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 PART I


The cause of the Hate (as it had come to be known on both sides of the uneven divide) was irrelevant. At the very beginning, when the doubters had been forced to accept that something was really happening and that the troubles weren’t just the result of media-fuelled, copycat mob violence, the usual raft of baseless explanations were proposed; scientists had screwed up in a lab somewhere, it was an evolutionary quirk, it was a virus, a terrorist attack, aliens or worse . . . Thing was, people were quickly forced to realise, it didn’t matter. You could bullshit and postulate and hypothesise all you wanted - it wouldn’t do you any harm but it wouldn’t do you any good either. Within days of the belligerent population finally beginning to accept that the shit had indeed hit the fan with almighty force no one talked about the cause of the Hate any more. Hardly anyone wasted time even thinking about it. The only thing of any importance to the non-Hater section of the populace now was survival. And the so-called Haters? The one-third of society who had changed? Those previously ‘normal’ people who, without warning, had each become savage, brutal and remorseless killers? The only thing that mattered to any of them was destroying every last one of the Unchanged (as they labelled their enemy) until none remained alive.

Before it had actually happened, the popular assumption in most apocalyptic films and books was that the population as a whole would immediately bind together against their common enemy and either stand united and fight back or take cover and hunker down when it became clear that something of Armageddon-like proportions was looming on the horizon. They didn’t. Whether it was because many of them simply chose to bury their heads in the sand through fear or denial until it was too late, or whether it was instead just their stubborn refusal to abandon their homes, material possessions and daily routines, no one knew. No one cared. A cynic might suppose that the effects of the Hate had been camouflaged by  an inherently bad-tempered, mistrusting, selfish and greed-driven society, but the exact reasons for society’s lack of reaction were neither clear nor important. The bottom line was that the extent and implications of what was happening weren’t fully appreciated until it was far too late, and the repercussions were devastating. This, it was painfully apparent, was no ordinary war.

In many ways the situation the Unchanged found themselves facing was indefensible. This conflict wasn’t faction versus faction or army against army: it was individual versus individual, more than six billion armies of one. And the Hate didn’t care who you were, where you were or what you were. You were simply on one side or the other, your position in this new, twisted, fucked-up world decided by unknown variables and fate, quite without your involvement. Within weeks command structures at every level were compromised. Organisations fell apart. Families crumbled. The Haters were everywhere and everyone; the whole world beaten-up from the inside out.

The ratio of Unchanged to Haters was generally thought to have settled somewhere between 2:1 and 3:1. In spite of their enemy’s ferocity and apparently insatiable bloodlust, their greater numbers and pre-existence gave the Unchanged an early advantage which was quickly squandered. With no time or inclination to look for a cure (could the condition even be reversed?), separation and eradication soon became the only viable option for survival. Conveniently ignoring lessons learnt through history and any moral arguments, a half-hearted attempt to cull the Haters failed dramatically. Almost overnight the Unchanged plan of attack was forced to become a plan of defence, and their first priority was to make their people defendable. Civilians were herded together, major city centres quickly becoming swollen, overcrowded, undersupplied, understaffed refugee camps. Once they’d successfully separated ‘us’ from ‘them’, the Unchanged theory went, they’d head back out into the wastelands and hunt the fuckers out.

Less than four months ago, when the last frosts of winter had finally thawed and the first green buds of the year’s new growth had tentatively started to appear, this public park had been a frequently empty and underused oasis of lush greenery buried deep within the drab grey concrete heart of the city. It was a place office workers used to escape to during lunch breaks or take a  shortcut through on their way to or from work. A place where kids bunking off school would hide and drink stolen alcohol and smoke fags and carve their names on wooden benches and tree trunks. A place where elderly shoppers with too much time and too many memories would sit and talk to anyone who’d listen about how the country had gone to ruin and how things used to be so much better back in their day . . . and it had to be said, they were right.

Tucked away in the long shadows of office blocks, shopping malls, convention centres and multiplex cinemas, what used to be a vast and open expanse of grass was now covered in cramped rows of ragged, refugee-filled tents. Two football pitches had become helicopter landing pads, constantly in use. The patch of soft tarmac where children’s swings, roundabouts and slides used to be had been commandeered to house heavily guarded and rapidly dwindling stockpiles of military equipment and supplies. The changing rooms on the far side of the park were now a hopelessly inadequate field hospital. Next to the small, square redbrick building, a tall wooden fence had been erected all the way around the park’s four concrete tennis courts. They had, until three weeks ago, been used as a makeshift morgue but, by then, the number of stacked-up corpses awaiting removal had reached such a level that the cordoned-off area had become a permanently lit funeral pyre. There was no longer any other way of hygienically disposing of the dead.

