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PART I: ENGLAND





CHAPTER 1


A stone whistled past Bob Slawit’s ear, missing it by millimetres and almost knocking him off balance.
“Ha, ha ha! Nice one, Nipper!” Said Bigfucka Briggs.
Bigfucka was the leader of the Savages, a teenage gang that had been terrorising the villagers of Nobblethwaite for months.
Encouraged by the words of his leader, Nipper Davies pranced up behind Slawit and gave him an energetic kick up the backside. Slawit turned on his attacker, waving his white stick angrily. Unfortunately he was unable to see much more than a dark shadow which danced nimbly out of range as he swung his stick at it.
“I’ll ’ave yer, yer little fucking bastard,” he fumed impotently, as more stones came his way. “I’ll make yer bloody well pay.”
As the word ‘pay’ left his lips, a particularly large stone hit him on the forehead. He staggered backward from the force of it, blood spurting onto the cobbles from the wound it had made. He dropped his stick and covered the wound with his veined old hands.
“Yer little fucking bastards,” he repeated, as another kick up the backside sent him sprawling onto the cobbles.
“I’ll fucking have yer, I’ll fucking well have the lot of yer,” he said, waving his fists in the air, as boot after teenage boot landed sickeningly in his ribs.
Slawit had spent most of the afternoon sinking pints of real ale in the Ne’er do well, the only pub in the village.
After that, he’d gone to the Nobblethwaite McDonald’s and enjoyed a Mega-Bucket of Extra-Thick Blackcurrant Milk shake which had bits of something gritty alleged to be real pieces of blackcurrant floating about in it. As the boots struck home, Slawit felt the milk shake and the eight pints of real ale he’d drunk sloshing about his insides in a sinister way.
A boot caught him in the pit of his stomach.
He rolled onto his back and opened his mouth to say “Oh fuck,” but no words came out.
Instead, a dark purple fountain spurted from his mouth at high pressure. In size and ferocity it resembled a volcanic eruption. It shot into the air, forcefully covering his attackers in vomit. It coated them all liberally, and they fled in disgust, covered in foul-smelling goo.
Once they’d gone, Marjory, the kindly old lady who ran the village bakery, came out of her shop and helped Bob to his feet.
“They’re right little terrors, that lot Bob,” she said.
“That’s not the word I’d use to describe them,” he replied. “I’d describe them as right little fucking bastard twats.”
“Well, I don’t blame you. I just hope they ’aven’t hurt you.”
“You what? You hope they haven’t hurt me? Did you see what they did? Course they fucking well hurt me, the little fucking bastard twats.”
“I’m sorry. I would have helped but I’m scared to death of ’em. I didn’t want to risk getting beat up me self, and nor did anyone else round here. We’re all scared to death of ’em.”
“What about that copper we have that’s meant to be on the village beat? Constable Bryson. Why didn’t he come to help me?”
“There’s been a lot of coppers made redundant from up at the Nab police station, Bob. So Constable Bryson has to cover ten villages now. He only comes to Nobblethwaite every second Monday and on Bank Holidays.”
“I’ll go and ask that gang of young twats to wait till a week on Monday or the next May Day Bank Holiday to beat me up next time then, eh? That way Copper Bryson might have some chance of seeing ’em at it and arresting someone.”
Marjory picked up Slawit’s stick and handed it to him.
“I’m very sorry Bob, truly I am.”
“Sorry if I was a bit short with yer. I was angry that’s all. It’s a good job I were shit-faced cos if I hadn’t been I would have felt every one of those bloody kicks. I’ll see thee Marjory.”
“Bye bye Bob. Take care, now.”
“I will.”
Slawit made his uncertain way to the side of the road and tapped around with his white stick to get his bearings, and then he tapped his way up Nodger Hill, the steep incline which led to Slawit Hall, his home, which was perched alone on the top of the hill, a mile outside Nobblethwaite.
When he got there, he heard a meowing noise as he opened his front door.
“Who are you, little pussycat?” He asked. He bent down and let the cat rub its face against his hand; then he stroked the cat under its chin and felt a collar and name tag. He ran his fingers over the name tag and felt the engraved lettering with his fingertips.
“Henderson,” he said. “So that’s your name. Where have you come from? You better come in.”
He pushed open the door and felt the cat rub against his legs.
