened to Jane. 
 
    Jane ran not knowing she was already infected.  Then the chaos really began, as 22J began to attack everyone around him. 
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    There is a room in men’s minds filled with violence.  For some, the room is tightly locked, only extreme events allowing a peek into the evil in the heart of man.  These are the civilised of society, those who follow the rules laid out to keep the fragile thread of order from snapping.  For others, the door is wide open.  Such people grow up knowing that strength and aggression are the only ways they can survive in a world alien to the makeup of their minds.  Some men die as a result, either in the execution of crimes or as the victims of such.  Others get locked away behind cold steel bars to protect society against the depravity and the desperation these men are willing to unleash.  A few learn to control and contain the beast that lives within them, shaping it, taming it so that it could be unleashed when it was needed.  Brian was such a man…most of the time. 
 
    Men such as Brian struggled with the vulnerability that relationships brought.  The touch and love of a woman sometimes even puts a lock on that door, where it remained so long as the calmness that love brings remained a constant.  But often, the relationship never forms, and men drift into a land of self-imposed seclusion.  Whilst they are happy to engage in relationships, they never really trust the women that drift into their lives.  The old fairy tale that “the beast could be tamed” rarely happened.  Brian was such a beast.   
 
     Perhaps the last thing he had expected then was to get a call from his brother’s widow.  She had already expressed her contempt for him, at least that was how it seemed to Brian.  He was clear that she no longer wanted anything to do with him, that his part in her life was now at an end.  Susan had probably been feeling like that for a while, but this was the first time she had come right out and said it to his face.   
 
    When Brian had opened up his phone, he soon saw that Susan did still need him after all.  Occasionally, men of destruction were needed in the fight against others of that ilk. 
 
    “Brian, there are people trying to break into my house.  I phoned the police, but I can’t get through.”  There was fear in her voice.  Brian could picture her worried face, the house she stayed in by no means a fortress able to withstand concerted assault. 
 
    “Are all the doors locked?” Brian asked.  He could hear the impacts that the front door was taking from his end of the phone call, the sudden sound of breaking glass highlighting Susan’s plight. 
 
    “Yes, but...” there was the sound of more breaking glass.  “They are coming in through the window.  Oh God.” 
 
    “Lock yourself in your bedroom, I will be there in ten minutes.”  He didn’t wait for her response.  Instead he closed the phone down and acted to make good on his promise. 
 
    Brian had been at work.  With the riots that were scarring the heart of Manchester, he figured there was a good chance there wouldn’t be any police eyes on him tonight.  They had been watching him on and off for the last few days to ensure he was behaving himself.  If they were out there tonight, then maybe for once that wasn’t a bad thing.  Extracting the pistol from its hiding place, he checked it was loaded and acquired himself a second clip.  Suitably armed, he left the gym he part-owned, locking up behind him.  The police had been through it with a fine tooth comb, but he had learnt long ago how to keep things hidden from the Old Bill.  Which was just as well, being found with an illegal firearm wouldn’t have helped his cause in the slightest.  
 
    Trouble with my brother’s widow, going round to see what’s up, he texted Clay.  The boss liked to be informed about the whereabouts of his lieutenants when they were “on duty”.  Brian figured Clay wouldn’t object.  As much as a burden as she now was, Susan was still an attractive woman, and Clay had often hinted that he found her desirable. 
 
    Scanning the gym’s otherwise empty car park, Brian got into his classic Jaguar and sped out onto the street which was strangely deserted.  News of the riots had been all over the TV, so the people had retreated to their homes.  Brian had been keeping track of things, the area affected by the violence getting closer to his home and his workplace.  Really there should be no danger of his property being damaged, most of the local scrotes knew not to mess with anything linked to Clay.  Clay was already moving in on the territory formerly owned by the CCC, so the word was out that there was a new Sherriff in town.  The thing was though, some of the younger ones could be unpredictable.   
 
     Susan was not so fortunate, and she was clearly now within the area affected by the madness.  On the street now, driving faster than was safe or acceptable, no cars followed him.  A part of him was actually disappointed not to have a police tail because they did occasionally have their uses.  Looked like he was going to have to do things the old-fashioned way.  Brian prepared to unlock the door and expose the contents of the room of suffering. 
 
    Brian made good time, the barren roads helpful in that regard.  Susan’s road, however, was chaos.  There were about a dozen youths attacking houses all along the street, and Brian stopped his car in the middle of the asphalt.  The wankers were crapping where they lived, wrecking their own environment, damaging and destabilising neighbourhoods they lived in.  The door opened a fraction more.   
 
    Brian sat in his car and watched the unfolding insanity from within.  The vehicle offered little in the way of protection, as was evidenced when a hooded male with a scarf over the lower half of his face jumped in front of the car and started slamming gloved palms down on the hood.  Not even Mr Clay would have been allowed to do that to his car.  Didn’t this little cunt realise class when he saw it?  The car was not only iconic but was also well known on the streets. 
 
    Engine stopped, Brian stepped out, his height and bulk evident to the youth.  The man didn’t flee though, not until Brian extracted his gun from his belt, cowardice often coming wrapped up in wisdom.  Another rioter came into view, and Brian recognised him as one of the boxing lads who used his gym.  This was good because it meant that Brian would be recognised for the force of nature that he was. 
 
    “Steve Benson,” Brian roared at the top of his lungs.  Several heads turned towards Brian, an imposing figure on the edge of the violence. 
 
    “Oh shit,” someone said.  Two of the smaller rioters ran off in the other direction, little more than children.  The man with the gun was a factor they hadn’t calculated for. 
 
    “Front and fucking centre Steve.”  Brian contemplated firing the gun in the air but thought better of it.  Further down the road, the mayhem was still ongoing, but within fifteen metres of him, it was as if a switch had been flipped.  Benson came over sheepishly, his fifteen-year-old frame suddenly seeming anything but threatening.  The long piece of wood he had been wielding was discarded wisely to the floor. 
 
    “Mr. Metcalf?” Brian grabbed him by the scruff of his neck. 
 
    “Oy, let my boy go,” some brave soul protested.  Brian ignored the shout, and pulled Benson’s face right up close, the gun now intimate and personal.  It was getting real acquainted with the left nostril. 
 
    “What the fuck is this lad?” Brian said calmly.  “Didn’t I teach you better than this?” 
 
    “We were just messing.  We didn’t mean nothing,” Benson said defensively.  Brian pushed the gun further into the nasal cavity, at which point he was sure the poor lad wet himself.  It was clear that Benson now wished he had run off like some of his friends, not that this would have helped in the long run.  Brian knew where he lived. 
 
    “My brother’s widow lives on this street you little cunt,” Brian suddenly roared.  He pulled the gun back and lightly tapped Benson on the side of the head with it, the humiliation of it a much more powerful message than an act of overt assault.  Pushing the cowering man away and holding him at arm;s length, Brian addressed the fascinated crowd that was starting to form. 
 
    “Listen up you little shits.   Most of you know who I am.  Most of you know what I am capable of.  If you aren’t FUCKING gone from this street in five seconds, I will start dealing out some lessons in serious fucking pain.”  Brian turned his head to Benson again, pulling him back in close.  “What about you Stevey boy?  Do you want to test me?  Do you want to learn why I have the reputation I have?”   
 
    “No sir, Mr. Metcalf,” Steve begged.  Brian pushed away and released the thug, letting the gun drop to his side.  Further up the street, the ferocity of the civil unrest had subsided, word spreading there now, the reality that their fun was over dawning on the majority. 
 
    “Then why are you still here?  Fuck off all of you.”  
 
    Fear swept through the masses, and almost in synch, they fled before Brian, Benson the last one, falling as he bolted after, quickly picking himself off the floor.   
 
    “You little shits,” Brian muttered to himself.   
 
      
 
    Brian found the front door still intact, but the front windows had been caved in.  Inside he could hear laughter and the sounds of a struggle.  There was no restraint in him now, Brian seething inside.  With the property’s door locked, the window was the only access point, and he followed the revellers through the shattered entrance they had granted themselves.  Brian was already picturing in his mind what he was going to do to the people he found inside. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered, cutting his hand on a piece of glass.  The wound wasn’t deep, but it was another irritation to send his blood up.  At that moment, he felt like he could take on all comers, his age more than made up for by his physical strength and ability to utilise whatever brutality came to mind. Now fully though, he noticed the graffiti that had already been sprayed on one of the walls.  This was a room he had once spent time in, birthdays and Christmases occasionally celebrated here.  He wasn’t sentimental, but he bristled at the lack of respect being shown.  Susan was family, and NOBODY messed with family.  Briefly, Brian noticed that the TV had also been smashed.  Why the fuck would you ruin an eight-hundred-pound LCD like that? 
 
    “Fucking animals,” he whispered to himself. 
 
    “Cool, she’s got vodka,” a voice said from the kitchen.  It joined onto the living room by a door which was now closed, and avoiding the broken glass so as not to alert anyone of his presence, he made for the closest invaders.   
 
    A scream came from upstairs.  Don’t worry you dumb bitch, Brain said inside.  I’m coming.  He was still feeling resentful with the way Susan had spoken to him the other day, but he could work past that.  Brian opened the kitchen door. 
 
    “Put that bottle down,” Brian said.  There were two boys here.  They weren’t even men, probably no older than fifteen.  Years ago, Brian’s father had told him a story about a time at the end of the second world war.  The story was part of the education Brian’s father had given Brian about the truth of the world. 
 
    “When I was stationed in Berlin right after the war,” his father had said, “there were two things we had to worry about.  The diseases carried by the sluts who sold themselves just so they could get something to eat.  You didn’t want your dick rotting off, let me tell you.  Worse though were the wolf packs, the gangs of kids not much older than you who would kill you and gut you without a second thought.”  The Wolf Packs.  That was the danger Brian faced here.  Even armed, enough of them could overpower him had they attacked together at once.  Which is why he was going to use shock and awe to completely destroy them as a threat. 
 
    Brian towered above the two lads, and they both stared at him with obvious fear. Good, that was what he wanted, fear would help to cow them into submission. The smaller of the two held the bottle, and for whatever insane reason came to mind, he chucked the Vodka at Brian.  His aim was shit, Brian easily dodging it, but there was no way he was going to let that go by unpunished.   
 
    “I’ve seen some stupid fucking things today, but that takes the biscuit.”  He made the gun obvious to them now, their eyes going wide.  “Do you know how much vodka fucking costs?”  Brian had really considered letting them go, but sod that.  There was nothing in-between him and the two boys, and he came at them like a total maniac.  Neither fought back because they had no skills with which to use against the oppression that Brian brought to the party.  Even if they had put up some sort of struggle, what would have been the point?  The end result was going to be the same regardless.   
 
    The larger of the two he punched full on in the face with his free hand.  The knuckle duster completely decimated the young visage, ripping the skin open in a grievous wound.  Even as the boy dropped unconscious, Brian sideswiped the other boy, pistol whipping him.  The last time this fury had been unleashed he had almost killed a man.  Now he just let it go, no restraint in him, the situation requiring these actions.  Lessons needed to be learnt, and tonight, he would willingly accept the role of teacher.  The hand that threw the bottle was smashed beneath Brain’s boot, the flesh ground into the kitchen floor. 
 
    When he was done the two bodies lay on the ground unmoving, the anger in him completely un-satiated.  It was like a wildfire now, consuming everything, demanding Brian unleash its power. 
 
    “Drew?” someone shouted from upstairs.  Ah, more business for him to attend to.  Brian left the kitchen by the other door which led to the hallway, one little shit out cold, the other bleeding, broken and crying on the kitchen floor.   
 
    To Brian’s right was the staircase which a slightly bigger lad was half way down.  Another child seeking punishment.  Normally Brian wouldn’t abide striking kids, but this was a breed of scum that needed some discipline.  The British system created them, in fact, it almost nurtured them.  Often from broken homes, failed by the schooling system, they were allowed to run amok by a society that no longer knew how to deal with their like.  Once upon a time they would have been given discipline in borstal or been kept in line by the local Bobby who knew just how hard he could hit them without getting into serious trouble.  Now they were unrestrained, massaged by left-leaning do-gooders who felt they just needed a chance.  No, what they needed were boundaries and parental supervision as well as fricking discipline.  Very occasionally they also needed the back of the hand across their smirking, grimy faces to show them that life wouldn’t abide their endless stupidity. 
 
    Well they had their chance, and they lost any hope of leniency when they broke into this house.  The boy on the stairs retreated upwards. 
 
    “Do you ever read the Bible?” Brian asked, flexing the fingers of his knuckle duster adorned hand. 
 
    “The Bible?” came a quivering response.   
 
    “Yeah, God’s word.  Do they ever teach you about it in that shit hole of a school you go to?”  Brian was at the base of the stairs now, stalking upwards one formidable step at a time.  Another person appeared at the top of the staircase, a teenager this one.  “The Bible says that if you spare the rod, you spoil the child.”  Five steps up now.  “What do you think?  Should I spare the rod?”  Ten steps, the lads backing up, another one coming into view.  “You come into my brother’s house and pull this shit.”  The three lads looking at each other, not knowing what to do, the gun Brian held menacing them.  “I think we are far from the road to forgiveness.” 
 
    “We’re sorry mister, we didn’t know,” the eldest of the three pleaded.  Brian vaguely knew him, another little bastard who had briefly crossed his path. 
 
    “No, but you know now.  I’m about to give each of you an education in the meaning of the word respect.”  His foot finally hit the top step and he loomed above them.  Even if they came at him together, Brian could probably crush them with his voice alone.  He put the gun back behind his back.  He realised he really wouldn’t be needing it. 
 
    “Brian?” Susan shouted. 
 
    There was a short hallway at the top of the stairs, with four doors off it.  The three youths stood there now, the terror palpable in them.  He could see in their eyes that they were all of the same mind in their realisation that they had just made a very considerable mistake in their lives, the three lads backed up as far as they could.  Susan came flying out of the closest room.   
 
    “Get behind me Susan,” Brian said calmly.  The even tone that now rested in his voice was probably the most frightening thing about him.  She was still clothed, although her face was bloodied.  Her top was ripped though, so it was evident where these twats had planned to take things.  Fortunately for Susan, they had decided to take their time, revelling in the power they now held, favouring increasing humiliation over the immediacy of action.   
 
    “The bastards were going to rape me,” Susan said through tears.  She didn’t cling to Brian as he had been expecting, just lightly touched his arm as if to ensure he was actually real.   
 
    “I know Susan.  And I’m going to have words with them about that.  You go downstairs now,” he advised.  “Perhaps best you stay out of the kitchen though.” 
 
    Susan looked at him, saw the power and the rage that was being kept just under the surface.  Part of her actually felt bad for what was coming to her molesters, but that paled in comparison to the revenge she craved for the hurt and the degradation she had endured at their hands.   
 
    “Use my bedroom will you.  The little cunts have already fucked it up.”  With that, she walked calmly down the stairs, her composure coming back to her.  The tears would dry up soon enough. 
 
    “Well, you heard the lady,” Brian ordered, pointing his finger at the room he was now going to dish out some serious justice in.  “Get your arses in there.” 
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Birmingham, UK 
 
      
 
    When Helga died, she was alone.  So in death, she mimicked much of how she had existed in life.  Lying in her sleeping bag in the alley behind the restaurant where the owners sometimes came out and gave her food, the last thought to hit her was that she should never have left the Ukraine.  Coming to this cold and damp rock had been the worst mistake of her miserable twenty-five years on this pointless planet.  
 
    She had come here for a better life, but it hadn’t worked like that.  The people smugglers she had paid everything she had to escape the crippling poverty of her home country had revealed their true nature only when she was across the English Channel.  Then the abuse, the violence and the threats had started.  The shouting, the hitting, the punishment rapes.  Driven in a darkened van with seven other women, Helga found herself a victim of her own naivety.  If only she had listened to her mother, who had warned her exactly what was likely to happen.   
 
    They had promised her a job, a wage and a home, and in a sense, they hadn’t lied.  What they had neglected to tell her was that her home would be a brothel where her job was being forced to service the scum of society seven days a week.  As for a wage, that came in the form of heroin, forcibly injected the first few times, until she came to crave it.  It made her pliant and allowed her new owners an easy way to control her.  Helga, so desperate to chase the dragon, became a willing accomplice to her own defilement.  
 
       That had been a year ago.  Then had come the raid, the Immigration officials and the police storming through the property like possessed banshees.  Somehow she had run, escaped with a body riddled with addiction and venereal disease.  The day after the raid, she had woken up with a pocket full of cash, having no recollection of how she had acquired it.  Somehow she had managed to survive.  The addiction had spurred her on, and she struggled on the streets the best way she knew how.   
 