Before his mother had tried to kill him and he’d been dragged screaming into the war he’d desperately tried to isolate himself from, Mark Tillotsen had sold insurance in a call centre. He’d worked hard and had enjoyed (as much as anyone enjoyed selling insurance in a call centre) the job. He’d liked the anonymity of the role and he’d taken comfort from the safety of the daily routine, the procedures and regulations he hid behind and the targets he worked towards. In his last development review, just a month or so before the Hate, his manager had told him he had a bright future ahead of him. Today, as he trudged slowly through the afternoon heat towards a convoy of three battered trucks bookended by heavily armed military vehicles, he wondered whether he, or anyone else for that matter, had any kind of future left to look forward to.

Mark hauled himself up into the cab of the middle truck and acknowledged the driver. His name was Marshall and they’d  travelled outside the city together several times in recent weeks. Marshall was a stereotypical trucker, more at home behind the wheel of his rig than anywhere else. His arms were like tree trunks, fading tattoos hidden beneath a thick covering of grey hair. He gripped the steering wheel tight in his leather-gloved hands even though they weren’t moving. His head remained facing forward, his expression sullen and serious. To show no emotion at all was better than letting Mark see how nervous he really was. This wasn’t getting any easier.

‘All right?’

‘Fine,’ Mark replied quickly. ‘You?’

Marshall nodded.

‘People today, not supplies.’

‘How come?’

‘Helicopter spotted them on infra-red, about three miles outside the zone.’

‘Many?’

‘Don’t know till we get there.’

And that was the end of their brief, staccato exchange. Nothing more needed to be said. Although it was widely believed that the Change was over and by now you’d know whether the person standing next to you was going to rip your fucking head off or not, conversations between strangers remained brief and uncomfortable, and happened only when necessary. You constantly trod a fine line; to ignore someone was dangerous, to overreact was worse. You didn’t want to give anyone reason to believe you might be one of them. All that Mark knew about Marshall was his name, and that was how he wanted to keep it.

Time to move. Marshall started the engine of the truck, the sudden rattle, noise and vibration making Mark feel even more nauseous and nervous than he already was. Remember why you’re doing this, he repeatedly told himself. Apart from the fact that going outside the so-called ‘secure zone’ allowed him to escape the confines of the shitty, cramped hotel room where he, his girlfriend and several other family members had been billeted, willing militia volunteers like him were paid with extra rations - a slender additional cut of whatever they brought back. But, more importantly, going out into the open and watching those evil bastards being hunted down and executed was as close to revenge as he was  ever going to get. And Christ, he needed some kind of revenge or retribution. Through no fault of his own his life had been turned upside down and torn apart. Like just about everyone else, he’d lost almost everything, and he badly wanted someone to pay for it.

The truck lurched forward, stopping just centimetres short of the back of the vehicle in front, then lurched forward again as the convoy began to move. Mark glanced back across the park as a helicopter gunship took off from its football pitch landing pad before taking up position overhead, their escort and their eyes while they were outside the city.

A single strip of grey tarmac weaved through the park from a central point, running through a large, rectangular car park (now filled with military vehicles) then continuing on as a half-mile-long access road with copses of trees on either side. As the track curved around Mark shielded his eyes from the relentless afternoon sun and looked out across this bizarre militarised zone. How could it have come to this? He’d played here in school holidays as a kid, now look at it. The village of tents and Portakabins made it look more like a third-world slum than anything else. Or perhaps a badly organised humanitarian response to some devastating natural disaster - the aftermath of a hurricane, tsunami, earthquake or drought? But nothing like that ever happened here. He forced himself to look up from the never-ending crowd of refugees which covered every visible square metre of land, forced himself to shut out their constant cries and moans which were audible even over the rumble of the truck, and forced himself to ignore the foul, rancid smell which filled the air. He concentrated instead on the tops of the trees swaying lightly in the lilting, early summer breeze. That was the only part of the world which looked like it used to in the days before the Hate.

It was a relief when they reached the access road and Marshall followed the other vehicles round to the right. But even here there were people everywhere, crowded in and around the trees, desperate to find shelter and shade. There were more of them here than when he’d last been out with Marshall. He focused on one particular woman who sat cross-legged on the grass, desperately trying to hold onto a hysterical, squirming, screaming child. Surrounded by her few remaining possessions gathered up in carrier bags, she gently rocked her terrified, inconsolable little girl. He found himself  wondering what had happened to this woman to bring her here. Had she had a partner? Had they turned against her? Had there been more kids? She looked up and caught his eye and he quickly looked away. He forgot her almost immediately, suddenly preoccupied with his own insurmountable problems instead. Mark’s girlfriend Kate was pregnant. Much as he tried to deny it, he wished she wasn’t.

 



The convoy moved away from the densely occupied heart of the city and out through the exclusion zone. This was a bizarre and unsettling place. In the wake of the panic and terror caused by the onset of the Hate, under military orders the authorities in cities like this had pulled the remaining population inwards, housing them temporarily in shops, office blocks, high-rise buildings and anywhere else that space could be found. The exclusion zone (which was generally between half a mile and two miles wide) was an area of dead space: a desolate strip of no-man’s land wedged between the overcrowded refugees and the city border which was patrolled from the sky. It was a place which had been abandoned rather than destroyed and which now stood like a vast and dilapidated museum exhibit. They drove past the front of a modern-looking school, its buildings empty when they should have been filled with students, the knee-high grass making its athletics track look more like a field of crops overdue for harvest. At the front of the convoy a military vehicle which had been fitted with a makeshift snowplough-like attachment cleared the road of a number of abandoned cars which had been stuck in a frozen, unmoving traffic jam for weeks.