“Now then,” he said. “I expect you’ll want something to eat.”
“Meeow. Meeow. Meeeeooow.”
“I’m not hungry me self, but I’ll get you something.”
He opened a kitchen cupboard. It was full of tins. He felt around with his hand.
“I think you’ll like this, lad,” he said. “I’m pretty sure it’s got some meat in it.”
He opened the tin and scraped the contents onto a side plate, and put the plate on the floor.
The cat sniffed it and walked away.
“Meeow,” he said again.
“What?” Slawit asked. “You couldn’t have eaten it that quickly. That’s not possible.”
He reached to the floor and felt around and soon enough his fingers encountered a pile of stewed steak in gravy.
“You fussy little bugger,” he said. “Well, if you’re not ’aving that, I am. I’ll save it for me self to eat later.”
He put the plate in his fridge and felt around for the leftover bacon he had on the top shelf.
“You can have this instead.”
He threw the bacon onto the floor and Henderson let out a snarl and pounced on it.
He held the meat down with his abnormally large paws, and tore bits from it with his sharp teeth.
“I’ve never heard a cat sound like you do. Yer sound more like a lion than any cat I’ve ever met,” said Slawit, when he heard the sound of Henderson’s voracious eating.
“Meeow, meeow, meeeeooow.”
“You can’t still be hungry. There must ’ave been at least three quarters of a pound of bacon there. Hang on, I’ll see what else I can get yer.”
Slawit groped around the inside of his fridge, and found four beef sausages. He lobbed them onto the kitchen floor. Then he heard a snarling, chewing sound followed by a purring sound. Then:
“Meeow, meeow, meeeeooow.”
“For fuck’s sake, I can’t keep up with yer. I haven’t got any more food left in the house. You’ll have to wait till tomorrow to be fed, when I next go to the shops.”
Slawit went to his front room and tried to read one of his brail books, but it was impossible because of the noise.
“Meeow, meeow, meeeeooow.”
“Fucking hell,” he said after a while. “I’ve had enough.”
He went to the front door and opened it.
“Go on,” he said. “Out yer go.”
“Meeow, meeow, meeeeooow.”
As Henderson was showing no inclination to leave, Slawit went over to where he thought the cat’s meowing was coming from, and prodded around with his white stick. He didn’t mean to hurt Henderson; merely to shift him out of the house.
Henderson began playing with the end of the stick, and grabbed it in his mouth. When Slawit found he couldn’t move the stick any more, he tried to push Henderson away with his boot. Henderson let go of the stick and playfully sank his teeth into Slawit’s boot then pulled them out again.
“Fucking ’ell fire,” said Slawit, quickly retracting his foot.
Blood was spraying from the holes the zomcat’s teeth had made. He hobbled around in a panic, while Henderson eagerly licked up the blood that dribbled all over the kitchen floor.
“Got to get outa here,” Slawit muttered.
He tapped his way upstairs to his bedroom and shut the door.
Then he heard a noise on the landing:
“Meee-ow mee-ow.”
He hopped around in a panic until he’d located his chest of drawers and shifted it as best he could against the door, then he hopped to his bed and collapsed on it, breathing heavily.
Meanwhile, Henderson padded back downstairs. He knew that kindly humans who fed him at night would generally feed him in the morning too, so he returned to the kitchen and found a cardboard box to curl up in. Then he waited patiently for Slawit’s return. After a while he nodded off and dreamed of a terrible accident he’d had some months previously.
He’d been run over by a car which had squashed his midsection flat and killed him.
The next thing he knew, he was waking up in the cellar of his next-door neighbour, Professor Ted Forsyth, who lived at 41 Acacia Avenue in the London borough of Sutton, near Croydon..
Forsyth had built a machine he called the ‘Lazarus Engine’, and he had used it to raise Henderson from the dead. Unfortunately, the process hadn’t quite worked as planned, for it hadn’t truly brought Henderson back to life; instead, it had turned him into a zombie cat, or zomcat. Moreover, it hadn’t done anything to fix his midsection, which remained flat as a pancake and resembled the blade of a circular saw, owing to his vertebrae protruding up from it.
While Henderson lay in the kitchen dreaming, Slawit got his breath back. As soon as he felt he could move again,  he reached to his bedside cabinet where he kept his telephone, picked up the receiver, and dialled 999.