    Until Lazarus visited her.  Begging on the street, a stranger had handed her a five-pound note, enough to feed her for a whole day.  Unfortunately, the note was coated with virus, and within a day she was showing symptoms due to her malnourished and weakened immune system.  Perhaps she should have gone to the hospital, but fear and her trauma-induced psychological issues prevented her.  Hospitals might mean police.  Police might mean arrest. And arrest might mean forced deportation.  Instead, she lay shivering in her dirty and ripped sleeping bag until the life evaporated out of her body.  Of all the victims of the Lazarus virus, she was one of the many who was actually spared the further hardships of surviving another day.  Sometimes, death was a blessing. 
 
    The first real problem zombie Helga faced on her birth was getting out of the fabric that encased her.  It took Helga(Z) a good thirty minutes to free herself and get to her feet, urine and faeces coating the already desecrated jeans she wore.  The stench that rose from her was almost physical.  Unable to determine time, all it cared about was the sound of food about fifteen metres away.  It nearly fell when it took its first steps, what was left of the brain learning what had been lost in death.  Like all the zombies who rose, it soon mastered the functions it should have been impossible for it to perform. 
 
    Pheromones drew her on, the odour of humans intoxicating.  Acting on the most basic of instincts, the zombie marched to where the virus commanded it.  The street that the alley connected to was busy as people started to enjoy their night out, all oblivious to the reality that was about to juggernaut towards them.  Singularly or in groups, food wandered freely before it.  It didn’t understand that these were rioters, that they were intent on mayhem and destruction.  It just knew that these moving sacks of flesh were its to devour. 
 
      Most of the people didn’t see the pathetic figure that stepped out into their ranks, many already too drunk to realise the threat posed.  A window crashed across the road as someone tried to break into a mobile phone shop, seemingly undeterred by the defensive grills.  Those that did notice Helga(Z), either mocked it or gave the zombie a wide berth.  Shuffling her feet, the zombie found itself in paradise without the cognitive ability to understand the concept. 
 
    “Look at this,” a young man said with derision.  There are some people who like to take the torment and the misfortune of others for their own enjoyment.  They like to wrap it up in a pretty bow and display such human frailty to the world to heighten their own sense of importance.  The bullies of the world, often broken and confused inside, were just children who were unable to grow up and develop as valuable members of society.  Such actions were often linked with a general lack of intelligence, which was now displayed by the three men who had decided that they would try and humiliate and bully a zombie.   
 
    “Fuck, she’s rank,” another scumbag said.  Helga(Z) had no vision with which to describe him, but the smell of him sent her wild.  It staggered towards him intent on ripping his heart out. 
 
    “Oh she likes you,” the third voice said.  It had a nasal texture, not that Helga(Z) had any understanding of what the word nasal meant.  All it knew was its desire to feed and to attack anyone it came across.  That desire was everything, its sole reason for being.  If there was any kind of self-awareness left it was centred on the gnawing ache in its stomach.  The hunger drew it on, made it do the things it now did. 
 
    “Fuck you Keith.  I wouldn’t touch her with yours.”  Of the three voices, the second was the closest, and with a sudden burst of speed, Helga(Z) was upon him like a freight train.  The zombie grabbed his arm, bringing him to the floor with a strength that surprised everyone who witnessed it.  There was laughter in the air at that from the other two.  The laughter died when the zombie jumped upon the struggling figure and punched its hand right into the man’s guts. 
 
    “Christ get this bitch off me.”  Something struck it in the face. There was no pain, just the sensation of impact, the hand rummaging around inside the man’s intestine.  It clenched down and pulled, dragging entrails out into the neon light for all to see.  Its food was fighting back, but Helga(Z) ignored it, forcing the teeth down towards the small intestine that pulsed with delicious fluid.  Hands grabbed it, pulling with a strength that was no match for the zombified flesh.  Helga(Z) bit down into the guts and ripped them apart with a shake of its head. 
 
    Somebody kicked Helga(Z) in the head.  The toe cap was steel, a formidable blow, cracking the zombie’s skull at the temple.  It went sprawling, guts still in hand, but the blow wasn’t enough to kill it.  More blows rained down, fists and feet, infecting everyone who attacked the zombie, blood flying from its smashed lips and busted nose.  From pure impulse, it grabbed a leg mid-impact and brought the attacker down to the ground where it straddled the wriggling man.  Faecal matter dripped from its full mouth, the human caught by it screaming.  All the screams did was urge it on, enticing it to feed.  Another kick landed, breaking a bone in the zombie’s arm, but it didn’t care.  And with its remaining good arm, it dug its hands into the flesh of the man it was about to kill. 
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Paris, France 
 
      
 
    Xavier actually died of a stroke before the virus could claim him.  He had been infected by one of the care staff in the nursing home he had been moved to ever since his dementia became too much for him to manage.  Lying in his bed, in the realm of dreams where the troubles of the waking world were forbidden, the stroke quietly took him. 
 
    Nobody was there to witness the black eyes open, although it took a good thirty minutes in Xavier’s case because the viral load in the brain wasn’t at its peak.  It was enough to bring him back though, and the blind zombie twisted and turned under the sheets until it fell from the bed.  The radius bone in the zombie’s right arm fractured, but that hardly registered.  With sustained effort, Xavier(Z) hungrily dragged its way off the floor.   
 
    The first obstacle was escaping the room.  There was some residual memory left in the already decaying brain, and the zombie knew that the door was the way out, but it found it couldn’t get through.  There was no frustration or emotion of any kind, just dogged determination and the burning need to satiate the hunger.  Xavier(Z) hit the door with its fists.  The blows were weak, not from lack of strength, the zombie had plenty of that, but more from lack of coordination.  It was by sheer luck that its left hand fell on the door handle and with a moments scrambling it was able to open the door. 
 
    Outside the room, the corridor was empty.  The worn carpet hid the sound of its bare footfalls, and Xavier(Z) wandered with purpose to where instinct and its senses told him its prey was, urine leaking down its legs. The frail arthritic frame that had held the former French legionnaire was as adequate a vessel as any to transport the virus, and it meandered down the corridor, colliding with the walls several times.  Its travel to the day room went unobserved, even by those monitoring the facility’s security cameras.  Lack of funding meant that half the cameras frequently malfunctioned.   
 
    Walking into the day room, its head scanned the assorted residents, listening to the sounds of their beating hearts. 
 
    About half the residents of the care home were here.  Most were sat in their own fuzzy realities, their minds long since ravaged by time.  A few had a clarity of purpose, and they usually huddled together in the sunroom.  At the moment, four were there playing a very sedate game of poker.  Xavier(Z) heard the cards being dealt over the sweet music of human breath.  To most humans, the smell of the room would have been off-putting, a collection of sickly air freshener that was attempting to mask the soiled evidence of the residents themselves.  To Xavier(Z) though, it was bliss.  With no staff in attendance, there was nothing to stop the zombie attacking the first person it could reach. 
 
    Assaults by residents were not uncommon.  With the reasoning of the mind destroyed by a host of ailments, violence often manifested.  Usually, the frail and broken pensioners did more harm to themselves than the younger and stronger staff.  Occasionally, the elderly turned on each other, and the scream that left the lips of the eighty-year-old woman Xavier(Z) fell upon alerted everyone self-aware that another incident was happening.  So loud was the scream, that it alerted two wardens who had been gossiping and flirting with each other in the kitchen.  It was true that they had been neglecting their duties, but what could you expect with the derisory pay they received.  Both came running in to see what was amiss. 
 
    From their vantage point, it looked like the old and cantankerous Xavier was trying to get amorous with Mrs. Acord.  Sexual assault was also not uncommon, some of the men surprisingly horny for their advanced ages.  Both wardens went to drag the wretched man off what was effectively a defenceless mental cripple.  It took both of them to get Xavier(Z) off his first victim, the strength in the man surprising.  Only it wasn’t a man, and that fact really didn’t dawn on the two rescuers, even when they saw the blood and the bite mark on the woman’s neck.  Both orderlies stepped back, mesmerised by the eyes of the old man, and the flesh that dripped from the zombie’s mouth as it chewed.   
 
    The zombie hissed at them, not out of intention, but just as gas escaped from the lungs.  Neither of the wardens had been trained for this, the female turning to seek help from a supervisor.  No longer interested in the old woman, the zombie advanced on the remaining warden.  He was not a big man, having taken this job because secretly he liked to hurt those who couldn’t defend themselves.  Nobody had caught him at it, and it also reflected the cowardice that was in his character.  Backing up, the male warden couldn’t remember the last time he had been so frightened.  It was the eyes.  Always the eyes.  Even though they were sightless, they seemed to bore into your very core.  They saw everything. 
 
    The zombie veered away from the warden and attacked another resident.  Those abler had started to get up from their chairs, but many were unable to stand without assistance and were thus at the mercy of this creature that had fallen up from Hell.  Xavier(Z) would go on to bite four more residents and two wardens before the zombie was restrained.  It was during that restraint that one of the staff members realised Xavier had no pulse.  
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Leeds, UK 
 
      
 
    The world of celebrity and political intrigue was not forgotten on the news and social media.  If anything, it became more prevalent.  You would have thought that all that would have existed now was Lazarus, but the mainstream media were answering to a higher authority, trying to deflect the public attention away from the dawning reality that zombies were real.  In a sense the riots were a godsend to those in power, filling valuable air minutes, allowing a story to be told other than the true threat that was unfolding across the country and the world.   
 
    Still, some of the information filtered through, and Andy Burns had been watching the BBC broadcasts with growing dread.  His house was on the edge of the city, a nice detached property with gated entry.  There were still total denials from government about the truth of the matter.  Andy had seen enough to know when he was being bullshitted.  He also knew of the government’s power to manipulate what was released to the gullible public. 
 
    Firstly, the internet was now being deliberately used to shape what people saw and to deflect their perception of the events that were unfolding.  Whilst keeping the reality of what was now happening on British streets a secret wasn’t possible, things could be moulded to fit a narrative that was less likely to instil panic.  To combat this threat, order was required, but chaos would quickly descend if the population lost hope. 
 
    The official story being put out about Manchester was that there was a nationwide and international Ebola breakout.  That and the rioting was why the curfew in selected cities was needed, and that was why the police and the army were being put onto the streets.  It was hoped that the threat of the infamous virus would keep people at home where they were unlikely to cause chaos and mischief.  It wasn’t working from what he could see, but then Andy did venture to the darker side of the internet.   The comments he was reading on Twitter hardly mentioned it.  Video after video were erupting onto the internet showing what this actually was, only for them to disappear within seconds.  How could anyone even think of denying that this was the zombie apocalypse?   
 
    This was not what the government control of the internet had been planned for, but those powers were being used nonetheless.  Edward Snowden had unveiled the tools available to the British government, it was just a shame hardly anyone listened to him.   Being the ever creative types that they were, the programmers and hierarchy at GCHQ came up with code words to describe their vast array of weapons at their disposal.  The computer programs were called things like Silverlord, Gestator, Underpass and Predators Face.  With these tools at their disposal, the men and women of the security services could shut down whole web pages, disable individual PCs, inflate or suppress page view counts and censor video content across the web.  As the software began to gain control, data started to be removed, often as fast as it could be uploaded.  Even worse was to follow, those offending accounts on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and YouTube suddenly found themselves deleted or suspended.   
 
    With a D notice in effect, the journalists and the broadcasters did what their lords and masters demanded.  After the initial surge, the concept of this being the zombie apocalypse began to be purged from the internet.  In America and most of Europe, the same thing was occurring.  China went one step further and used their Golden Shield Project to block all access to foreign websites.  The people of the world were not given the information they needed to make the right choices for survival.  
 
    Andy knew he saw the truth of it and realised where it would lead.  This would be the breakdown in society.  Martial law.  People starving.  Problem was, he wasn’t ready for it.  Part of him had always suspected the thin veneer of civilisation would crack eventually, but he had never expected it to happen like this.  He knew he had to act, and quickly.  First off, there was hardly any food in the house.  With a twenty-four-hour supermarket right around the corner, there just hadn’t been any need to keep tins of peas stacked up.  He’d done that before, and all he’d ended up with was them going out of date.  It wasn’t like he was made of money, most of his profits he ploughed back into the business.  The lack of food preparation had been a mistake he now saw, which was why he was presently trying to park his oversized SUV in the supermarket car park.  At this late hour that should have been easy, but he had to go around the car park twice until he found a suitable space.  Night time was already falling. 
 
    Choosing the biggest trolley he could find (and there weren’t that many left), he entered chaos.  He had seen this before, back during the petrol protests nearly two decades before, when your chances of filling up your car were slim at best.  It was the same here, only it was food everybody was after this time.  There was often a mad rush when bad weather was predicted, but this was unprecedented.  Still, he was able to worm his way through the crowds to the tinned produce section. 
 
    It was like Black Friday. 
 
    Strangely the tinned goods aisle was relatively empty of people, which confused the fuck out of him.  Everyone seemed to be stocking up with cereals and bread products.  Crazy.  Did they somehow think that everything was going to get better soon?  You needed food that wasn’t going to perish, and that could be kept without the need for refrigeration.  If this disaster was what he thought it was, it would only be a matter of time before the lights went out and the taps stopped flowing.  And then things would get really interesting. 
 
   
  
 

 It didn’t take him long to fill his trolley.  His plan was to pay for it and take this lot to the car before coming back for another run.  He would keep doing that until the food ran out or until it got too dangerous.  That was the other thing he had noticed, people were starting to lose it.  Walking past the bread aisle, he’d seen two women fighting over a sliced loaf.  The biggest threat he didn’t even consider, however.  Of all the people in the supermarket, four were infected with the virus and were passing it on to those around them.  Such large numbers of people made this a prime breeding ground.   
 
    Andy was lucky in that regard.  He didn’t come into contact with the lethal strain, nor did he choose the checkout line with the beleaguered looking staff member who was sweating, not from exertion but due to the early presentation of Lazarus.  It took him ten minutes to fill his trolley, it took thirty to get his food onto the conveyer belt.  The young woman looked like she was doing a good impression of Sisyphos, the endless stream of anxious customers a burden she was not able to cope with.  Not able to get all his purchases on the conveyor belt, Andy had to alternate between packing bags and emptying the bottom of his shopping cart.   
 
    What would have happened if he’d just walked out without paying?  Would security have even bothered to stop him?  As it was, he couldn’t even see any security. 
 
    “Have you got enough food at home?” Andy asked the checkout girl. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s a reason everyone is panic buying.  But what about you?”  He loaded his fourth bag up with the fodder she was sending down to him. 
 
    “The manager says it’s just people being silly.”  She couldn’t have been more than nineteen. 
 
    “It’s more than that love,” Andy said.  “When is your next break?” 
 
    “Twenty minutes,” she said warily.  Was this guy hitting on her?  She hated when guys did that. 
 
    “And did you drive in?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you might want to consider doing a bit of shopping yourself.”  Before things started to collapse, he thought to himself.  Putting the last item in its bag, he put the bag in the cart that was full to brimming. 
 
    “Cash or card?” the checkout girl said. 
 
    “Oh card for sure,” Andy answered.  There was a very good chance that debt to the credit card company would never need paying.  Entering his pin number, he paid just under five hundred quid, spotting the array of cardboard boxes and fresh vegetables that the next customer had collected for purchase.  Andy didn’t say anything.  This was survival of the fittest now.  People just hadn’t realised it, a huge resetting of the gene pool was about to occur.  The days of the state supporting complete idiots, of mindless pen pushers feeding themselves with the wages they got for harming society…was soon to be at an end.  Those who couldn’t survive on their own would die.  Andy saw that as clearly as he saw the mountain of food he had acquired.   
 
    Payment made, he pushed his cart towards the exit, where more people were swarming in.  Looking at the lengths of the checkout queues, he realised he wasn’t going to get chance at a second run.  The shelves were being emptied much quicker than they could be restocked. There was also a feeling of electricity in the air, the tension amongst everyone present quickly changing from confused anxiety to blind panic.  Violence wasn’t far away.  Mass violence, the type that became uncontrolled.   
 
    Andy had difficulty getting his cart out to the car park.  If it had been just him he knew there was a very real chance that the horde trying to get into the supermarket might have pounced on him.  But there were dozens of people pushing dozens of trolleys, and the calming shroud of normality still existed.  Leeds hadn’t seen any rioting, not yet, but Andy knew it was probably only a matter of time.  He could taste the anticipation of chaos.  Things were one wrong word away from a punch-up. 
 