The closer they got to the border, the worse Mark began to feel. Desperate not to let his anxiety show (for fear of Marshall misreading his reaction) he leant against the window and forced himself to breathe in deeply, trying to remember the relaxation and stress-control techniques he’d been taught on the ‘Dealing with Customer Complaints’ workshop he’d been sent on last December. Christ, it didn’t matter how many times he did this, he still felt woefully underprepared. No amount of relaxation methods and calming techniques were going to prepare him for what he was about to face.

‘Couple of miles,’ Marshall said, startling Mark. He sat up  straight and readied himself, his heart thumping ten times faster in his chest than it should have been. They were well outside the exclusion zone now, and even though there were no signposts, physical boundaries or other warnings marking the change, he suddenly felt a hundred times more vulnerable and exposed.

‘Did you say we’re out here for people today?’ Mark asked, remembering their brief conversation when he first got into the truck.

‘Yep.’

‘Great.’

A double-pisser. Excursions outside the city were always more risky and unpredictable when civilians were involved. More importantly, if they weren’t out here collecting supplies, there’d be nothing for them to take a cut from when they got back.

‘Look on the bright side,’ Marshall said under his breath, sharing Mark’s disappointment, but almost managing to smile, ‘loads more of those cunts die when the public are involved.’

He was right. As soon as the first civilian took a step out of their hiding place, Haters would inevitably descend on them, piling in from every direction. Maybe that was the plan? Easy pickings for the helicopter and the forty or so armed soldiers travelling with them in this convoy. He wondered what kind of state the survivors they rescued would be in? Would they even be worth rescuing? He couldn’t imagine how they’d managed to last for so long out here. Christ, it had been hard enough trying to survive back in the city. If these people thought their situation was going to get better after they were rescued, they were very wrong.

The road they followed used to be a busy commuter route into town, permanently packed with traffic. In today’s baking afternoon heat it was little more than a silent, rubbish-strewn scar snaking its way between overgrown fields and rundown housing estates. Sandwiched between the first military vehicle and the squat armoured troop transporter bringing up the rear, the three empty high-sided wagons clattered along, following the cleared path snow-ploughed through the chaos like the carriages of a train following an engine down the track. Still bearing the liveries and adverts of the businesses which had owned them before the war, their bright colours left them conspicuously obvious and exposed as they travelled through the dust-covered grey of everything else.

Mark stared at the back of a row of houses which they thundered past, convinced he’d seen the flash of a fast-moving figure. There it was again, visible just for a fraction of a second between two buildings, a sudden blur of colour and speed. And then, as he was trying to find the first again, a second appeared: a woman of average height and slender build. She scrambled athletically to the top of a pile of rubble then leapt over onto a parched grass verge, losing her footing momentarily before steadying herself, digging in and increasing her pace. She sprinted alongside the convoy, wild hair flowing in the breeze behind her like a mane, almost managing to match the speed of the five vehicles. Mark jumped in his seat as a lump of concrete hit the truck door, hurled from the other side of the road and missing the window he was looking through by just a few centimetres. Startled, he glanced into the wing mirror and saw that they were being chased. His view was limited but he could see at least ten figures in the road behind the convoy, running after them. They were never going to catch up, but maybe they sensed the vehicles would be stopping soon? They kept running with dogged persistence; though the gap between them was increasing, their speed and intent remained undiminished. He looked anxiously from side to side and saw even more of them moving through the shadows towards the road. Their frantic, unpredictable movements made it hard to estimate how many of them there were. It looked like there were hundreds.

Marshall remembered the place they were heading to from before the war: a modern office building in the middle of an out-of-town retail park. As part of his job in his former life he’d made deliveries to a nearby depot on numerous occasions. He was glad he was following and not leading the way today. It was getting harder to navigate out here, and he’d convinced himself they had further to go than they actually did.

Everything looked so different beyond the exclusion zone, the landscape overgrown and pounded into submission after months of continuous fighting. A reduction in the number of undamaged buildings was matched by a marked increase in the level of rubble and ruin. There were more corpses here too. Some were heavily decayed, sun-dried and skeletal, others appeared fresh and recently slaughtered.

Christ, he thought to himself, not wanting to voice his fears,  what would this place be like a few months from now? There were already weeds everywhere, pushing up through cracks in the pavements and roads and clawing their way up partially demolished buildings, no council workers with weed-killer sprays left to halt their steady advance. Recent heavy rain storms and the relative heat of early summer had combined to dramatically increase both the rate of growth of vegetation and the rate of decay of dead flesh. Everything seemed now to have a tinge of green about it, like mould spreading over spoiled food. The outside world looked like it was rotting, and the stench which hung heavy in the air was unbearable.