    Andy wasn’t the one to utter that word, so he was merely witness to the fight that broke out.  Two men began to swing at each other just outside the main entrance to the supermarket.  They were big men, and the blows had no restraint in them.  Wasn’t it just right that one of them was his neighbour Iain?  Andy stopped briefly, watching Iain demolish the guy who thought he could go toe to toe.   
 
    Pushing his cart away, Andy thanked the stars he had acted when he did, not realising that Iain had clocked him and his trolley full of food.  With what he had collected, Andy reckoned he had two months’ worth of grub if he was sensible.  Surely that was enough to get him through the worst of it.  He would hold up and let the government get control again.   
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Sky News Broadcast 
 
      
 
    “Some breaking news now,” the overpaid news anchor said.  Although she would later deny it, there was the faintest hint of glee in her voice as she read out the flow of words from the teleprompter.  “Geoffrey Haines the Minister for Health has apparently been rushed to hospital.  Whitehall sources say he was taken ill earlier today and has been rushed to St. Thomas’s hospital.  Sources state he is in a critical condition.”  The anchor didn’t like the minister, having met him on several occasions.  She felt the minister was smug and condescending, a know it all with an inflated opinion of himself.  What rankled her the most was that he seemed to be absolutely bulletproof.  Despite the weakness of the government, he just seemed to survive every reshuffle, even though every doctor asked seemed to view Haines as Satan incarnate. 
 
    “We will get you more on this story as and when it arrives.  But now we have news of a celebrity marriage….” 
 
    *** 
 
    The body of Haines took nearly an hour before it came back to life.  By that time, it had been transported from the ward to the morgue.  The porter who transported the body hadn’t seen a decent pay rise in several years, so he did his best to hide the satisfaction at the Minister’s death.  Despite being blamed for single-handedly devastating the NHS, the medical staff had done everything they could to save the man most of them despised.  The Hippocratic oath never said anything about having to like your patients.  
 
    There was nobody around when Haines(Z) sat up on the trolley, the sheet falling away to expose the blotched skin and the black eyes.  It sat there like that for several minutes, the cold sterility of the morgue giving it little in the way of stimulation.  Even with its advanced hearing, it could detect little in the way of prey, and the disinfectant smell that lingered in the air failed to excite it.  And all the while, the hunger grew. 
 
    Haines(Z) stayed like that until one of the morgue staff entered the room.  Cliff wasn’t sure if he enjoyed his job as a morgue technician.  It paid alright, but he wasn’t even sure how he ended up with the job.  It wasn’t something that he had specifically aimed for, he just sort of woke up one morning and that was his life.  That’s what it felt like anyway.  Sometimes it even spooked him out a little.  With the chill of the refrigerators leaching into the room and the bodies lined up, one could be forgiven for feeling a bit jumpy on occasion.  Cliff didn’t think it was anything anybody really got used to despite how confident and carefree some of the pathologists came across.  
 
    And now one of the bodies was sitting up looking at him.   
 
    “Christ,” Cliff said.  He’d heard of people being proclaimed dead only for them to come round in the mortuary, but he had always figured such stories to be tall tales.  Modern medicine just didn’t make those mistakes anymore, not like in the days before electricity where people could be buried alive.  If that was the case though, why was a supposed dead man sat up naked on a mortuary table?  The zombie that had been delivered to his care, merely fifteen minutes ago, swung its legs over the side of the trolley. 
 
    “Don’t rush getting up.  Let me get help.”  Cliff backed up, his backside hitting a work counter.  The body jerked to its full height, stretching in a manner that was uncomfortable to watch, joints cracking with an almost musical quality.  Scrambling behind him for the phone on the wall, Cliff found he dared not take his eyes of the naked apparition.  The phone fell out of its cradle and slipped through his fingers, impacting the worktop.  Haines(Z) seemed to spasm at the sound and took a step forward, almost falling.   
 
    Cliff got a firm grip on the phone and punched in the numbers.  Before he could even speak, Haines(Z) rushed him with a burst of power that was frightening and unexpected.  Cliff had no chance to get away, and the zombie was upon him, grabbing Cliff’s neck in a two-handed vice that was much stronger than it should be.  Whole galaxies swam across his vision, and the zombie’s face came close up to his.  Cliff wasn’t a strong man, something his father had always ridiculed him about.  His lack of vigour was irrelevant here, the zombie’s enhanced strength a match for any mere human.  Cliff felt his feet lift off the floor. 
 
    Cliff felt a wet tongue slide across his cheek, and he whimpered, his consciousness already slipping away.  The twin hands holding him became one as the zombie explored Cliff’s body, the crushing sensation around his larynx hardly diminishing.  The curious hand snaked into his scrubs and past his underwear, Cliff’s arms finally finding purpose as they flailed uselessly against the assailant.  Weak blows fell down on the zombie’s head who merely seemed to ignore them.  They weren’t even an irritant. 
 
    Cold fingers closed around his testicles, gently at first, but with increasing pressure.  They squeezed harder, agony shooting through the lower half of Cliff’s body. 
 
    “Hello?”  The voice at the other end of the line could just be heard, and the zombie’s head shifted at the distraction.  It bent sideways slightly as if to listen to what the voice was saying.  At no time did the pressure ease and Cliff actually felt one of his testicles pop.  As the darkness threatened to take him, shock rolling in, he watched in almost detached fascination as the zombie brought its free hand up to its mouth, shoving the bloody morsel into the merciless maw.   
 
    The zombie’s eyes went wide, and it suddenly transformed into a frenzy of teeth, the head shaking back and forth wildly as it attacked Cliff’s face.  The torment in the two halves of his body competed for his mind’s attention, his nose being ripped from his face.  Blood spurted, hitting the zombie in both eyes, but it didn’t even blink.  With a look that could almost be described as satisfaction, Haines(Z) released its captive, letting the technician fall uselessly to the ground.  He had been so close to oblivion, but now oxygen rushed back into his brain, setting light to the pain. 
 
    Cliff’s sanity broke, and, now curled up on the floor, he howled at the injustice and the torture he had suffered.  Haines(Z) listened to the sound, a ripple of pleasure surging through its already decaying body.  It would leave this one now, the owner of the voice on the telephone its newfound prey.  Haines(Z) sauntered out of the room through a pair of swing doors.   
 
      
 
    20.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Azrael awoke with a certainty of what he needed to do.  He was still groggy from the sedative, but his thoughts were clear enough to know this was the right move to make.  Sitting up from where they had left him bound on a dirty mattress, he scanned the room around him, the light provided by a single bulb in the ceiling.  He saw the camera instantly and figured there would also be listening devices. 
 
    Whatever they had done to him had worked exactly as Azrael had secretly hoped it would.  It was like the lid of a secret jar had been opened up, and inside were all the memories that were repressed and supposedly forgotten.  Jumbled, confused, but the memories were there, flashes of who he once was ripe for the picking.  
 
    “I’m ready to talk,” Azrael said, his mouth arid, the words sounding alien to him.  It took several seconds for the interrogator to step through into the room, but there wasn’t the eagerness there that Azrael had hoped.  If anything, the man called Carl seemed like Azrael was now merely an inconvenience.   
 
    Carl had returned from his failed shopping run five minutes ago, Natasha in the other room, fuming as she filled in the mandatory incident report to give valid reasons as to why she had discharged her weapon at civilians.  There would be no criticism of her, they were all trusted to take the actions they needed to take.  Part of that trust involved telling MI13 what they got up to when on assignment so that the actions of the organisation could be audited and monitored.  Whilst it would have been easy to just let the shooting disappear into the ether of the night’s violence, that wasn’t the way things were done.  Natasha just hated filling in paperwork. 
 
    Carl crouched down in front of his captive. 
 
    “So you’ve had enough?” 
 
    “I want to make a deal,” Azrael said, his head spinning slightly. 
 
    “And what do you intend to bring to the table?  You don’t seem to know anything.” 
 
    “I can tell you exactly who I’ve killed for my organisation,” Azrael bargained.  “That must be worth something.  And I can give you the address of where I live in London and a description of my controller.” 
 
    “It’s not much mate.  You are going to tell us that all anyway.  We haven’t even decided if you are still of any use to us to be honest.”  Carl shrugged.  “I think we might even be done with you.” 
 
    “No, you need to let me see her,” Azrael insisted. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Jessica…I have to see Jessica.”  Azrael was almost pleading, something he had never done since he was reborn. 
 
    “What, Jessica Dunn?  Not going to happen mate.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you haven’t been able to hack the encryption on the apps on my phone?”  Give them a taster, draw them in. 
 
    “You mean this phone?” Carl said, pulling it out from his back pocket. 
 
    “Open up the internet browser,” Azrael instructed. He told Carl about the email account, gave him everything he needed to access it.  “Read the draft file.”  Carl did as instructed, Nick stepping into the room to witness the great discovery.  Both men read the instructions given to Azrael. 
 
    “This email, it was sent the day after you saw Jessica in the airport,” Nick said.  “They sent you to kill someone from your former life…but why?” 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious?” Azrael said almost chuckling, the realisation that he still held power surprising to him.  Nick thought back to the conversation she had with Mother. 
 
    “They sent you to kill her because she’s immune?” Nick said, the insight hitting him suddenly.  But that just brought forth more questions. 
 
    “Yes,” Azrael said seeing the truth finally dawning in Nick’s eyes.  “So now you know how I knew where to find Jessica.  Now ask yourself how the organisation I work for knew of her whereabouts in such a short time frame.” 
 
    “They have someone working for them on the inside.” 
 
    “Worse than that,” Azrael said now unable to suppress the laughter.  “Mother has someone inside the heart of the British government, maybe even in the heart of MI13 itself.  Now isn’t that worth letting me talk to Jessica?  Do that and I will do what I can to help you find this mole.” 
 
      
 
    When Nick phoned Sir Osmond with the latest, his superior gave him good news and bad news.  The good news was that they were ordered to relocate to the army base where Jessica was being held and that they were allowed to give Azrael limited access to the woman he now desperately wanted to talk to.  Then came the bad news. 
 
    Campbell was to be handed back over to the Americans.  Despite being in charge of a disastrous covert operation on British soil, one that had seen four serving police officers and an army sergeant killed, it had been deemed politically expedient to keep on good terms with the American State.  Osmond was clearly not happy about it, although he had been assured that Campbell would face justice, the American authorities insisting that the attack and attempted kidnapping of Jessica had been completely unauthorised.  Nobody actually believed them of course.  Nick felt the boundaries of what he could accept being pushed to the limit, but he knew he would do as ordered, his team already packing up for the helicopter that had been dispatched for them. 
 
    Still a chance to say goodbye though.  Nick entered the room where Campbell sat, asleep and bound in a chair.  His enemy snored slightly, his head lolled to the side.  Some would think that it wasn’t right, that there was no justice in the universe.  Such thoughts were irrelevant, and merely reflected a naivety that didn’t reflect the world in which Nick lived.  It was tempting though, to just take out his knife and start laying carnage upon his captive.  It would be so easy to make him useless, removing an uncertainty from the equation.  Slice through both Achilles’ tendons, take off a few fingers.  Maybe even remove the eyes.  The man would live, but he would never walk the field as an agent again.   
 
    Or he could just kill him.  That was cleaner, probably more satisfying and less damaging to Nick’s psychology.  Leaving the man a cripple might have been justifiable, but it was another step on a dark road that led to places nobody should ever venture.  So no, he wouldn’t do any of that, Nick would regrettably follow orders like he always did.  With a final glance, Nick quietly left the room.  They would leave Campbell to be picked up by the Americans, their team already on route.  Nick wouldn’t stoop to Campbell’s level, not now, not ever.  If he ever saw the American again though, Nick would most certainly kill him. 
 
      
 
    21.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    When the Prime Minister woke up in her bed in 10 Downing Street, she was already dead.  With the true reality of what was occurring still dwelling in the realms of fiction for most people, it hadn’t really occurred to her to consider Lazarus as the cause of her headache and nausea the night before.  So she had gone to bed early putting it all down to stress.  Her husband had joined her later, noting the soundness with which she slept. 
 
    The husband was woken by immense pain.  Opening his eyes, he found his wife’s teeth clamped down on his nose.  Still groggy, his thoughts a jumble of confusion, he tried to fight off the assault, only for his nose to be ripped from his face.  The PM(Z) had managed to straddle him without rousing him from his slumber, and chewing, it pushed down on his forehead to stop the meal wriggling. 
 
    The cartilage was difficult to masticate, but she persevered, mindless of the blood that had splashed down her cream nightgown.  Hands slapped feebly against its sides, the husband’s physique no match for one of the undead.  One of the PM(Z)’s thumbs worked its way into the husband’s eyes socket and pressed inward, the eyeball slowly collapsing as increasing pressure was pushed against it.  The man howled, which just enticed the PM(Z) to eat more from him.  Bending down again, it bit into his upper lip and pulled rather than bit the flesh from his face. 
 
    Climbing off, the PM(Z) staggered around the room, its lack of coordination sending it crashing into the ornate furnishings.  The husband lay bleeding on the bed, his mind’s sanity almost ripped from him.  He pawed gingerly at his face, feeling the wounds that had been inflicted, and he called her name, not understanding why she had done this to him.  The zombie ignored his pleas, its primitive brain demanding it hunt out more interesting morsels to sample in the great buffet of humanity.  With unexpected ease, it found the bedroom door and slipped out into the corridor beyond. 
 
    As a government provided accommodation, 10 Downing Street came with a host of servants and security guards.  At this early hour, all of those not employed with the task of protection were asleep.  As for the diplomatic protection officers instructed to defend the life of the Prime Minister, most of them were stationed outside the property.  Because of this, PM(Z) had to go in hunt of her next meal. 
 
    Unfortunately, its lack of vision failed to warn it of the staircase that led down to the lower level, and with the steps steeper than perhaps they should have been, the zombie lost its footing on the top step and toppled devastatingly down the staircase.  The injuries inflicted by such a fall on a human would have been severe.  For a zombie though, the broken bones and ruptured organs were of little consequence so long as it was able to stand and walk.  After lying at the bottom of the steps for several long seconds, the sounds of approaching voices urged it to get back to its feet.  With the right fractured humerus sticking out of the skin it clawed its way back upright.   
 
    The two officers who appeared, after witnessing the Prime Minister’s fall on surveillance cameras, came to her aid, not realising the threat the leader of the country now posed to them.  Seeing her injuries, they implored her to sit down, concerned that there were injuries they couldn’t see.  Her long hair had fallen over her eyes, so they had no warning in that regard as to what was about to happen.  It ignored their sounds of concern, instead turning on the closest plain-clothes officer with teeth that were already stained by the life force of humanity.  The officer screamed an expletive as the woman he did not respect but still protected, bit down into the exposed flesh of his wrist.  Trying to pull his hand away, the meat beneath his thumb ripped loose, the agony tearing through him just as effectively as the teeth had done.   
 
    It swung its head around to face the other officer, the hair now flying away due to the rapid motion, the windows to the soul becoming visible. 
 
    “Shit,” the second officer said.  He had no training in how to deal with such a situation such as this.  There had been plenty of training in close protection work and how to deal with possible terrorist threats, but nobody had ever taken the time to tell him what to do when the person you were tasked with defending turned on you in a blood fuelled rage.  With the zombie now advancing on him, the uninjured officer felt the desire to run, but he resisted.  His friend and partner was holding a useless hand, a look of disbelief on the now contaminated man’s face. 
 
    “Prime Minister, stop,” the second officer said, backing up.  The zombie paid no heed, and instead surprisingly lunged at him, reaching out with one good arm.  The officer ducked under the clawing hand and ran past the attacking zombie so as to reach his friend.  With nothing else for them to do, the two officers ran, leaving the iconic front door of Downing Street open.  The zombie followed them out, still chewing the morsel that was rapidly being liquefied between its teeth.  Five minutes later PM(Z) would be lying dead after being dispatched by the armed police it had decided to attack. 
 
      
 
    Four other members of the British Cabinet died that morning.  Throughout London, hundreds of civil servants phoned in sick as they succumbed to the disease that was running like wildfire through the heart of government.  Central government began to collapse, and rapidly.  Nobody seemed to notice.  The buses still ran, and the lights still came on.  Part of the problem was that nobody really truly comprehended just how contagious the Lazarus virus was.  It took time for the truth to dawn on an ever-dwindling power structure.  As it was, one woman almost saved the day.  Almost. 
 
    Queen Elizabeth II was quickly told of the death of her Prime Minister.  Visited in Windsor by the Chief of the Defence staff, she was told, with brutal honesty, just what exactly was going on.  Stoic in the face of the devastating news, she sat solemn-faced whilst her most senior general informed her of the threat the country now faced.  It was just a shame the general passed the virus onto her. 
 
    The British Monarch has Prerogative powers which are rarely, if ever, used.  The monarch, despite the democratic nature of the country, remains constitutionally empowered to exercise this prerogative.  With her Cabinet and government dying around her ears, the Queen exercised her emergency powers and dissolved parliament.  She put the governance of the country under military rule, effectively instituting martial law.  Unfortunately for the country, successive governments had stripped the British armed forces to the bare bones meaning they would never be able to combat the threat posed by Lazarus.  Even with the military now in control, there just weren’t enough guns or enough men to fight the plague that was rapidly spreading across the country.  
 
    Everything the Queen ordered done made sense.  The only problem was it was too little too late. 
 
      
 
      
 
    21.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    They had let Jessica sleep.  Quarters had been found for the team members of Operation Pharmacy, Azrael being locked in the barracks jail to keep him out of trouble.  Under armed guard by Military Police, it was evident that he wasn’t going anywhere.   
 
    Now with the new day breaking, and the country descending into chaos, they brought Azrael to the observation room, sitting him in a chair next to the communication device for the isolation room Jessica resided in.  Nick had witnessed the collapse of Azrael’s false identity, and he was hoping that being confronted by Jessica would knock something else free.  It was a long shot, but his superiors agreed it was worth trying.  Maybe there was something else that Azrael could tell them.  He had hinted at such, using it as a bargaining chip to get what he wanted.   
 
    They had asked Jessica’s permission first.  It wasn’t right to subject her to anything she wasn’t prepared to cope with, and Nick hadn’t been surprised when initially Jessica had said no.  He’d managed to persuade her though, telling her secrets that she wasn’t cleared to hear.  “You could help us save millions.”  That had been enough for Jessica to reluctantly nod her head in acceptance. 
 
    She stood at the glass window now, still not allowed out of the room, her face makeup-free and almost innocent.  Jessica didn’t think she had ever felt this tired, and she looked at the man she had once known as Kevin.  There it was, what she needed to see, the sadness in his eyes, the evidence of the mistake he had made all those years ago.  All she had left in herself for him was pity. 
 
    “You look older,” she said.  At first, Azrael had difficulty looking at Jessica, the power in her face too much for him.  Slowly he forced himself to look at her, Jessica’s presence bringing visions forth from a time long forgotten.  The time when she had broken her heel after a night out, Azrael carrying her home along rain-drenched streets.  Their weekend together in Windsor and their numerous couplings.  They came at him, one after the other, the floodgates opening. 
 
    “I never should have left you,” Azrael said, tears streaming down his face.  “But I’m glad I did.” 
 
    “Left me?  You never even should have started the relationship.  You were married.  You had kids.”  Her voice was even, as if merely stating facts. 
 
    “I… there’s so much I don’t remember.” 
 
    “But you remember me?”  She looked at Nick, who simply nodded.  “The Colonel told me what you are.  A killer!  You were the one who murdered that MP in London the other day.”  She could see what he was capable of, Azrael couldn’t hide that.  Jessica had seen enough violent men to know that her former lover was the most dangerous of creatures. 
 
    “To be fair,” Nick interjected, “we don’t think he had any choice.” 
 
    “Any choice, what does that even mean?  Of course he had a choice.  Why are you defending him?” 
 
    “The Russians created monsters,” Nick continued.  He hadn’t told Jessica this part, wanting the man in front of her when she realised how Azrael was actually a victim in all this.  “The man you loved was a mask, a persona created and installed by some of the most brilliant psychological minds on the planet.  What you knew was a phantom.  This,” Nick said putting his hand on Azrael’s shoulder, “this is what’s left of a broken and shattered mind.” 
 
    “I need to remember,” Azrael begged.  “Can you help me?  My head is filled with so many memories and thoughts that I don’t even know what’s real and what isn’t.”  Jessica looked at him doubtfully. 
 
    “You faked your own death?” 
 
    “No,” Azrael insisted.  “The man you knew as Kevin died in that fire.  Even if I can remember, I am no longer him, despite their torture unlocking so much of what was hidden.” 
 
    “You tortured him?” Jessica almost shouted out of disgust.  Nick looked back at her blankly. 
 
    “Yes we did,” Nick said.  “Standard operating procedure.” 
 
    “Jesus, I feel like fucking Alice in Wonderland.”  Jessica backed away from the window.  “By right I should tell you all to just fuck off.  The only thing stopping me is the people I love out there that might die if this thing gets out of control.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Azrael said meekly, his eyes now down on the floor. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Jessica replied.  “And fuck you Colonel.  Thanks for helping to turn my country into a fucking police state.” 
 
    “Just doing my job ma’am.”  Was that a glint of mischief in Nick’s eye? 
 
    So began the tortuous attempt by Jessica to help Azrael remember the man he had been. 
 
    *** 
 
    Colonel Smith had found it difficult to sleep, so he had spent much of the night orchestrating the battle against the virus.  The news coming in was far from good.  There had been more deaths at the American CDC, and he had just been informed of the death of the Prime Minister.  Personally, he didn’t think that was much of a loss to the world, but most of the Cabinet had also met their makers.  This meant that the military was now in charge, which probably meant that the country at least had a fighting chance. 
 
    Lab tests had shown that Jessica’s immune system had completely destroyed the virus, and she was now probably free of it.  He would keep that knowledge to himself for the time being though, the animal tests likely to confirm what he already knew.  She had the secret to this madness locked away in her DNA, and the country now needed her more than ever.  Smith found it odd though that the immunity hadn’t followed familiar traits, the brother not having the same resistance to the disease.   
 
    This morning he had stood and witnessed the army base he was in empty of troops as the British armed forces were deployed onto the streets.  With the police, it was thought that some sort of order might be achievable, but Smith wasn’t hopeful.  He knew how it would go if the virus carried on unchecked.  If the spread of it through the streets continued, the military would be forced to withdraw, and there was already talk of setting up defensive enclaves for the elite of the country.  Such an idea was pointless however without some sort of test for the virus.  It only took one infected individual...   
 
    On his arrival at the army base, Smith had been given a small office, fitted with a regulation army cot.  It was less than he was accustomed to, but one went where the army sent you.  His superiors had informed him it wouldn’t be for long, the country’s virology experts were already being moved to the research wing of Porton Down which was already fortified and easily defended.  The hope was to transfer Jessica there in a couple of days, with Smith overseeing her care.   
 
    There was a problem with that plan.  Smith stood now before the mirror, examining his eyes, concern welling within him.  It was clear that much of the government had been stricken with the virus, and here he was with clammy hands and a feeling of lethargy.  He couldn’t deny the very real chance that he too had contracted the zombie plague.  If so, how many had he passed it onto? 
 
    Smith could have gone into denial, pretending that there was nothing wrong with him.  But that wasn’t going to help anyone, especially himself.  He needed to be put into isolation, and once he had made himself presentable that was exactly what he would do.  The barracks had been altered over the past two days, the hospital wing of it set aside to form an isolation block, which is where Jessica was presently being kept.  They would likely stick him in the cubicle right next to hers.   
 
    It was certainly starting to look like Smith would be joining her.  Jessica was still their best, and likely only chance to beat this thing, and as he shaved the last of his stubble away, Smith realised the opportunity that his possible contagion brought.  Smith had to think like a scientist rather than a frightened patient.  If he was indeed now a carrier, and tests would undoubtedly confirm that, then he was the ideal guinea pig to trial out the possible healing powers of Jessica’s blood.   
 
    With a final flourish, he washed the razor under the sink, realising the whole room he was in would have to be disinfected.  Stepping out of the tiny washroom, he donned his uniform, taking time to ensure it was pristine.  With that job done, he stepped over to the phone which connected him to the central switchboard. 
 
    “This is Colonel Smith.  Please put me through to the base commander.  Please inform him it is urgent, as I believe I may be infected and that a containment team should be sent to my temporary quarters.”  He waited for his call to be put through, knowing that there was a significant possibility he might be a dead man walking. 
 
      
 
    21.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    Gant actually woke up just before he died.  The exhaustion caused by his condition had caused him to abandon any thought of returning home, so the night before he had fallen asleep on the sofa in his office deep in the bowels of MI13.  All through the night, Lazarus worked on his body, unhindered by an immune system that was ravaged and depleted by the cancer that roared through him. 
 
    He was woken up by pain.  Normally he refused to take any sort of opiate, but at that moment, he would have gladly accepted anything that was offered, considerable was his agony.  So bad was it that the suffering was actually difficult to describe.  He could have said it felt like someone was forcing red-hot needles into multiple points of his skull, but that wouldn’t have been even close to describing what he was being persecuted with.  His vision was filled with exploding colours that harassed his sanity.  Gant did not hold his head in his hands, because to do so just made the ordeal even worse.  All he could do was sit there and take it.  If he’d had a gun handy he would have undoubtedly used it on himself. 
 
    Beth had passed the virus onto him, and she too was presently lying at home suffering her own fate.  A wave of nausea washed over Gant in repeatedly increasing waves, until he had no choice but to relent and allow the bile to rise in his throat.  Acid filled his mouth, food not having been consumed for several days through lack of appetite.  Gant began to panic, his throat feeling like it was rapidly seizing up.  In a valiant effort, he stood on shaking legs and forced himself to the door of his office.   
 
    A sweat lined hand slipped off the door handle, and he tried again.  This time the door opened and he pulled it towards him, allowing him to slip past.  With his last breath, he fell head-first into the corridor, smashing his jaw on the tiled floor, the bloody smear invisible against the blackness there.  Seconds later an alarm began to sound, the surveillance cameras spotting his demise.  As the life drained from him, Gant heard the sound of urgent running feet.  And then the pain vanished, as did everything that made Gant a human being. 
 
      
 
    Sir Osmond had come in early to help coordinate MI13 assets to aid in countering the riots and the terror represented by Lazarus.  Some cities were now under control, but there were still hotspots that stubbornly resisted the efforts of law and order.  Moros had spent the night picking faces out of the thousands of hours of video and street surveillance that had watched the rioting with passive disinterest.  The faces it picked out, and the identities it had attached to those faces had resulted in dawn raids across the country that cut the heart out of any concerted effort to go against the status quo.  So far, over seven hundred individuals had been arrested, and there were plans for hundreds more, the lack of manpower the only thing holding up further arrests.  The police still had to defend the streets from the ravages of unchecked youth, but the arrests were already putting a serious dent in that.  A lot of people were going to be spending a long time in prison.  Presently he was reading a report on how social media could be used to prevent such riots from happening in the future. 
 
    Regrettably, Osmond had not escaped infection by the virus, and would shortly become another in a long list of its victims.  That was, however, for another day.  Sitting behind his desk, he was surprised when the alarm sounded in the corridor outside.  The phone in his office rang, and he lifted it apprehensively. 
 
    “Osmond.” 
 
    “Sir…” the voice told him, “Sir Arthur has collapsed in the corridor.  Medical teams are trying to revive him now.”  Shit thought Osmond, so it had finally happened.  The stubborn bastard was finally succumbing to his ailments.  Osmond had been dreading this day, the death of Gant representing a significant loss to MI13. 
 
    “Thank you for letting me know and keep me informed on what happens.  Now can we do something about that alarm?”  
 
    “Yes sir,” came the apologetic response.  Several seconds later, the annoying sound stopped.  Gant’s office was one floor down, and Osmond considered going there personally.  There was no point though, he wouldn’t be able to do anything, just best to let the medical teams do their thing.   
 
    Osmond went back to reading the report he was reading. 
 
    Two further pages into the report and an alert popped up on his computer.  He caught the movement in the corner of his eye, and just as he turned his head to read the intrusive message, the alarm sounded again.  What the fuck? 
 
    The Prime Minister has been shot outside Downing Street by diplomatic protection officers.  Available evidence indicates she was infected with Lazarus. 
 
    If the PM had it, then that could mean anyone could be infected.  And why was the alarm sounding again?  The phone rang once again. 
 
    “Sir...” the shaky voice said hesitantly.  It was the same woman who had informed him of Gant’s collapse.  “We think Sir Arthur has the virus.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Gant(Z) stormed down the corridor having killed the two people who had come to its aid.  The cancer within it was irrelevant now and had already ceased growing as the virus took full control of the body.  Turning a corridor, Gant was faced by two surprised armed guards, one of whom had his weapon drawn.  He didn’t hesitate, riddling Gant’s(Z) body with half a clip of bullets, its arms flailing as the impacts forced it backwards.  The distance between them and the zombie wasn’t enough, and even though the shots ruined muscles and flesh, miraculously none of their bullets brought Gant(Z) down.  One bullet had hit the skull, but it had deflected enough to miss the part of the brain that was keeping the creature going. 
 
    Gant(Z) displayed the speed with which zombies in their early presentation would become associated with, and it closed the gap on the guards, surging through the shots from the second man who had also now drawn his gun.  Gant(Z) seemed relentless, and he ripped through the two men who should have retreated rather than choosing to stand and fight.  The first guard he grabbed by the throat, the man’s partner backing away, no longer able to make a clear safe shot.  Gant(Z) didn’t mess about, its fingers digging into the tissue either side of the Adam’s apple.  With a power that would never be understood, it ripped out the guard’s throat, letting the body fall to the floor, where it bucked and writhed in its death throes.  Even as it went after the second guard, Gant(Z) shoved the bloodied mass of flesh in its fist into its mouth.   
 
    Free now to fire, the second guard got off three more shots into the zombie’s torso before he attempted to flee.  He wasn’t fast enough, Gant(Z) grabbing him by the arm.  Even without sight, the zombie seemed to know exactly where the man was, the other senses heightened to levels no human could appreciate.  The second guard could have killed it if Gant(Z) had grabbed the other arm, rather than the one that held the guard’s only means of protection.  The gun now useless, the guard was quickly overwhelmed.  Gant(Z) left him bleeding on the floor with a festering bite wound and a broken wrist. 
 
    Gant(Z) carried on.  To its left, a metal door appeared, and some remnant within it told the zombie to press the green call button.  Swaying, it waited for the lift to arrive, the silver doors opening to allow the zombie entry.  Walking into the combined space, it was almost felled by a sudden weakness in its legs.  Falling backwards against the lift control panel, it hit several of the floor keys.  The doors began to close, and Gant(Z) regained its posture, circling the confined space in search of an exit.  One floor up, the doors opened again, and Gant(Z) continued its random exploration.  
 
    It had no real destination in mind, it just followed its primal intuition, reacting to the stimuli it was constantly bombarded with.  It ignored the flying drone that came towards it, as there was nothing on the mechanical beast for it to consume.  Even when the first cutting laser hit it, Gant(Z) just ignored it, the severed and cauterised right arm dropping to the ground.  The drone continued its attack, the hi-tech surgical laser slicing horizontally across the zombie’s neck.  For a second the head remained there, balanced precariously, held fast by the seared tissue that was momentarily enough to maintain the status quo.  Then the body dropped to the floor, the head detaching, impacting the floor and rolling for about half a metre before coming to rest.  The jaw continued to chew on the matter still in its mouth, the yearning still there even though there was no body attached.  That was another thing that would become evident.  The heads could survive independently of the bodies.  Despite that, decapitation would become one of the prime ways to deal with the zombie menace in the coming weeks. 
 
      
 
    21.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK  
 
      
 
     Stuart hadn’t taken the advice given to him.  He was not a man who frightened easily, but Jessica’s phone call had admittedly unnerved him somewhat.  He could tell she had been desperate to tell him something, so why hadn’t she?  He didn’t even know where she was, and a frantic phone round of local hospitals had revealed nothing.  He wasn’t aware of the shootout at the hospital the other day, didn’t know that Jessica had been taken to a military base under armed guard.  All he had to go on was the cryptic phone call and her pleas for him to flee. 
 
    So Stuart woke up in his own bed in his own flat, far from the safety that had been offered and available.  The space where Marco had lain was now deserted, Stuart’s new temporary love interest having departed early without waking him.  Stuart didn’t mind, he was thankful of the distraction provided the night before.  Jessica’s brother had indeed rung and had offered refuge to Stuart.  But Stuart had declined, despite Tom’s insistence.  He couldn’t just drop everything and drive into the middle of nowhere.  He would wait and see how things progressed, safe in the knowledge that the offer would remain open to him.  That was what Tom had told him anyway.   
 
    Looking out of the window of his apartment, he saw normality in the streets below.  The violence had never reached his part of Manchester, and people continued to go about their lives, safe in the knowledge that riots were always short-lived in duration.  There was no way he could abandon his clients, not today.  He had a significant court case to attend, a corporate client who was suing a competitor.  The case was potentially worth tens of millions of pounds.  How could he be expected to leave Manchester with that over him?  The Partners would do a nut. 
 