High above the line of trucks, the helicopter suddenly banked hard to the right and dropped down. Mark leant forward and watched its rapid descent, knowing that the sudden change in flight path meant they’d reached their destination. Despite an irrational fear of heights, at moments like this he wished he was up there picking off the enemy from a distance rather than trying to deal with them down at ground level. Not that he was expected to fight unless he had to, of course. His role was simply to get as much food, supplies, civilians or whatever they were out here to acquire into the trucks in as short a time as possible.

But he wasn’t stupid. He knew that these missions were often little more than thinly veiled excuses to stir up as many of the enemy as possible, draw them into a specified location and blow the shit out of them. Their uncoordinated, nomadic behaviour and apparently insatiable desire to kill made them surprisingly easy to manipulate and control. Any activity outside the exclusion zone would inevitably cause most of them within an unexpectedly wide radius to surge towards the disturbance, where they could be taken out with ease. And if civilians, soldiers or volunteers like him got hurt in the process? That was an acceptable risk he had to get used to. Anyone was expendable as long as at least one Hater died with them.

The convoy swung the wrong way around a traffic roundabout, then joined the road which led into the business park. Once well maintained and expensively landscaped, it was now as run-down and overgrown as everywhere else. The snowplough truck smashed through a lowered security barrier then accelerated again, bouncing up into the air and clattering heavily back down as it powered  over speed humps. Mark could see the office block up ahead, the sun’s fierce reflection on its grubby bronzed-glass fascia. He tried to look for an obvious entrance, but it was impossible at the speed they were approaching. He clung to the sides of his seat and lurched forward as Marshall, following the lead of the driver in front, turned the truck around in a tight arc and reversed up towards the building. He slammed on the brakes just a couple of metres short of the office, parallel with the other vehicles.

Mark didn’t want to move.

Marshall glared at him. ‘Shift!’

He didn’t argue. The tension and fear was suddenly evident in Marshall’s voice. Mark jumped down from the cab and sprinted around to open up the back of the truck. He was aware of noise and movement all around him as soldiers poured out of their transports and formed a protective arc around the front of the building and the rest of the convoy, sealing them in. More soldiers, maybe a fifth of their total number, ran towards the office block’s barricaded entrance doors and began to try and force their way inside. A burnt-out car surrounded by dustbins full of rubble blocked the main doorway.

‘Incoming!’ a loud voice bellowed from somewhere far over to his left, audible even over the sound of the swooping helicopter and the noise of everything else. Distracted, he looked up along the side of the truck towards the protective line of soldiers. Through the gaps between them he could see Haters advancing, hurtling forward from all angles as they converged on the exposed building with deadly speed. Like starving animals desperately hunting food, they tore through holes in overgrown hedgerows, clambered over abandoned cars and scrambled through the empty ruins of other buildings to get to the Unchanged.

Mark watched, transfixed, as many of them were hacked down by a hail of gunfire coming from both the defensive line and the helicopter circling overhead, their bodies jerking and snatching as they were hit. For each one that was killed, countless more arrived to take their place, appearing to wrestle with each other to get to the front of the attack. Some of them were oblivious to the danger, more concerned with killing than with being killed themselves. Their ferocity was terrifying.

Mark heard the sound of pounding feet racing towards him. He  spun around, ready to defend himself, but then stepped aside when he saw it was the first of a flood of refugees who were pouring out of a smashed ground-floor window. He tried to help them up into the back of the truck, but his assistance was unwanted and unneeded: sheer terror was driving these people forward. Every man, woman and child was fighting to get into one of the transports, desperate not to be left behind. After weeks of living in unimaginable squalor and uncertainty, and with their hideout now open and exposed, this was their last - their only - chance of escape.

The relentless gunfire and the thunder and fury of the helicopter overhead continued undiminished. Mark tried to block out the noise and concentrated on getting as many people as possible into the truck. Ahead of them, the soldiers were being forced back. Marshall revved the engine, letting Mark know he was about to leave. Terrified of being left behind, Mark ran forward and hauled himself up into his seat, leaving the remaining refugees to cram themselves into the truck as best they could.

‘This is getting shitty,’ Marshall said, looking at a section of the defensive line of soldiers which appeared dangerously close to being breached. ‘We’re going to—’

Before he could finish his sentence, a gap appeared in the line. A Hater woman had taken out a soldier as he reloaded, knocking him to the ground, leaping onto his chest and caving his head in with a football-sized lump of concrete. As the soldiers on either side tried to react and defend, one gap became two, and then three and then four. In awed disbelief Mark watched as a huge beast of a Hater manhandled another soldier out of the way and smashed him up a wall. The soldier continued to fire at his attacker but the Hater, oblivious to the bullets which ripped into his flesh, continued to fight until he finally dropped and died.