    Working in the same law firm, Stuart was perhaps slightly higher up the hierarchy than Jessica.  Despite that, they had become good friends, often helping each other out rather than becoming competing rivals.  It worked well for both of them, two minds often combining to help win a case.  They felt comfortable confiding in each other, and Stuart had even come to her defence on several occasions when the last vestiges of sexism in the firm had reared its very ugly head.  Both were rising stars, and they were jointly assured that partnership was on the cards for them.  Stuart wasn’t prepared to jeopardise that, although deep down the warning gnawed at him.  As was his usual way, he decided to go with his logical head rather than his heart and drowned the wariness in alcohol and sex.  
 
    Jessica’s standing in the firm was at risk, another reason why Stuart chose to dwell in a bubble of denial.  He had been witness to one of the senior partner’s reactions when the firm had been informed of a version of events from the eighteenth.  None of the partners shared what they knew with the staff, simply saying that Jessica was on sick leave, and repeated attempts by Stuart to contact Jessica had been fruitless.  It was by pure fluke that Stuart had been walking past one of the partner’s offices when he overheard two of them discussing whether the potential damage to the firm was worth keeping Jessica on.  That had caused Stuart to become frantic with worry.  He considered her one of his closest friends, and living in the same apartment building, it was rare that they went more than a day without speaking to each other.  He missed her, was worried for her, and now there was a chance the bastards at the top were going to put image ahead of Jessica’s wellbeing.   
 
    Yet, after all that, he found he didn’t trust her enough when she said he had to flee.  If he admitted to himself there was anything in what she had said, then that meant the whole framework of his life was under threat.  He had dedicated his existence to be a lawyer, and he just couldn’t let the grand design of that be challenged in any way.  Which was why at seven thirty in the morning, the sun clear in the cloudless sky, he was on the packed tram into Manchester city centre.   
 
    Unable to get a seat, he stood next to a thin, bedraggled looking fellow who looked as if he had seen better days.  It was really unfortunate that, just before he reached his designated stop, Stuart’s fellow passenger sneezed all over him, infecting Stuart and the whole tram carriage with the Lazarus virus.   
 
    “Jesus dude,” Stuart protested, the moisture hitting his face.  Wiping with a disposable handkerchief, Stuart glowered at the man. 
 
    “Fuck off,” the thin man said.  In a fight, Stuart could have easily decimated this character, but he wasn’t the sort to resort to violence except as a last resort.  “What are you going to do about it?”  The thin man had the I don’t give a fuck arrogance that often came with alcohol or drug abuse, which made such people extremely dangerous.  Stuart had seen it before, the strange willingness of such people to go up against any foe with little regard for their own safety.  Sometimes they even won, but only by inflicting severe damage to all parties.  
 
    “What I am going to do,” Stuart said moving towards the nearest door as the tram slowed, “is get off this tram and go to work.”  He did just that and brought Lazarus to the top law firm in Greater Manchester.  
 
      
 
    21.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    London was the city worst hit at the onset of the end.  Although Manchester saw the first resurrection, the actions of Nick and his team prevented the worst of it at the beginning.  The virus had been spreading unchecked throughout the capital for days, brought to these shores by Ministerial and civilian traffic returning from Thailand, and via flights that themselves had become contaminated. 
 
    Moros had been wrong in its calculations.  With nothing really to go on, it had completely underestimated the numbers of infected, despite its supercomputing quantum brain.  On the morning of the twenty-first, there were twenty-seven thousand infected in London alone, and government inaction and a lack of any real means to test for the virus meant that Lazarus continued to spread unchecked through a population that still hadn’t officially been told of its existence.  And nowhere was the rate of infection greater than amongst primary and secondary care medical staff.  First responders were also high on the list, they being the ones often called out to the first worrying signs of the plague.  It was as if Lazarus was designed to attack the very people who would be on the front line in the battle against it.  
 
    The first reported grouping of zombies occurred in Hounslow, near London’s Heathrow.  Nobody understood the mechanism by which the undead found each other, but join together they did.  It was part of the mechanism by which they would often overwhelm the meagre defences allied against them.  As the numbers rose, the small groups would often move to coalesce into gigantic hordes.  Presently, there weren’t enough zombies for that, the clusterings rarely getting into double figures.  In Thailand, satellite surveillance was presently showing a pack of nearly a hundred and fifty thousand strong moving through the city of Bangkok.  Nothing had been able to withstand that.  Bangkok was now a dead city, numerous streets on fire due to the military’s use of napalm. 
 
    Around the time the Prime Minister had been trying to consume her husband, 999 calls began coming in about a vicious gang of roughly twelve people running rampant through a Hounslow shopping centre.  Thinking it was just another resurgence of violence, police were dispatched, the horrors being reported by civilians on the ground being put down to exaggeration and hysteria.  Being overstretched, it took five minutes for the first police responders to appear on the scene, six officers arriving in the first batch.  None of them were armed, which would have made a significant difference to the outcome.   
 
    PC Sidonie Dinsdale was one of the first police on the scene, a relatively new officer having just passed her probationary period.  Her mother had never wanted her to join the police force, worrying that her only daughter was unnecessarily putting herself in harm’s way.  Sidonie would always reassure her that it wasn’t as bad as the media made out and that it was as safe as any other job.  She wouldn’t be dissuaded, for it was a career she had always wanted to do ever since she was a little girl.   
 
    Sid was her nickname, but not because of some patriarchal oppression inherent in a male-dominated police force.  It was a nickname she had picked up at school and had chosen to adopt it herself, defeating the intentions of the bullies who realised that she wasn’t going to be one of their many victims.  Her self-deprecating nature disarmed them completely, and when they realised she took nothing they said seriously, they soon left her alone.  This was a lesson she took forward with her into adulthood. 
 
    It was morning rush hour, and the shopping complex’s proximity to the underground station meant there were lots of pedestrians passing through the area.  When Sid and her partner arrived, they found dozens of people outside, many sporting bite wounds, a further morbid crowd gathering to watch what was happening, not understanding the danger this all represented.  An ambulance crew was already onsite, tending to as many of the walking wounded as they could.  Sid was reassured to see that most of the injuries seemed superficial, although some definitely required hospital attention.  She did find the thought of multiple bite wounds difficult to understand though.   
 
    More worrying were the harrowing tales being told by the people, stories of maniacs with black eyes attacking anything they could, including children.  The number of distressed people indicated that more police would be needed, Sid’s initial worries that this was some crazed Jihadist attack being quickly replaced by much deeper concerns.  She didn’t like what she was hearing from those around her.  Hysteria in one person was to be expected, but to hear the same thing from nearly thirty people was almost unheard of.   
 
    The reality of zombies still hadn’t been filtered to the troops on the ground, so nobody truly comprehended the threat they were now facing.  Were historians ever to look back and write a chronical of the early days of the outbreak, they would cast a critical eye on the incompetence of central government’s attempts to deal with the situation effectively.  Said historians would insist that isolation, quarantine, troop mobilisation and a mass shutdown of the country’s transport infrastructure would have essentially stopped the spread of the virus.  They would have been wrong, for reasons their own egos probably wouldn’t have admitted to.  The sad thing was, at the end, there weren’t enough people left for a written record to make any sense. 
 
    Sid and the five other officers entered the shopping complex through the main entrance, blood smearing one of the doors a portent of what was to come.  This part of the shopping complex was now virtually deserted, the shop owners having pulled down their defensive grills where such existed, the shoppers mainly having run for their lives.  There were still signs of life, terrified eyes looked out at them through windows and through the metal slats.  From further in the complex, screams could be heard, the sound of that agony like nothing she had ever heard in her previous reality.  Sid felt the apprehension rise within, and she voiced her concern that this course of action was a mistake. 
 
    “We should wait for backup,” Sid insisted, but the senior sergeant on the scene overruled her.  He wasn’t going to have some rookie telling him what to do, especially a bloody woman.  He was in charge here, and he couldn’t be seen showing cowardice in front of junior officers. Ironically, if one of the other men had spoken up, the sergeant might have listened.  As it was, they ventured inwards. 
 
    To their left, a shop door opened and an elderly Asian man poked his head out warily. 
 
    “Don’t try and deal with them.  There are too many.  They are pure evil, Kali incarnate.”  He looked terrified, as did the two people in the shop behind him.  With the door open and the police now here, the two other shop occupants pushed past him and fled for the exit.  Sid watched them leave, the urge to join their flight strong. 
 
    “Don’t worry about us sir,” the Sergeant said, following the runners with his eyes.  Sid could see there was doubt in her superior’s face, but she knew his own sense of duty and perhaps his male pride would not let them back down now.  People were being hurt, it was their job to intervene.  He seemed to be forgetting that he also had a duty to look after the men and women under his command who passed glances of concern amongst themselves.  There were others who felt as Sid did, so why didn’t they speak up? 
 
    “Do you need help getting outside sir?” Sid asked, grabbing at a viable opportunity to escape the madness.  It was clear the Asian man wouldn’t be running any marathons any time soon due to his stooped gait.  He shook his head, giving nervous glances to where the screams were coming from. 
 
    “I’ve seen them.  I’ve seen what they are.  You need to get out of here.”  With that, the Asian man stepped back into his small shop and locked the door.  The level of concern Sid had about the situation rose several notches.  
 
    The group of police officers continued, their radios telling them that backup was coming, but that it would be about ten minutes before it arrived.  As they progressed, Sid noticed that one of the chain stores was still open.  The glass doors of a clothing shop were shattered, crimson death evident all over the cream floor tiles.  She approached the door, searching inside to see if anyone was about.  A severed finger lay on the threshold as if it were some meagre offering to the God of death. 
 
    “Hello,” Sid shouted stepping through the door slightly, mindful of the blood.  “Is there anyone inside?”  The store was large, one of the biggest in the complex.  Nobody shouted back to her, and she was about to shout again when she noticed the blood trail that led away from the door into the store.   
 
    “Somebody is hurt in there,” she pleaded.  Her last word was drowned out by a terrible and harrowing cry for help from further within the shopping complex.  That was nothing Hollywood could ever recreate. 
 
    “We will have to come back to this Sid,” the Sergeant advised.  “We need to deal with the priority here.”  Sid nodded, knowing she wouldn’t be able to change the Sergeant’s mind.  They carried along until they reached a bend in the main shopping complex’s corridor which led them into the food court.  Again it was deserted, but only of living humanity.   
 
    Other, more terrifying things resided here.   
 
    There was a group of about eight zombies feeding on a body that lay ripped apart, two limbs detached, entrails spread out between their pawing hands, the head clearly missing.  One solitary zombie was standing with the lower half of a leg in its hands, seemingly munching happily away on the bloodied stump.  Another two, separated from the main group, appeared to actually be fighting over a severed arm, engaged in an almost comical tug of war.  The final zombie was straddling the now dead owner of the cry for help.  It was presently punching the body repeatedly in the face with bone-shattering force, oblivious to the meal it was missing out on.  The blows seemed uncoordinated, but they were having a devastating effect, the structure of the face already collapsed and destroyed. 
 
    All six officers stood in shocked silence.  They should have backed away.  They should have taken the advice of the old Asian man and got the fuck out of there.  And despite her training and her willingness to serve and protect, Sid found herself backing up several steps, the scene too much for her.  She didn’t sign up for this, this wasn’t even close to being a riot.  Rioters didn’t eat people.  Rioters didn’t rip your abdominal cavity open and pull out your intestines for an early morning snack. 
 
      The Sergeant made the worst mistake of what would now be a miserably shortened life. 
 
    “Police officers, you are all under arrest,” the Sergeant shouted.  His voice wavered, but he managed to put enough authority into it to be convincing.  Why did you speak? Sid found herself begging inside.  Why didn’t you listen?  Can’t you see what this is?  Almost as one, the zombies all turned their black eyes towards the officers.  That was it.  When she saw the darkened orbs gazing at her, saw their owners lumber up from their prizes of meat and offal, when they rose and surged towards where she stood, her nerve broke. 
 
    Sid ran.  So did her partner, a man she had only been teamed with for two months.  The rest of the officers withdrew their pepper spray and batons and prepared to face what they didn’t believe existed.  Surely this was some sort of prank, some of them thought.  Perhaps a camera crew would jump out at them at the last minute.  Maybe the madness they were witnessing had some logic behind it.  Whatever the reason, four officers faced off against the zombies that came at them with a speed that was unprecedented for what were effectively dead people.  It was an absolute slaughter. 
 
    Sid never looked back, she just ran as fast as she could, her partner slightly ahead of her.  No chivalry here, not when one’s belief in the world had been ripped asunder.  He did look back though, and the terror in his eyes told Sid everything she needed to know, the decision to run clearly the correct choice.  She almost made it too, having enough of a head start, only two zombies breaking off from the main pack to chase her.  If only she had been able to stay on her feet.  Sid never did see what happened to her Sergeant, a man she had never liked due to his arrogant and overbearing nature.  Even though he was one of the old guard, who preferred women in the kitchen rather than in uniform, he didn’t deserve to die, not like that.  None of them did.  
 
    She knew it was over for her when she slipped on the wet patch.  One second she was running, the next her feet went from under her and she landed hard, her hands just breaking her fall.  Still, the wind was knocked out of her lungs, and she struggled on the floor, the urine there soaking into her trousers.  Earlier at the very spot Sid now sprawled, a small child had wet herself from fear.  Felled and totally helpless, the first zombie landed on her, pushing her back down onto the ground as she tried in vain to rise.  The weight was less than she expected, but the strength of her attacker was astonishing.  She felt hands clawing at her sides. 
 
    Battling to free herself, Sid felt cold fluid pouring down the back of her neck, infected saliva and blood pouring from the zombie’s mouth.  Her arms were grabbed and Sid felt herself being wrenched from under her attacker by the second zombie.  Were they fighting over her?  She was turned to look up at the almost gyrating figure of what had once been a teenage boy, froth spraying from a mouth that had been torn and chewed.  Whatever this was, it reminded Sid of a wild beast, and she fought with all her heart.  Her efforts were for nothing, the first of the zombies now landing on her chest, straddling her.  Lying there, the other zombie seized her wrist, and it was pulled out to the side sharply.  The teeth bit down into her little finger severing it at the second knuckle, the zombie actually breaking two teeth in the process.  Not that it cared.  All that mattered was the flesh. 
 
    It was at that moment that the whole game changed for humanity.  The virus in this particular zombie was subtly different, having undergone a random mutation, as viruses often do.  Fluid poured from the zombie’s mouth and it bit down again, even though its mouth was already full.  The zombie sat upon her began ripping at her clothing, trying to get to the flesh protected by the bulletproof vest.  She beat at it with her free hand, her scream probably the loudest that had actually been heard in the shopping complex.  Even though her throat hurt with the effort, the discomfort could be easily ignored due to the mutilation being done to her now devastated hand.  Briefly, she saw pitying eyes looking at her from a darkened shop window, and then the Velcro straps covering her chest were released.   
 
    The zombie clawed at her breasts, desperate for the meat there.  Sid punched it square in the face which only seemed to enrage the creature more.  With both hands, it began to pound Sid’s head against the floor, strangely not hard enough to kill her.  Just enough to remove whatever fight she had left.  There was another stabbing agony from her captive hand as the zombie there took another finger. 
 
    The zombie on top of her punched her in the solar plexus.  As she desperately tried to inhale, liquid poured from the zombie’s mouth into her face.  It streamed past her lips causing her to choke, the vile taste just adding to her terror.  Struggling to breathe, she waited for the killing blow…but it never came.  Miraculously, both zombies stood, leaving her retching and in purgatory.  One seemed to look down at her for several seconds as if admiring the masterpiece it had just helped to create.  Dazed and confused Sid squirmed on the floor to try and get some sense of what had been done to her. 
 
    Pulling herself over to the side of the corridor, she rested her back against a grilled window and watched as both zombies ran off.  Why had they left her?  And what the fuck were they?  She coughed again to try and get the last of the zombie essence out of her throat, and couldn’t withstand the vomit that surged up from within.  Sid let it come, and the acid ejected from her mouth, her body blissfully trying to purge itself.   
 
    Sid wished for unconsciousness to take her, but when it didn’t she brought her ruined hand up to her face.  Three of the fingers were gone, and as she examined the bleeding stumps she saw the black branching tendrils start to work their way up from the gaping wounds.  This was the change made in the virus.  It was now more contagious, already working on her body.  There would be no maximum twelve-hour window for death and resurrection for her.  Hounslow became the hub of the virus that created zombies afresh within an hour of infection, often much sooner, the mutation appearing across the planet as the days and weeks progressed.   
 
    For Sid, well, she only had twenty minutes left to live, and she would die alone, bathed in her own sick and her own sorrow. 
 
    *** 
 
    Simone hated her job.  We aren’t talking a begrudging dislike here, it was a full-blown abhorrence.  Every weekday she had to get up at seven o’clock and catch a tube train to Hounslow, just so that she could waste her days working for the airline catering firm near Heathrow.  It was tedious and mind-numbing, ensuring the precooked and pre-packaged, barely edible crap was delivered to the right airline on time.  Day after day, for a wage that was less than adequate for living in London, she helped feed the people hurtling through the skies in the great metal tubes. 
 
    She didn’t always need to get up so early, but when you did shift work you were often at the mercy of those who wrote up the roster.  Even out here the price of renting was astronomical, the most basic of properties out of the reach of most everyday people looking to buy.  She had even tried house sharing, but that always seemed to go pear-shaped, her borderline OCD personality often clashing with the slovenly selfishness of her flatmates.  So she figured this was to be another day of drudgery interspersed with periods of tedious boredom.  If there was to be a positive to be found in the events that followed, it was that Simone would at least be spared having to further endure the job she totally despised. 
 
    Like the hundreds of people with her, she stepped off the train onto the platform of Hounslow West underground station.  This part of the line was above ground, but the station was covered meaning she was still in what amounted to a glorified tunnel, packed in tight with innumerable other commuters, each likely as disappointed with their present lives as she was.  Simone, swept along by the throng of commuters, had no choice but to go with the crowd.   
 
    She had shelter, warmth, food and water, which were her basic human needs.  But her higher needs were not being met, and it gnawed away at her like a relentless toothache.  Simone knew she had to find another job, maybe even work for herself.  But that involved risk and action on her part.  As much as she loathed her present employment, it represented a bizarre form of security, a known known that created a smothering comfort zone around her.  Simone had fallen into the comfort trap, even though, in truth, she wasn’t particularly comfortable.  TV, cheap wine and trashy novels all helped to distract her mind from the reality of her situation.  And then there was inertia, the inability to make a change even when the notion came to her.  How many times had she decided now was the time to alter the path of her life, only for Simone to do nothing about it? 
 
    If she was honest with herself, she was totally pathetic. 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs now, looking upwards, never at the people around her, waiting for the gathering to let her ascend.  Nobody spoke, it wasn’t the done thing to talk to strangers in London.  Surrounded by millions of people, she was often lonely and disconnected from the majority who felt just as she did.  That was why she got involved in left-wing protesting, just to give her some modicum of connection to any kind of cause, to meet likeminded people who felt as oppressed and as downtrodden as she did.  If she was braver, she might have even been a revolutionary, forging a path for others to follow.  Instead, Simone settled for despising the one per cent, the people she blamed for her present predicament…and yet she continued to work for someone else, making him richer through the exertion of her labour.  Simone could blame others all she liked, it was her own lack of focus and determination that had put her where she was right now.  
 
    Top of the stairs now, she was ripped from her thoughts, as the crowd around her came to a standstill.  There were muffled shouts of objection, her fellow Londoners protesting at one more in a long line of hardships being thrown at them.  Why weren’t they moving, what was the holdup? 
 
    The other problem with cities like London was occasionally the stress of living here became too much, people kicking off about things that didn’t actually matter.  She’d seen it dozens of times, people arguing, even fighting over petty slights that were often more imagined than actual.  Up ahead someone was trying to force their way against the flow.  The antagonist, from what Simone could tell, had barged his way against those taking the exit route, pushing through as if mindless that there were other people around.  A middle-aged woman had taken offence at being shoved aside and had grabbed the man to remonstrate.  Simone couldn’t hear what was being said, but she was tall enough to see the scuffle over people’s heads and noted how the man kept looking behind himself.  Shocked, Simone watched in disbelief as the man punched the woman so that he could break free from her grasp and renewed his retreat.  The man continued to push through against now feeble resistance, nobody else willing to make an issue of it, the violence inherent in the man too much for most of them to risk.  The contrarian, with terror in his eyes, soon barged past her. 
 
    “Careful,” she warned meekly but got no response.  She was glad for that, chastising herself for her own attempt at bravery. 
 
    The people around her suddenly seemed to surge, a ripple of panic descending through the trapped and confined masses.  There were shouts from the main ticket hall, and then everyone ahead of her suddenly turned so as to flee back down towards where she stood.  The violent man had been right all along.  A woman screamed.  Buffeted, Simone almost lost her footing, but she managed to go with the crowd, several people not being so fortunate.  She clawed her way back down the stairs, not understanding what was happening, only knowing that the masses were terrified and that meant she should be as well.   
 
    The roar of the crowd, the verbal exclamation of its fears grew in volume, virtually everyone being engulfed in the growing hysteria.  With effort and a degree of luck, she managed to get to the bottom of the stairs without suffering any major injury.  She did receive a glancing elbow to the face, and considered she might end up with a black eye for the next few days, but she was in one piece and nothing was broken.  There were some less fortunate than her who couldn’t say that.  One woman had fallen and was presently being trampled, the human herd careless to her plight. 
 
    Still, people descended, the whole station obviously emptying itself back onto the platform.  On firmer ground, the assorted people scattered slightly, spreading onto both platforms.  Simone worked her way through them so that she could get her back to a wall as far from the staircase as possible.  She needed to see what was happening, not able to just accept that the masses were right, but she also needed to put distance in between her and whatever threat that was coming.  This mania had to be for a reason, and if she was to be swept away by it, Simone needed to be safe.  It didn’t take her long to see the problem, didn’t take long for the dread in her heart to notch up another few levels to full on panic.  People just didn’t act like those that she saw at the top of the stairs.   
 
    When the first trepidation had hit the crowd, she had thought it was terrorists, or maybe rioters storming the station.  But rioters didn’t stage dive off onto the people below them.  Rioters didn’t run together like rats swarming, and that was happening now.  At the peak of the staircase, people were surging down, some to get away from whatever was behind them.  Others were clearly attacking whoever they could, the ferocity and the brutality of the assaults difficult for Simone to comprehend.  From where she stood, she saw every nightmare made real.  She acceded to the madness of the crowd and fled further along the platform. 
 
    Everyone had the same idea, pushing towards the platform edges, hoping that perhaps a train would come in time for salvation.  From what, most people didn’t know.  Nobody could have known that the trains were being stopped on a red light, that horrified Underground staff were watching the video feeds from the station with disbelief.  No help was coming, and the world filled with the sweating, fearful remnants of humanity.   
 
    Someone fell onto the track.  Normally if such a thing occurred, the average assorted Londoners would suddenly remember their humanity and would rush to that individual’s aid.  But not today, the hapless individual left to their own devices.  Simone watched the hapless woman pick herself up off her feet and then run off down the tunnel. 
 
    In such a crowded space, with many people balanced so precariously on the platform’s edge, the arrival of the first zombie was devastating.  It charged through the packed meat with a strength that caused more innocents to be flung onto the tracks.  One person fatally hit the electrified rail and was at least spared the fate of the resurrected.  Simone pushed herself the final distance along the platform, her slender frame allowing her to writhe between the gaps between people.  Her heart in her throat, she could now see the carnage that was ensuing as more zombies arrived.  Only seven of the undead had entered the station, but with no way for the people to defend against them, their impact was shattering to the victims who weren’t accustomed to having to fight for their lives.  Already some that the zombies had killed were pulling themselves up from the cold floor.  The seven had rapidly doubled their numbers. 
 
    Some men and even some women fought back, but none of them were a match for the stronger and more durable monsters that cast them aside with bone shattering punches.  One zombie was even felled by four men who worked together to hold it down, but in doing so, all they succeeded in doing was the infection of themselves.  As increasing numbers of people were brought down by the undead, the more a sense of hopelessness fell over the survivors.  Now at the very end of the platform, Simone caught snippets of the battle that was raging.  What she didn’t see were the fallen victims in the ticket hall and on the escalator, killed outright, now rising up to join their necrotic brethren in the fight against humanity.  Several people ran past her on the tracks, the risk of electrocution meaningless when faced with the zombie menace. 
 
    Simone became overwhelmed, desperation causing her to drop off the edge of the platform and onto the tracks, confusion as to what was happening now overridden by a primal need to survive.  Because the station wasn’t below ground, she could see daylight, and she headed for the tunnel opening following after her fellow runners.  Others followed her, a great exodus of humanity beginning.  Using her mobile phone light in a moment of inspiration, she bolted through the tube tunnel, being careful not to electrocute herself, or trip on the train tracks.  Increasing numbers of people came behind her.  And so did the undead, which was how they first learnt to use the railway lines to move throughout the greater London area.     
 
    *** 
 
    By the time the army arrived, the newly mutated virus had spread rapidly.  The initial pack multiplied into the hundreds, everyday pedestrians fleeing from them in all directions.  Many couldn’t outrun the undead and were brought down and were rapidly added to the zombie ranks.  Eyewitness reports stated that lone individuals caught by groups of undead were usually ripped mercilessly to pieces and consumed.  But if there were multiple individuals, the zombies seemed to become confused, attacking only to then wander off in search of another target, rarely inflicting mortal wounds.  A large number of the people who were savaged thus survived the initial encounter, only to fall victim to the effects of the virus.   
 
    A whole company of Irish Guards, one hundred and fifty men, had been dispatched from their barracks in northern Hounslow to quell the infection.  With helicopters relaying the ensuing carnage, Major Carter Pickering deployed his men to contain the threat, knowing he really didn’t have sufficient numbers for the task at hand.  The Major didn’t bother with the part of his orders that instructed him to arrest and detain anyone caught videoing the coming battle.  With members of the Cabinet as well as the Prime Minister now dead, any attempt at hiding the reality of the situation was lost, and his men would undoubtedly have their hands full defending their very lives without having to act as digital watchdogs.  That order had come from the remnants of the civilian authorities and could easily be “forgotten” in the ultimate heat of battle.   
 
    With the Queen giving her express authority, the military now found themselves effectively in charge.  A military that was woefully undermanned and underequipped for the task being asked of it. 
 
    Pickering was a competent, seasoned officer who had received the deployment orders from Field Marshall McKenzie himself.  He had seen off the worst the Iraqi insurgents could throw at him, but facing the undead was likely to be a whole different scenario.  This would be street fighting, house to house with an unknown and unpredictable enemy.  When the truth that zombies were now a reality was shared with the men, the number of deserters suddenly spiked, making the problems of manpower even worse.  By the time the troops had been deployed, Pickering was distressed to learn he had lost nearly a fifth of his men. 
 
    The soldiers encountered the first zombies outside the shopping centre where Sid had met her untimely demise, the former officer not one of the undead the soldiers encountered.  They quickly found that, with regards standard ammunition, anything except headshots was woefully ineffective.  Even then, if the base of the skull wasn’t destroyed, many a zombie would carry on going.  Fortunately, the fifty calibre machine guns made light work of them, the bullets fired able to create massive damage which could sever limbs and shatter bones, the first twenty zombies killed, although with a considerable expense of ammunition.  Pickering put an order in for more munitions to be delivered, the worried quartermaster at the barracks noting that the supplies that he had on stock were possibly inadequate for the sudden demand.   
 
    The initial pack of zombies had run at the forming defensive lines and were mown down in a matter of seconds. They got dangerously close however, the men of the Irish Guards initially hesitant to fire on what many of them still believed were unarmed civilians.  It took the forceful words of a Colour Sergeant to get them to repel the threat, stepping forward himself to take the first shot, flipping the switch of what was deemed acceptable.  The twitching, shattered bodies that remained were finished off at close range by volunteers.  There were always some in the ranks who liked killing a little too much.  
 
    Pickering ordered defensive lines set up, the soldiers gaining control of strategic choke points.  All the while helicopters flew overhead to keep track of the zombie numbers that were ever growing.  It would later be determined that the undead had an innate primal intelligence that allowed for a crude form of adaptive strategy.  Like any organism, they had the ability to adjust their behaviour to match their environment.  Against unarmed civilians, mass hordes were devastating.  But faced with heavily armed troops, the zombies would invariably utilise a different strategy, separating into smaller packs, forcing the soldiers to break up their ranks, making their area affect weapons somewhat impotent.  It was still early days, the real fun hadn’t even started. 
 
    *** 
 
    There are eight men in an army section, three sections forming a platoon.  Pickering established a central staging area for his command of the operation and formed half his men into a defensive perimeter.  The rest, he sent out in sections to sweep the area.  He was unnerved by the reports from the air that told him the biggest identified grouping of zombies had scattered when the first batch of zombies had been engaged, as if they possessed the ability to somehow communicate with each other.  Pickering’s orders were specific if frightfully unbelievable… kill as many of the undead as he could, and get this thing under control.  Control?  Even now, several of the men deployed were already showing early symptoms of the infection.  They were already fighting a lost war. 
 
      
 
    Charlie Section, led by Corporal Christopher Whittaker was supposed to be on leave today.  Their initial annoyance at the news was tempered by the fact they had been forced into an emergency deployment on the streets of Hounslow.  The briefing they had been given changed everything.  An infective agent of high lethality was running rampant through the civilian population.  Those infected became deadly to those around them, expressing severe violent tendencies, attacking anyone they encountered.  Oh yes, and one small thing, the people that needed hunting down were actually dead, reanimated corpses that were fast and extremely hard to kill.  When he had been told this by his commanding officer, Whittaker was admonished for his understandable response. 
 
    “You have to be fucking shitting me sir.” 
 
    Now they walked down one of the main high streets in Hounslow.  Ahead, the tube station loomed towards their left.  Whittaker was second in line behind the man on point, a seasoned Private who was well liked by the men.  Normally they moved spread out, but this was a different, unarmed threat, so Whittaker had his men clumped together, to create safety in numbers.  The road itself was scattered with abandoned cars, and whilst there was a myriad of hiding places to contend with, there was little to impede their progress. 
 
    Did zombies hide?  Did they wait in ambush?  Nobody really knew. 
 
    Above, the reassuring sight of an Apache attack helicopter hovered overhead, and Whittaker was glad of its presence, sent here because of the reported attack on the underground station.  The M230 chain gun slung under the helicopter’s nose would chew anything up into glorified corned beef.  What was unnerving Whittaker was how few people there were around.  They occasionally caught glimpses of faces twitching behind curtains and in shop windows, but the streets themselves seemed abandoned.  Some of the cars, their driver’s doors open, still had the engines running.  It was as if something had washed along the street and spirited humanity away into the sky.  
 
    Up ahead to the right, a delivery truck had shattered through the front windows of a convenience store, smoke billowing from the raging fire that was building there.  The only other sounds were the rotor blades from above and the crackling communications over the soldiers’ radio headsets.  Further up, past the station, a double-decker bus was parked abandoned diagonally across the road.  Someone would need to clear that out of the way so that military traffic could get through. 
 
    “Charlie Section to command, coming up on Hounslow West tube station, over.” 
 
    “Roger Charlie Section.  Be advised, Bravo Section has engaged a large contingent west of you and are in ordered retreat.  Stragglers may be incoming due to the enemy scattering, over.”  If not for the helicopter, the sound of the firefight might have been audible.  
 
    The man on point indicated everyone should stop, and Whittaker instantly saw why.  Up ahead a lone figured had stepped out of the tube station.  The white shirt the man wore was bloodied, and as he turned, the reason why became evident.  Half the man’s left arm was missing, just below the elbow.   
 
    The Apache banked above, bringing its main gun to bear on the tube station entrance, and the man turned his head up to look at it.  This was the first zombie Whittaker and his men had seen, although it was difficult for him to know that.  How do you tell the undead from injured civilians? 
 
    “I want the light machine guns set up there and there,” Whittaker said pointing to two abandoned vehicles.  The two respective soldiers deployed their weapons, one facing the station, the other covering the men’s flanks.  The L110A1 light machine gun has a 200 round magazine of 5.56mm ammunition and can provide accurate suppression fire on targets up to six hundred metres away.  It would make mincemeat of a loan target like this, a mere sixty metres distance.  His men kept a wary eye on the windows in the buildings around them, the tension and nervousness from the situation high on the “what the fuck is this shit?” scale.  The chances of coming under armed assault here were negligible, but you always had to be awake for every possible threat. 
 
    “Is that one of them?” one of his Privates asked, the man’s voice a mix of excitement and disbelief.   Whittaker ignored him. 
 
    “Sir,” the Corporal shouted to the injured figure, “are you injured?”  No response.  Was this indeed one of the unbelievable creatures they had been told to hunt out, or was this someone who was in dire need of medical assistance?  He had seen people walking after worse injuries than the one sported here, shock and adrenaline able to keep the human body going far longer than one would think possible.  The figure turned, seemingly to look towards the direction of the voice.  It stood there swaying slightly, the distance too far for Whittaker to see the eyes.   
 