The speed and strength of the enemy was bewildering and terrifying. Marshall had seen enough. Following the lead of the truck to his right, without waiting for order or instruction, he accelerated. Unsuspecting refugees fell from the back of the truck and immediately began sprinting after the disappearing vehicle, but they didn’t stand a chance. Haters rushed them from either side, taking them out like animal predators praying on the plentiful, slow-moving game of the savannah. In the distance the last few civilians spilled out of the building like lambs to the slaughter.

The third truck - the one which had been parked on Marshall’s left - hadn’t moved. Mark watched in the wing mirror as Haters yanked the doors of the truck’s cab open and dragged the driver out, swarming over him like maggots over rotting food. Within seconds they’d enveloped the entire vehicle and were massacring the refugees who’d fought so hard to get in the back, expecting to be driven to safety. As the distance between the truck he was in and the building behind him increased, all Mark could see was what was left of the refugees and the last of the stranded soldiers being wiped out in brutal, lightning-fast attacks.

Above them all, the helicopter continued to circle and attack, the gunners’ orders now simply to destroy anything on the ground that still moved.

Those Haters who had escaped the carnage outside stormed into the building, looking for more of the Unchanged to kill. Some twenty of them moved from room to room, sweeping over every last square metre of space, desperate to kill and keep killing. One of them sensed something, in a narrow corridor, and he stopped beside an innocuous doorway which the rest of them had ignored. There were dirty handprints around the edges of the door, and he was sure he’d heard something moving inside. It was the faintest of noises, barely audible among the chaos of everything else, but it was enough. He grabbed the handle and pulled and pushed and shook it, but the door was locked. He took a hand-axe from an improvised holster on his belt and began to smash at the latch. One of them was still in there, he was certain of it. He could almost smell them . . .

The short corridor was empty and the noise of his axe splintering the wood temporarily drowned out the sounds of fighting coming from elsewhere. Ten strong strikes and the wood began to split. He barged the door with his shoulder and felt it almost give. Another few hits with the axe and another shoulder-barge, and it gave way.

He flew into the dark, foul-smelling room and tripped over a child’s corpse which had been wrapped in something - it looked like an old rolled-up projector screen. An Unchanged woman - the dead child’s mother, he presumed - ran at him from the shadows. Instead of attacking, she dropped to her knees in front of him and begged for mercy. He showed her none, grabbing a fistful of hair  then chopping his axe down into the side of her neck, killing her instantly. He pushed her body over. She collapsed on top of her child and he looked down into her face, her dead, unblinking eyes staring back at him. He felt a sudden surge of power and relief; the unmistakable, blissful, drug-like rush of the kill.

The room was filled with noise again as the circling helicopter returned. He took cover behind a concrete pillar and peered out through a small rectangular window, watching as more of those fighters still out in the open were taken down by machine-gun fire from above. Then, suddenly, the helicopter turned and climbed and disappeared from view. He listened as its engines and the thumping of its rotor blades faded into the distance.

Danny McCoyne knew he had to get out of the building before they came back. He’d seen these tactics before. He knew what was coming next.




1


Have to get away from here. It’s too dangerous to stay. If there’s one thing I’ve learnt about our piss-weak, cowardly enemy, it’s that they always deal their deadliest blows from a distance.

The leaden feet of the woman’s corpse are blocking the door and stopping me from getting out. I drag her out of the way then shift the kid’s body, kicking it back across the cluttered floor. The kid’s bloodstained projector-screen shroud unrolls, revealing his lifeless face. Jesus, he was one of us. I uncover him fully. His wrists and ankles are bound. Can’t see how he died but he hasn’t been dead long, a few days at the most. Probably starved. Another pitiful example of an Unchanged parent refusing to accept their kid’s destiny and let go. Did she think she’d be able to tame him, or find a ‘cure’ or something? Dumb bitch.

Back out into the corridor. Most people have gone now but I can still hear a few of them moving about, hunting down the last kills before they move on. I automatically head towards the back of the building, hoping I’ll find more cover going out that way. A small kid darts past me, moving so fast that I can’t even tell if it’s a boy or a girl, then it doubles back when it can’t get out.

I keep moving forward until I reach a T-junction. There’s a fire door to my left but it’s been blocked and I can’t get through. I follow three men and a woman the other way into a dank toilet which smells so bad it makes my eyes water. The sudden darkness is disorientating and the man in front of me takes the full force of a clumsy but unexpected attack from an Unchanged straggler who’s hiding in the shadows under a sink. There’s hardly room to swing a punch in here, but between the five of us we get rid of him quickly. I smash his face into a cracked mirror with a satisfying thump. He leaves a bloody mark on the glass, just another among many.

In a wide disabled cubicle there’s a narrow window high on the wall above the dried-up mustard-brown-stained toilet pan. One of the men, a small, suntanned, wiry guy, climbs onto the pan then  uses the pipe-work to haul himself up. He opens the window and squeezes out through the gap. We take turns to follow him, impatiently standing in line like we’re waiting for a piss. The fighter in front of me has a wide belly and backside and I can’t see him getting through. I’ll be damned if I’m going to get stuck in here behind him. I push him to one side, ignoring his loud complaints - for all his girth I’m stronger than he is - and climb past, knowing I’ll be long gone before he’s done whining. I throw my rucksack out first, then force myself through the narrow window frame. I drop down into a flowerbed overrun with brambles and weeds. A pile of waste and emaciated corpses cushions my fall. I quickly get up, swing my pack back onto my shoulders and start to run. Won’t be long now before they—

‘Oi, Danny!’

Who the hell was that? My heart sinks when I look back and see Adam hopping after me with his ski-pole walking stick, his useless, badly broken left foot swinging. I found this poor bastard trapped in his parents’ house a few days back and I haven’t been able to shake him yet. He can hardly walk, so I could leave him if I wanted to, but I stupidly keep letting my conscience get the better of me. I tell myself that if I get him away from here he’ll be able to kill again, and anyone who’s going to get rid of even one more of the Unchanged has got to be worth saving. I run back, put my arm around his waist and start dragging him away from the building.

‘Thanks mate,’ he starts to say. ‘I thought I—’

‘Shut the fuck up and move.’

‘Oh, that’s nice. What did I ever—?’

‘Listen,’ I tell him, interrupting him mid-flow, ‘they’re coming back.’

I pull him deep into the undergrowth behind the office block. Although the canopy of leaves above us muffles and distorts the sound, I can definitely hear another aircraft approaching. Whatever’s coming this time is larger, louder, and no doubt deadlier than the helicopter that was here before.

Adam yelps as his broken ankle thumps against a low tree stump. I ignore him and keep moving. His leg’s already fucked; a little more damage won’t matter.

‘Sounds big,’ he says through clenched teeth, trying to distract himself from the pain. I don’t respond, concentrating instead on  putting the maximum distance possible between me and the office. Other people run through the trees on either side of me, illuminated by shafts of sunlight which pour through the gaps between the leaves. They’re all overtaking us. The noise is increasing, so loud now that I can feel it through the ground. It must be a jet. Christ, what did I do wrong to end up saddled with a cripple at a time like this? Maybe I should just leave him here and let him take his chances?

I look up and through the trees I catch the briefest glimpse of the plane, streaking across the sky at incredible speed, so fast that the noise it makes seems to lag way behind it.

‘Keep moving,’ I tell him. ‘Not far enough yet . . .’

I stop and hit the deck as soon as I hear it: the signature whoosh and roar of missiles being launched. Adam screams in agony as I pull him down, but we’ll be safer on the ground. There’s a moment of silence - less than a second but it feels like for ever - and then the building behind us is destroyed in an immense blast of heat, light and noise. A gust of hot wind blows through the trees, and dust and small chunks of masonry begin to fall from the sky, bouncing off the leaves and branches above us, then hitting the ground like hard rain. The thick canopy of green takes the sting out of the granite hailstones. The shower of debris is over as quickly as it began and now all I can hear is the plane disappearing into the distance and our laboured breathing. Adam sits up, struggling with his injuries. Crazy bastard is grinning like an idiot.

‘Fuck me,’ he says, ‘that was impressive!’

‘Impressive? I could think of other ways to describe it. If you’d been any slower we’d have had it.’

‘Whatever.’ He leans back against a tree, still panting heavily.

We should keep moving, but the idea of resting is appealing. The Unchanged won’t come back here for a while. Even here in the shade the afternoon heat is stifling and, now that I’ve stopped, I don’t want to start walking again. I give in to temptation and lie back on the ground next to Adam. I close my eyes, replaying the memory of today’s kills over and over again.
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We keep walking as the daylight slowly fades, the darkness finally bringing some respite from the heat.

‘What time is it?’ Adam asks.

‘No idea.’

‘What day is it?’

‘Don’t know that either.’

‘Don’t suppose it matters,’ he grumbles as we limp slowly down a long dirt track which curves around the edge of a deserted farm. He’s right - the time, day, date, temperature, position of the moon . . . none of it really matters any more. Life is no longer about order and routine, it’s about the hunt and the kill and just getting through each day unscathed. When the war began killing was all that mattered, but things feel like they’re changing now.

I would never tell him, but I’ve enjoyed travelling with Adam. Having someone like him to talk to has proved unexpectedly beneficial. Maybe that’s why I went back for him earlier, and why I’ve put up with him for the last few days. Without even realising it, he’s helping me make sense of what’s happened to me since the onset of the Hate. Before I killed them, Adam’s parents had him locked in their garage, chained to the wall like a dog. He’d spent months there, in total isolation. I’ve had to explain everything that’s happened to the rest of the world while he’d been locked away, and going over it with him has helped me to understand a little myself.