    “Charlie Section to command, possible contact, over.” 
 
    “Roger Charlie Section.  Weapons free if need be, over,” came the response over the Corporal’s headset.  A second man stepped out of the station entrance.  He had the same surreal shuffling movement as the first injured man but didn’t appear to be suffering any serious injuries.  
 
    “Tod, you got a bead on them?” Whittaker shouted to a soldier armed with one of the team’s sharpshooter rifles.   
 
    “Yes, Corp,” came the response.  “Both look pretty damned zombified to me.”  Whittaker grabbed his binoculars to get an enhanced look, to see what Tod could see through the Private’s rifle optical scope.  Holding them up to his eyes, the binoculars showed Whittaker the two figures as they started to amble towards the soldier’s position, no seeming urgency in their actions.  The second man was in fact injured after all, having half his throat ripped out, the head lolling slightly to the left.  Whittaker was in two minds on what to do, one of the few times he would have actually been glad to have an officer around.   
 
    The decision was made for him as the two zombies together burst into a run, charging at the men. 
 
    “Take the shot Tod,” Whittaker ordered.  Tod was one of the best shots in the whole damned platoon, and his first round took off the top of the first zombie’s skull.  The second zombie didn’t even seem to notice the demise of its friend and came at them even faster, drawn by the sound.  The second round fired took this one just below the nose, easily eliminating the threat.  
 
    “Fast fuckers,” the man on point noted. 
 
    “I sure hope they weren’t just pedestrians,” Tod joked darkly.  They weren’t, Whittaker had seen the deathly eyes and the mouths smeared with blood through his magnification.  Another zombie came into view, staggering out, looking almost confused.  It carried what looked like a severed hand, an obvious giveaway that another zombie had arrived.   
 
    The zombie bent forwards, the contents of its stomach expelling themselves all over the floor in front of it, the body rippling with unseen electricity.  Before it could take another bite out of the hand it carried, Tod’s bullet shattered its neck, sending it to the ground where it bucked and shuddered.  Whittaker was about to say something when the doors to the station burst open, and hell unloaded its contents onto the world.  
 
    The Apache didn’t hesitate to open fire, the zombies seemingly clawing against each other to get into the fresh air.  The helicopter’s Gatling cannon shredded the massed undead hoard, but some still escaped, their injuries not enough to fell them.  The fiends came through the doors nearly six at a time, spreading out as they did so, making them a harder target for the effective, but lone airborne canon.  Whittaker gave the order to open fire, realising if not for the Apache, he and his men wouldn’t have stood a chance against the numbers coming at them.  Brickwork and glass exploded from the front of the station. 
 
    “Contact,” the Private covering their flanks shouted.  Whittaker turned, zombies pouring towards them along a road that crossed the one they were on.  There seemed to be hundreds of them, and they moved with the speed of demons, spreading out, running in small groups so as not to give the helicopter an obvious target.   
 
    Are they trying to outflank us? 
 
    As much as Whittaker couldn’t believe it had happened, the flyboy unleashed one of his hellfire missiles which blew the station entrance into a smoking, burning crater.  Its machine gun turned to the second wave of attacking zombies, peppering them, even as they dispersed further out across the road.  These things are thinking, was the thought that came to Whittaker’s mind. 
 
    Zombies still continued to crawl through the collapsed rubble of the station entrance, but the obstacle created made it difficult for them, thus allowing easier targets for Whittaker’s men.  And yet still they came, charging with an abandon that couldn’t be explained, some breaking off and moving away from the conflagration, smashing through windows and doors in the properties all around. 
 
    “Charlie Section to Control, we have multiple contacts, into the hundreds, over.” 
 
    “Reloading,” one of the light machine gunners shouted. 
 
    “Roger Charlie Section.  Be advised we are now being engaged on all fronts.  You are ordered to retreat back to Hounslow Station, over.”  How had their numbers grown so fast, thought Whittaker?  When he had been briefed he’d been told there were only dozens of undead, the briefer even clearly having trouble believing what he was saying.  
 
    They started their retreat, some of those they thought they had killed picking themselves off the floor.  All around them the zombies swarmed, seemingly undeterred by the punctured lungs and missing limbs that the bullets inflicted on their ranks.  The Apache above banked with them, covering their retreat as they fired and moved back the way they had come, the helicopter eventually flying off due to it running out of ammunition.  The soldiers were left alone to fight an enemy that came at them relentlessly. 
 
    They left a whole cemetery behind them, the hapless civilians hiding in their homes suddenly finding the army unable to do nothing to help them against the zombie menace.  Many of the fiends didn’t go in pursuit of the military, choosing instead to replenish the ranks of the undead.  Methodically, doors and windows began to be destroyed to allow access to the bastions of man.  Whittaker managed to escape without the loss of a single man, but the failure he felt at leaving so many Londoners to his fate haunted him till the day he died. 
 
      
 
    21.08.19 
 
    Washington DC, USA 
 
      
 
    “We still have no confirmation as to why Air Force One was forced to make an emergency landing.  But a source within the administration is telling us that the President is dead…”  Julian Ryan stood watching the CNN broadcast, fuming inside. 
 
    “How did that news get out?” Ryan demanded.  His administration had been under siege from a left-wing press that had almost besieged the Whitehouse, but he never expected this level of disloyalty from the nation’s press, nor from his own people. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Jessy Whitethorn said tiredly.  She’d managed to get about an hours sleep in the last twenty-four hours, and the tiredness was starting to catch up with her.  The pair stood in the Presidential Emergency Operations Center where they had been sequestered to by the Secret Service two days before.  All around them, preparations were being made for what had to happen next.  The President was dead, killed by his own protection detail after dying and resurrecting on Air Force One as it flew over the country’s rust belt. 
 
    “It’s time Mr. Vice President.”  Ryan looked at the head of his Secret Service detail, then at the man in the black judge’s robes.   
 
    “Let’s get this done,” Ryan said.  Jessy gave his arm an affectionate squeeze, and he smiled at her, realising his dream was being delivered to him, just for the wrong reasons.  
 
    “Mr. Vice President,” the Chief Justice said solemnly, “are you prepared to take the oath of office of President of the United States?” 
 
    “I am sir,” Ryan answered.  He placed his left hand on the Bible provided, a sense of power coming to him from the gesture.  A deeply religious man, he felt suddenly humbled to be in the position he found himself in. 
 
    “If you will raise your right hand and repeat after me… I Julian Ryan do solemnly swear.” 
 
    Jessy watched the proceedings, holding back tears at the pride she felt in her boss.  Whilst many wouldn’t agree with her, their President had been a great man, but Ryan was perhaps the person needed now in the crisis the country faced.  A war veteran, a man of principle and honour, Jessy knew if there was anyone that could steer the country through this nightmare, it was him.   
 
    Almost absentmindedly, she dabbed at the corner of her nose as the nasal fluid leaked out, not wanting to blow it and disrupt the proceedings.  Briefly the notion occurred to her that she might be a carrier of the virus that was starting to erupt across the country, but that was ridiculous.  It was surely just the start of a cold, nothing more, the aching she felt developing in her shoulders purely the result of sleeping in an uncomfortable position.     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    21.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    Nick, Haggard and Jeff stood in the light drizzle that was falling from a bruised and depressed sky, their hands covered in nitrile, their faces hidden under the protective shield of the gas masks issued to them.  The self-reporting of Colonel Smith had highlighted the true danger everyone now faced, and until blood tests were returned, everyone was to be considered potentially infected.  Ironically, Jessica was now the person least likely to pass the disease on.   
 
    At the edge of the barracks parade square, they watched the contingent of SAS load their equipment into the barracks they had requisitioned, the building vacated by soldiers that were now being temporarily stationed across the Greater Manchester area.  Every soldier they saw was wearing standard issue NBC suits.  
 
    “You’ll not be going back to London then?” Haggard asked. 
 
    “No point,” Nick said sadly.  “There’s no telling how many in MI13 have contracted the virus.”  Even with all its secrecy and robotic defences, the heart of the secret organisation had been effectively killed by an enemy nobody could even see.  “Sir Osmond has ordered us to stay in place until we can move to Porton Down.  I presume that’s why you are still here?” Nick said to the SAS Captain.  Haggard nodded, then realised his gas mask probably hid his response. 
 
    “Yes.  It’s hoped that Jessica’s blood can be used to create a cure, but we need some way of determining who is infected and who isn’t.”  Haggard had spoken briefly to Smith through the Perspex window of his isolation room.  Smith had seemed confident that Jessica was the answer they needed.  “You know he’s put himself forward as a test subject?” 
 
    “I heard that,” Nick responded.  “Brave man.” 
 
    “Brave or desperate?” Jeff interjected. 
 
    “Probably both.”  Haggard stood a moment longer, and then wandered off to help his men.  Jeff waited till the SAS Captain was out of earshot. 
 
    “Can I admit something to you boss?”  Nick looked at his subordinate, a man who was probably the closest thing he had to a friend, and nodded.  “I’m fucking terrified.  Going into battle…I love it.  But this?  How are we supposed to fight against something that we can’t even see?” 
 
    “You’re not alone Jeff,” Nick admitted.  “We just do what we do until we can’t do it anymore.”   
 
      
 
    21.08.19 
 
    London, UK 
 
      
 
    Simone had run faster than she thought was possible, because her life had depended on it.   There was no denying that fact, not with what she had witnessed.  She had gone where desperation had led her, running along the train track embankment and up a steep hill when she saw what she thought was a break in the wire fence guarding the railway property.  Her eyes hadn’t deceived her, the breach in the wire mesh obviously made so that the myriad of graffiti artists could access the walls and control boxes all along the tracks so as to display their grotesque art to the unappreciative world.   
 
    Being near the front of those fleeing the station, she was initially safe from the madness.  Only a few of the attackers had followed people onto the tracks, and as she briefly looked back, Simone saw that all were engaged with people that had followed her.  On the tracks below, roughly two dozen commuters ran on, only two others choosing to follow her up the hill, nobody realising what was happening or that the number of zombies was multiplying rapidly as the new, enhanced Lazarus ran rampant through those bitten and infected.  Simone didn’t wait for the duo, because she didn’t like how one of them was holding a bleeding limb.  Something primal in her was telling Simone that these people represented a threat that needed to be avoided. 
 
    The gap in the fence led to a path that backed onto several houses, fences imposing further restrictions upon her progress.  She didn’t know what to do.  Simone had already established that her phone wasn’t working, not knowing that the cell towers had been shut down in the region, a military response to try and keep the panic from spreading.  Walking now, she made her way along the dirt path, her eyes constantly looking for threats.  Behind her, the two other people came into view, but they chose to scale one of the fences, disappearing into someone’s back garden. 
 
    In the distance, she could hear sporadic gunfire, but she couldn’t tell from what direction it was coming from.  She had never been a fan of horror fiction, the thought of watching a film or reading a book where people died in gruesome ways repugnant to her.  It was therefore unsurprising that the idea of zombies didn’t occur to her.  Instead, she had arrived at the logical conclusion that it was some sort of massed attack by youths running amok, or even worse, some sort of terrorist event akin to the knife attack a few years back.  And yet, deep within her, something raw and primal massaged her fear.   
 
    Carrying along the path, she saw a stooped man walking a German Shepherd, and the normality of the scene sent relief flooding through her.  Simone collapsed to her knees in the middle of the path and broke down in tears.  The dog walker was a good Samaritan, and he rushed over. 
 
    “Hey, you alright?”  Some would think that a stupid question, but really, how else could you initiate a conversation with a crying stranger?  The man’s dog seemed to know exactly what to do, gently nuzzling Simone’s leg. 
 
    “Hello boy,” she said almost in relief, stroking the dog’s head, getting a lick on her face as a reward.  Looking behind her, there were further sounds of gunshots, still off in the distance.   
 
    “Was that gunfire?” the man quizzed.  He was in his mid-sixties and looking up, she could see the hearing aid in his ear. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Simone pleaded, standing.  “There was an attack at the tube station.  There might be more of them.”  Why couldn’t she hear police sirens?  The stranger looked at her sceptically.  He noted her clothes were respectable, the dishevelled appearance due to the tears that were still streaming down her face, taking the mascara with it.  The dog looked up at both of them as if trying to understand what the humans were saying.   
 
    “What kind of attack?  Have you phoned the police?” 
 
    “My phone doesn’t work.  There’s no signal.  I think it’s terrorists.”  The old man’s face turned into a dark frown at that.  He hadn’t fought in Suez just to sit idly by and watch his country get overrun. 
 
    “Well let’s see,” the man said reaching into his jacket.  He pulled out a very basic model of phone and turned it on.  “My daughter insisted I buy this, but I never use it.  She worries about me now that I live on my own you see.” 
 
    “We really need to go,” Simone insisted, but the man put his hand up. 
 
    “Hmmm, no signal either.”  He held the phone up in the air as if to invite the Gods to deliver proper cellular service.  They didn’t, and he put the phone back in his pocket. 
 
    The dog suddenly barked angrily and pulled away from him, tugging on its leash.  
 
     “Easy boy.”   
 
    Simone looked behind her, a figure clambering up to the path from the train line.  It stood, seeming to look around, and the dog barked again, an obvious tension passing through the animal.  The zombie span towards the noise and ran with an abandon that scared the crap out of Simone.  People just didn’t move like that. 
 
    “Come on, we need to go,” Simone insisted, the zombie closing on them fast.  Instead of running, the old man stepped past her, the German Shepherd now going mental.  He didn’t see the threat that to Simone was broadcasting to the whole fucking nation.  She ran and left him to his fate. 
 
    Simone didn’t look back but heard enough to know that running was the only choice here.  The dog’s barking was quickly silenced, and the man’s cry sent a chill through her soul, adding more adrenaline to legs that were starting to feel like rubber.  Terror enveloped her, the full extent of what was happening finally beginning to dawn on Simone. 
 
    She emerged onto a residential street, a single car driving past the only sign of humanity.  Simone didn’t know it, but news of the attack on the station had rippled through the community, people retreating inside behind their ineffective locked doors and breakable windows.  To her right, the street led up to the main road that ran past the station, and she made her way there now, half running, eyes flicking all around.  Nothing followed her and within five minutes, she was on Bath Road.   
 
    And once again she wasn’t alone.   
 
    A group of four people were attacking a house thirty metres from her.  The idea that this was terrorists had already died in her mind, and the fact that one of the people attacking the house was dressed as a police officer shattered any lingering notion that it was mindless thugs.  This was something else, something her mind was having difficulty comprehending.  She felt trapped, and Simone knew she had to get off the street, to somehow find refuge.  Unfortunately, her timing couldn’t have been worse.  The noise of the helicopter rose and it flew low overhead, drawing her eyes.  Stopping, she watched it head towards the underground station, not realising initially that it had also drawn the attention of one of the zombies.  Something made her look back, and Simone saw the renegade police officer running at her like a wild beast.   
 
    The gate to her left led up a well-kept garden path, and she flung herself through it, attacking the property’s front door with all her might.  It was sturdy, and she could feel the bruises that would become evident as she beat her fists.   
 
    “Help me, please,” she shouted, slamming her desperate fists onto the door with more force now.  Flashing glances behind her, the zombie reached the gate.  Instead of opening it and coming through, it sort of just toppled over the metal barrier, collapsing to a heap on the floor behind her. 
 
    “For God’s sake let me in.” 
 
    “Go away,” a frightened voice said from inside.  “Leave us alone.” 
 
    “Fucking open the fucking door,” Simone roared, frantic now as the zombie behind her raised itself up to full height.  It didn’t rush, almost sauntering over to Simone.  The door never opened.   
 
    One of the things that would become apparent in the days that followed was that, when it came to dealing with the reality of the undead, a sense of community spirit and personal heroics would be rarely seen.  Selfishness and opportunism though, they would become commonplace.  Faced with the zombie that had once been known as Sid, Simone never stood a chance, the hand missing three fingers grabbing her by the hair, teeth unstoppable.     
 
    That was the beginning of how London fell to the virus.  But there is so much more to tell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    21.08.19 
 
    Birmingham, UK 
 
      
 
    “And that was JZ with Young forever.  Let me remind you again folks, the lines are open.  This is the talk hour, so we want the crazy and the zany.  We want your life experiences revealed to the people of this fair city.  Tell us what enthrals you, tell us what enrages you.  I want your conspiracies, I demand you to tell me if you think the world is run by alien hybrids or if you think the Earth is flat.  But keep it clean folks, this is a family show.  Let’s give the commuters going home something to get their teeth into.”  Doug James looked at his computer monitor.  It told him the name of the next caller. 
 
    “And we have Steve from Solihull.  Steve, welcome to the talk hour.” 
 
    “Thanks Doug.  First-time caller, long time listener,” the voice said.  Why the hell did people always say that?  Did they think people actually cared?   
 
    “Glad to have you on the show Steve.  What’s your tale?”  Make it a good one, thought Doug. 
 
    “It’s the damnedest thing.  I’m looking out of my office window and there’s a riot going on.” 
 
    “There have been riots all over the country Steve, tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    “This is different Doug.” 
 
      “Well, it is Solihull.  Has someone put up the price of vanilla lattes again?  Are the middle class running amok?”   
 
    “No, I’m serious Doug.  There are people fighting in the street, but they are fighting each other.”  Steve had a genuine tone of concern in his voice.  A direct message popped up on Doug’s screen saying that there was something about further riots in London just hitting the wire. 
 
    “Are the police there Steve?” 
 
    “No, I can’t see a single copper.  I tried to ring them, but 999’s all backed up.  I can’t get through.”  That can’t be right, thought Doug.   “Oh my God…” 
 
    “What is it Steve?” 
 
    “They are dragging an old woman out of her car.  Oh Christ, they….” 
 
    “Go on Steve, what do you see?”  Now this is radio, thought Doug. 
 
    “They’re biting her.”  On the other side of the line, Doug could hear a siren.   
 
    “I’ve got to go.  I’ve got to get out of here,” Steve said, and with that, the line went dead.   
 
    “Wow, crazy times in Solihull.  Is this a one-off folks?  Or has Birmingham decided to go mad again?  Ring me and tell me what you know.  Aha, we have Lucy from Aston.  Welcome Lucy?” 
 
    “These aren’t riots,” a quiet voice said.   
 
    “Can you speak up there Lucy, your voice is awful quiet?” 
 
    “No I can’t, they might hear me.  I’m scared Doug.” 
 
    “Who might hear you?” Doug enquired.  Despite his own scepticism, something akin to concern was beginning to form in the back of his mind.  This couldn’t be what he thought it was surely.  When there was no response Doug tried again.  “Where are you Lucy?”   
 
    “I’m hiding, in the back of a sandwich shop.  I was on the street when all hell broke loose.  I saw it Doug, I saw everything.  One of them bit me.  It hurts, it hurts so much.” 
 
    “Have you called the police Lucy, sounds like a matter for them.”  Shit, what was this? 
 
    “It was a policeman who bit me,” Lucy almost cried.  “And his eyes, you should have seen his eyes.” 
 
    “What about the eyes Lucy?”  Was this for real, or was he being played? A message came up on his screen. 
 
      
 
    BBC just ran a story of a live fire incident in London’s Russel Square.   They are broadcasting now; I’m cutting to commercials. 
 
      
 
    “The eyes were black, so black,” Lucy said, almost monotone.  “I can feel it, where he bit me.  I can feel it burning its way up my arm.” 
 
    “Listen Lucy, we need to go to a commercial break.  Stay on the line.  And listeners, don’t go anywhere, this could be the breaking story of the year.”  Doug took off his headphones as an advert for a personal injury solicitor came over the radio.  Seconds later his producer, Bernadette, came into the room.  She was middle-aged and reasonably attractive, and she ran the studio with a rod of iron.   
 
    “You have to see this Doug,” Bernadette said.  She leaned over him and typed on his computer keyboard. Twenty years ago he would have given her arse a damned good slap, so inviting was it.  But you couldn’t do that sort of thing now to Doug’s never-ending disgust, especially as Bernadette was the kind to kick you right in the balls if you tried.  It was a sad state of affairs; the do-gooders had taken all the fun out of the industry.  Thankfully this was his last year before blissful retirement.  He had always told himself he would work to sixty-five and no longer and he refused to be persuaded otherwise.   
 
    After a second or two of buffering, a BBC live broadcast came up on his monitor 
 
    “…outside Downing Street where soldiers are cordoning off Parliament Square and Westminster.  We have reports of pitched battles in Trafalgar Square and all around King’s Cross.”  The BBC reporter was stood by the gates of Downing Street.  In the distance, dozens of soldiers and several armoured vehicles could be seen.  The camera angle briefly panned up to show three helicopters flying overhead.  “There has still been no press release from the Prime Minister’s office.  Rumours are running rife that the PM is dead, but we are unable to confirm them at this time.” 
 
    “Has there been any official word on what is causing this fresh rioting?” the BBC anchor’s voice said off-screen. 
 
    “Not as yet.  We know the first reports only really started coming in forty minutes ago.  I have been told that things are so bad, the areas around King’s Cross and Euston have been abandoned.  I’m told civilian and police casualties are high.”  Doug leaned forward and turned the sound down on his monitor.   
 
    “Get me everything you can on this Bernadette,” Doug ordered.  “Hit social media, see what the kids are talking about.”  His producer nodded, a grave look on her face, and she left the room.  The smell of her perfume lingered in the air, unsurprisingly not the brand Doug had bought her last Christmas.  Doug put his headphones back on, where he caught the tail end of an advert for the latest mobile phone game app. 
 
    “And we are back in the room folks.  Lucy, are you still with us?” 
 
    “There are hundreds of them Doug.  They are out on the street, destroying everything.  The shop owner put the shutters down so they can’t get in.  But they keep trying.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you’re safe Lucy.”     
 
    “I’m not safe.  You don’t understand the things I’ve seen.” 
 
    “What have you seen Lucy?”  Doug loved the juicy stuff.  His job was to get the gossip and the sensation, it was Bernadette’s job to make sure the broadcast didn’t go too far. 
 
    “They weren’t just biting; they were eating people.  It’s….”  She stopped talking. 
 
    “Lucy, are you there?” 
 
    “I understand now,” she said.  There was ecstasy in her voice. 
 
    “What do you understand Lucy?” 
 
    “I can feel it growing inside.  Oh it’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Lucy, what are you talking about?”  Please tell me, prayed Doug, that this wasn’t another idiot on an acid trip. 
 
    “The hunger.  I need it.  Oh God, I need it so much.”  The line dropped, Doug unaware that his caller had begun to spasm as death quickly took her. 
 
    “Looks like we lost Lucy there.  And that’s why it’s so important to have a good wholesome breakfast folks.  Gavin, you’re on the line…” 
 
      
 
    21.08.19 
 
    Manchester, UK 
 
      
 
    There is sometimes a specific point in people’s lives where they realise they have made a foolish mistake.  With his court appearance finished hours before, Stuart now sat at his desk filling out forms that were quickly to have little relevance to him.  Hearing the booming sound, he rose from his office chair with the realisation that he might be at that very point in his life. 
 
    He had been drawn by the noise down in the street outside, and he sidled over to the window, mindful of the buzz of intrigue that was forming in the open plan office around him.  Pulling aside the blinds, Stuart gazed down in dread at the site of an armoured personnel carrier moving slowly along the street. 
 
    “Attention.  All civilians are ordered to return to their homes and await further instruction.”  The voice boomed out of the loudspeakers on top of the military vehicle, four armed soldiers walking in step behind it, matching its progress.  “A seven PM curfew is now in effect.  Anyone breaching this curfew will be subject to summary detention.  Attention. All civilians….” The message was obviously on a loop, and Stuart stepped back from the window, pushing through the small crowd that had gathered around him. 
 
    Shit.  He should have listened to Jessica.  Someone in the cubicle next to his turned up their radio. 
 
    “…and the situation is so serious that the acting military government have instigated martial law.  Listeners are advised to follow instructions from police and military personnel, and to return to their homes.  As of midnight tonight, all public transport will be suspended.  An authorisation system for essential personnel will be in place for those who are required to keep the country’s infrastructure functioning.  Those not authorised are advised to stay home and await further instructions.  Stay off the streets.  Do not resist the lawful instructions of….” 
 
    “What station is that?” Stuart demanded. 
 
    “Radio 4,” the woman said.  “What does it mean Stuart?” 
 
    Stuart ignored her and tuned the rest of the broadcast out.  Picking the jacket off the back of his chair, he was the first to make his way to the exit, moving almost hypnotically.  He didn’t wait for permission from his bosses, and he suspected they had already left.  It was unusual for at least one of them to go unseen on the “shop floor” during the day.   
 
    Was it too late? he asked himself.  Did he have time to get to the address Tom had given him?  And how did he intend to get there…he didn’t even own a car? 
 
    In life, when you find yourself asking the question “is it too late”, the answer is usually yes. 
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    Report for the Allied Supreme Commander Europe on virus codename LAZARUS  
 
      
 
    It is believed the first reported cases of the Lazarus virus occurred in Thailand, and its contagion originated from there.  The initial spread was believed to be airborne through droplets expressed from the breath, by direct skin contact as well as exposure to bodily fluids, although it is important to point out that there is a degree of speculation about that based on a limited number of live animal tests.  Computer projections indicate that day four appears to be the zenith of the disease’s progression, a near 100% mortality rate being reported in all those presently infected.  Time levels can vary depending on the health of the individual.  Reports coming in from the areas of Thailand border regions that are still governable state that those with a weakened immune system die at the fastest rate.  There have also been reports of healthy adults succumbing rapidly.  Death is usually due to respiratory distress, fever and heart failure.  The infectivity of the Lazarus strain is like nothing we have ever encountered. 
 
    Because of the lack of severity in the initial symptoms (which we have still yet to ascertain), the virus has most certainly spread worldwide unchecked, computer simulations putting the numbers infected into the hundreds of thousands already.  It is estimated through computer projections that, so far a minority of the UK and European populations have been exposed.  Due to the nature of the disease, it has been difficult to estimate actual numbers of future deaths.  What we do know is that there is an almost 100% certainty that those who die from the disease come back via some form of re-animation.  The reanimated zombies then become a focal vector for the spread of the disease due to their seemingly insatiable need to attack the uninfected.  I anticipate that this will begin to escalate across the continent over the coming days and weeks.  Scientific theory is that the zombies (for want of a better name) are driven by a primal hunger that forces them to relentlessly hunt and attack anyone they encounter.  It is not understood by what mechanism they are able to move and propel themselves, although brain scans of several captured specimens have shown very slight brain activity in the region of the brain stem and the cerebellum.  Select parts of the frontal and temporal lobes are also still active which explains why these zombies seem to be able to hunt by smell and sound.  Studies show they are effectively blind. 
 
    Although they engage in feeding activities, the zombies, especially those that have been resurrected for several days, seem unable to engage in peristalsis and thus have an inability to swallow.  Their hunger is thus unrelenting, and they will continue to attack and attempt consumption of anybody around them even as the food is expelled from their mouths.  Unusually they will quickly abandon a victim if there are other non-infected people around, perhaps a reflection of the need for the virus to replicate itself.  The severity and lethality of their attacks seem to be related to the state of decomposition.  Evidence from the Thai capital seems to show that, the longer the zombie has been resurrected, the slower and more uncoordinated they become.  The first five hours are when the individual zombie is at their most dangerous.  However, we have yet to see any evidence that time and decay seems to cease motor function. 
 
    The zombies appear to be merely a mechanism for the virus to replicate itself in other hosts.  Sound and olfactory recognition seem to be their prime mode of hunting, although it has been speculated that they have some innate sense of when their food source is present.  As yet it is not understood how this can occur.  We also have evidence that the zombies conglomerate together wherever they can, forming into packs which increases their effectiveness.  It would appear they have a rudimentary means of communicating amongst themselves, often showing signs of strategy when faced with armed resistance.  It is advised that they not be underestimated.   
 
    The worrying aspect is the way the virus infects from direct bites.  The mouths of zombies do not create saliva, but an unusual fluid laden with the viral load.  So far infection from a bite wound has appeared to be 100% fatal, the speed of the disease onset much quicker than from the primary route of infection. Eyewitness reports, as well as laboratory testing, has shown that death from a bite wound (blood loss, shock, etc.) will result in resurrection of the body within up to ten minutes (some reports have indicated less than a minute in some cases).  Those suffering bites to their extremities that would not normally be fatal usually die from the effects of the disease within 12 hours, although the outbreak in Hounslow near Heathrow seems to result in a much faster conversion rate, possibly indicating the virus has mutated.  Again, time till death varies, select cases “transforming” within a matter of minutes.  So far over seven European countries have reported outbreaks, and the UK has been hit badly.  This is to be considered a global pandemic. 
 
      
 
    Colonel Wilson Smith, MBE, Ph.D 
 
      
 
    Head of Microbiology, The Defence Science and Technology Laboratory 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Coming soon … Book 2 of the Lazarus Chronicles 
 
      
 
    THE RISE 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Did you enjoy this book?  If so, you can make a big difference 
 
    Reviewers are the most powerful tool in my arsenal when it comes to getting attention for my books.  Much as I’d like to, I don’t have the financial muscle of a big New York publisher.  I this can’t take out full page ads in the newspaper or put posters on the subway. 
 
    (Not yet, anyway). 
 
    But I do have something much more powerful and effective than that, and it’s something that those publishers would kill to get their hands on. 
 
      
 
    A committed and loyal bunch of readers. 
 
      
 
    Honest reviews of my books help bring them to the attention of other readers. 
 
    If you enjoyed this book I would be grateful if you could spend just five minutes leaving a review (it can be as short as you like) on the relevant Amazon page.   
 
    Thank you very much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
    Sean Deville is the author of the Necropolis Trilogy (Cobra Z, The Contained, Necropolis) as well as other novels.  He makes his online home at www.seandeville.com.  You can contact Sean on: 
 
    Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/seandevillesnovels/ 
 
    Twitter - https://twitter.com/seandeville666 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ALSO BY SEAN DEVILLE 
 
      
 
    Have you read them all? 
 
    In the Necropolis Trilogy 
 
    Cobra Z 
 
    What if one day you find your world suddenly torn apart? Entranced by your daily routine, you hear the terrifying news that makes your blood run cold. A devastating man made virus has been unleashed on the world, a virus so lethal that it rapidly turns everyone it infects into rabid, blood crazed killers. Maniacs so devoid of humanity that their only goal in life is to rip the flesh from your very body, and kill or infect the people you love the most. Would you panic? Would you rush from your desk in a frantic attempt to save your children? Would you hunker down, and hope the infection somehow passes you by, praying to whatever God you think will help? And what if the very people you care for so deeply are the ones clawing at your door, their blood smeared faces screaming for the destruction of your soul? How would you survive in such a world? And would you want to? 
 
    Buy it here 
 
    UK: https://amzn.to/2xb8b3S 
 
    US: https://amzn.to/2NDCbip 
 
      
 
    The Contained 
 
    When the infection struck, 64 million people never stood a chance. It only took a day for the country to collapse, for the five largest cities to be overwhelmed by the onslaught of the viral hordes. Merciless, relentless, they ripped their way through humanity. They were unstoppable, almost biblical. With no way to protect itself against the deliberate act of bio terrorism, a once great nation began to feed upon itself. Violence and chaos reigned, and those who had vowed to protect a once proud nation did the only thing they could…..they fled leaving millions to their fate. At the end of the first day, a tenth of the population had become infected…..7 million blood crazed killers whose only purpose in life was the consumption of human flesh. Stranger, friends or loved one, the infected did not discriminate. They did not care, only the burning hunger within them filled their rabid, predatory thoughts. And as the infected surged out of the cities, their numbers grew, those they fed on swelling their ravenous, inhuman ranks. And with every hour that passed, the infection spread, and humanity bled. 
 
    Buy it here 
 
    UK: https://amzn.to/2CPYRaQ 
 
    US: https://amzn.to/2p5Ff90 
 
      
 
    Necropolis 
 
    As the virus spread across the globe, the world slept on, oblivious to the threat that was about to be unleashed upon it. And as the armies of the Horsemen threaten Europe, a new force joins them in the destruction of humanity.  
 
      
 
    In Britain, the survivors from the devastated MI6 building flee to the only safe haven left in the now quarantined country - the military stronghold in Cornwall. With their walls, and their tanks and their guns, will the last surviving remnants of the British Armed Forces defeat the slaughter hurtling towards them through the roads and the streets and the fields, or will they be washed away by the devastating force of the Infected. 
 
    Who will live, and who will die when the Infected arrive? And what kind of world will be left when the smoke clears? Will humanity prevail or will they be cast aside by the force of Abrahams insane gift to the world? 
 
    So begins the final battle of the Necropolis 
 
    Buy it here: 
 
    UK: https://amzn.to/2MrAG2j 
 
    US: https://amzn.to/2COe0JQ 
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