Adam’s first direct experience of the Hate was similar to mine, but in some ways the poor bastard had it even tougher than me. He was caught off-guard when he realised what he was, and what he had to do. He tried to kill his family but he was filled with the same fear and disorientation that I remembered feeling after I’d killed my father-in-law, and while he was all shaken up, his father was  fighting back, and managed to smash Adam’s right hand and his left ankle with a lump hammer.

But rather than finish him off or turn him over to the authorities, Adam’s parents locked him up and locked themselves down. They hadn’t got the strength to kill him, even though they knew he’d kill both of them in a heartbeat. I understand why they did it. It’s like that tied-up kid I found earlier today. The Unchanged just can’t let go. They hold onto the people that used to matter to them in the vain and pointless hope they’ll somehow be cured, or change back by themselves.

But how can we be cured? We’re not the ones who are sick. Adam’s parents had the whole thing planned out. They starved the poor sod for days, then fed him drugged food to keep him subdued and under control. Finding him was like something out of a fucked-up Stephen King book. Wonder if Stephen King’s like us or like them . . . ?

‘Can we stop soon?’

‘Suppose.’

‘You got any idea where we are?’ Adam asks. His voice is weak.

I glance across at him. His face is white and his skin looks clammy. ‘Roughly,’ I answer.

Truth is I’m not exactly sure but, for the first time in ages, I actually do have a fair idea of where I am. For weeks I’ve travelled everywhere on foot. Like most people, I’ve shunned cars and other similar means of transport - they make me feel conspicuous, when all I want to do is disappear. Anyway, most roads are blocked now, pretty well impassable. I knew we were getting close, but it was yesterday afternoon, after we’d spent almost an hour waiting on the outskirts of a vicious battle for a kill which never came, when I caught sight of the Beeches on the horizon. This is a natural landmark: a distinctively shaped clump of ancient trees perched on top of an otherwise exposed hill. I used to pass the Beeches on the motorway travelling back home from rare daytrips out with Lizzie and the kids, and my best guess is that we’re three or four miles away from them, and they’re another five miles or so from the edge of town.

‘So where are we?’

‘Close to where I used to live.’

‘So why do you want to go back there?’

‘What?’ I mumble, distracted.

‘Back home? Why do you want to go home?’

‘I lost my daughter and I want to find her again,’ I tell him. ‘She’s like us.’

He nods his head thoughtfully. Then, from out of nowhere, a huge grin spreads across his tired, sweat-streaked face. ‘So how many did you kill today, Dan?’

‘Two, I think. You?’

‘Beat you! I got three. You should have seen the last one. Speared the fucker on my stick. Took more effort to pull it out again than it did to skewer him!’

‘Nice.’

‘I tell you, mate,’ he continues, the tiredness gone and his voice suddenly full of energy and enthusiasm, ‘it’s the best feeling. When I first see them they scare the hell out of me, but as soon as I’m ready and I’ve got my head together, all I want to do is kill. Does that feeling ever go? Tell me it doesn’t . . .’

Adam’s still living off the buzz of sudden power and freedom that comes with understanding the Change and experiencing your first few kills. I felt the same when it happened to me. It’ll be a while before he comes down again. It’s like a drug, and we’re junkies. I don’t get the same highs I used to any more, just the cravings. The euphoria has faded and life’s more of a struggle now. It’s getting harder to find food and I’m tired. The gaps between kills are increasing, and all that’s left to do in those gaps is think.

‘The feeling doesn’t go,’ I answer, ‘it just changes.’

‘Wish I’d been there at the start . . .’ For a few seconds he’s quiet again, daydreaming about all the opportunities he’s convinced he’s missed. The silence is only temporary; he’s already thinking of the next question to ask. ‘So what are we?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘All I want to do is kill, mate. I’m addicted. Am I some kind of vampire?’

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘I’m not, think about it . . .’

‘Believe me, I have thought about it. We’re not vampires. We don’t drink blood, we just spill it. I like garlic in my food, I’m okay with sunlight and I can see my reflection in mirrors.’

‘You sure? You seen the state of yourself recently?’

I ignore his cheap jibe. He’s right, but he looks no better. It’s months since I cut my hair and weeks since I last shaved. I did manage to wash in a stream yesterday, or was it the day before?

‘What are we then? Werewolves?’

I shake my head in disbelief. This guy’s relentless. But what’s even more disturbing is the fact I’ve already had this conversation with myself and I’ve got my answers prepared. Truth is, at the beginning there were times I felt more like an animal than a man. In some ways I still do, but now I scavenge more than I hunt: less like a wolf, more like a rat.

‘We’re not werewolves. We don’t change when the moon comes out.’

‘I know that, you prick,’ he says, catching his breath as the toes on his broken foot drag on the ground. I stay quiet for a moment, wondering if I should tell him what I really think, or whether it’s just going to pointlessly prolong this stupid conversation.

‘Here’s what I reckon,’ I say, deciding just to go for it. ‘You want to compare us to a type of monster? Look at the evidence . . .’

‘What evidence?’

‘Look at how we live and what we do.’

‘I don’t get you . . .’

‘We drag ourselves around constantly, looking for Unchanged to kill. It’s almost like we’re feeding off them. When you’re killing you feel alive, like you can do anything, but the rest of the time it’s like you’re in limbo. Just existing. Not really living, but not dead either . . .’

‘So what are you saying?’

‘I’m saying we’re like zombies,’ I finally admit. ‘Being out here is like being one of the undead.’

He doesn’t react. For a minute everything is quiet and deceptively peaceful, the only sound our slow, uneven footsteps on the dirt track.

‘Do you know what I always used to wonder?’ he eventually says.

Do I really want to know? ‘What?’ I say.

‘I used to wonder what happened to the zombies after the end  of the film. You know what I’m saying? When all the living have been infected and there’s no one left to kill, what happens next? Does the hunger ever go away, or is rotting all that’s left for them?’
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Adam is struggling, his battered body a wreck, but he keeps moving. The light’s almost completely gone and we need to stop. Apart from a single helicopter in the distance and a fast-moving truck a few miles back we haven’t seen or heard anyone for hours.

Things have changed - when the fighting first started there were people everywhere. Maybe it’s because I’m moving at a fraction of my normal pace that the world seems empty? Part of me still thinks I should just dump Adam and go on alone. We’ll find somewhere to stop and rest for the night. When I’m ready to get moving again I’ll decide whether I’m going to take him with me.

‘Over there.’

‘What?’

‘There,’ he says, pointing across the road. He uses his broken hand and because his fingers jut out at unnatural angles I can’t work out what he’s gesturing at. ‘Look . . . through the trees . . .’

The road we’re following runs alongside a dense forest. I squint into the semi-darkness to try and see whatever it is he thinks he’s spotted. He hops away from me, moving towards a gap in the trees. I look down and see that there are muddy tyre tracks curving onto the road from the mouth of a barely visible track.

‘What do you reckon?’ he asks.

‘Got to be worth a look. There wouldn’t be a track if it didn’t lead somewhere.’

‘Might be more of them down there . . .’

He tries to speed up again, keen to kill, but I pull him back. I’m not sure. This doesn’t feel right. I can see the outline of a large building up ahead on the edge of a clearing and I cautiously edge closer. The building is huge, box-shaped, like a warehouse. But why here, out in the middle of nowhere? I take another few steps forward and realisation slowly begins to dawn. Shit, I know what this place is.

‘What’s the matter, Dan?’

I don’t answer - can’t answer. My mouth’s suddenly dry and my legs feel like lead. I should turn around and walk away, but I don’t. Instead I keep moving forward, on autopilot, my mind racing. We enter a dusty, gravel-covered yard. Lines of maze-like wooden queuing barriers make it look like an out-of-season tourist attraction. Up ahead the building’s doors hang open like a gaping mouth.

‘What is this?’

‘You don’t know?’

He shrugs his shoulders. ‘Should I?’

‘Slaughterhouse.’

Adam uses the nearest barrier, working his way along it to get to the open door. ‘You told me about these places, but I . . .’ His voice tails off.

‘What? You didn’t believe me?’

‘It’s not that . . .’ He stops talking and I stop listening.

Like a character in a bad horror movie I walk into the building. It’s almost pitch-black inside, but I can see enough to know that we’re in a narrow corridor with a set of heavy double doors directly ahead. It’s musty and damp in here, faint scents of the forest and wood-smoke mixing with the heavy, acrid stench of chemicals and decay. I wish I’d got a torch. The gloom makes it too easy to remember the night I almost died in a place like this. Standing here in the dark I can still see the helpless, terrified faces of the people crammed around me as we were herded like cattle towards the killing chamber. I remember our expressions: lost, desperate, confused, the frustration and pain so evident. I remember my own terror, the conviction that I was about to die . . .

‘You okay?’ Adam asks, finally catching up and nudging into me from behind. I hadn’t even realised I’d stopped walking. I feel like I’ve stepped out of my body and now I’m watching from a distance. It’s a nauseous, unsettling feeling, like the nervous relief you feel when you walk away without a scratch from a crash that’s just written off your car. You’re thinking, how did I get away with it? How close was I to biting the bullet? And then your mind starts with the ‘what ifs?’ and ‘if onlys’ . . . I know that if I’d been another hundred or so people further along the queue that night, I’d be a dead man now.

I lean up against one of the doors in front of me. It moves freely  and I shove it open and walk into what must have been the gas chamber. The dark hides the details, but I know what is all around me. There are bodies here. I have no idea how many, but I can see them, stacked up in featureless piles. The cavernous room is filled with the buzzing of thousands of flies gorging on dead flesh. I keep looking up to avoid looking down. There’s a hole in the roof three-quarters of the way down the length of the room, and I can just about make out metal gantries and walkways high up on either side. Wide-gauge pipe-work weaves in and out of the walls of the building and an enormous exhaust fan has been mounted at the far end of the room. Its blades are still turning slowly in the gentle evening breeze.
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