A young male voice answered his call.
“This is the Emergency Services. Which service do you require?”
“The bloody ambulance service, and be quick about it, and the police, and probably the fire engines too.”
“I’m sorry, sir, what is the emergency? Is it a fire?”
“No, it’s a cat. At least that’s what I thought it was, and I let it into me house. But I think I’ve got the Beast of Bodmin Moor in me kitchen or something just like it, and it’s tried to take me bloody foot off. I need help fast. I daren’t leave me bedroom. I swear to God it’ll ’ave me if I do.”
There was a long pause followed by:
“All right, putting you through now, sir.”
A deeper and more mature male voice took over.
“West Yorkshire Police here. Have you been drinking, sir?”
“What’s that got to do with anything? I’m in fear of me life. Send some help round right away.”
“What appears to be the problem, sir?”
“A wild animal I let in me house. I thought it was a cat but it’s not. It’s a bloody panther or something like that.”
“When you let it in, couldn’t you see what exactly it was, sir?”
“No I bloody well couldn’t. I’m blind.”
“All right, I’ll send a car round. What’s your address?”
“Slawit Hall, Nodger Hill, Nobblethwaite. And I need an ambulance as well.”
“Very good. What’s your name, please?”
“Slawit. Bob Slawit.”
“On its way for you, Mr. Slawit.”
Slawit collapsed on his bed.
After what seemed an interminable wait, there was a knock on his front door. He recognised it immediately as a policeman’s knock. He’d heard one before, many years ago, when, as a child, he’d broken a neighbour’s window and the police had been called to investigate. After the police had been and gone, his father had given him a leathering of the sort that the little fucking bastard twats could have done with on a daily basis.
He heard his front door opening, then he heard the voices of the policemen.
“Christ almighty, what a smell. Doesn’t he ever clean this place?”
“Maybe he does, but it must be hard for him, Ben. He’s blind.”
“Oh God, that pong. It’s enough to make yer eyes water. Hey, Charlie, hang on a minute. What was that?”
“What was what?”
“I just saw something move in the kitchen.”
“Didn’t that bloke Slawit say something about a cat?”
“What I just saw was no bloody cat. Get your truncheon out, Charlie. That’s it. Oh my God, have you bloody well seen it?”
“I’ve never seen anything like it. If it gets anywhere near either of us, give it a good whack. Where’s my pepper spray?”
Slawit heard a sound like an angry cat hissing, and another sound like a policeman’s truncheon hitting something fleshy but very solid. Then he heard
“Aaaargh!”
“Aaaaaaarrgh!”
He listened for the reassuring sound of coppers’ feet coming up the stairs to his bedroom, but none came, not even after ten more minutes. There was just an eerie silence, so he called the emergency services again.
“It’s Bob Slawit here, of Slawit Hall,” he said, when he was finally put through to the police. “You’ve just sent a couple of coppers round to me house to see off this animal that’s been terrorising me. Yer need to send reinforcements fast.”
“Why?” The young man who’d taken his call asked.
“I think the two you’ve just sent me are dead”
“What makes you think that, Mr. Slawit?”
“They came into me house twenty minutes since. I didn’t see them, because I’m stuck up here in me bedroom. Anyway, after they came in, they both screamed. Blood-curdling screams they were, and since then I’ve heard nothing from them. Not a dicky bird. So I reckon they must’ve happened some’at. Some’at that didn’t do them a right lot of good, if yer get me meaning.”
“All right, Mr. Slawit, I’ll try to contact the officers now, and see what they’re doing.”
“Yer might as well contact the bloody undertakers while yer at it, for all the good that’ll do.”
“I’m sure there’s no cause for alarm, Mr. Slawit. Please be patient. I’ll have to end this call now, so that I can deal with your problem. Your number has come up on my system. I’ll call you back if we need to talk further. Good bye.”
“Get yer best team of SWAT men up he—”
The line went dead.
“Fucking arse-holes, honestly!” Said Slawit.
He lay down on his bed, and waited in the darkness, listening for cat noises, but all that he could hear was the rapid beating of his own heart.

CHAPTER 2


The man at the Nab police station who’d spoken to Slawit got on the police radio.. He heard it ring out to Ben and Charlie, the two constables who’d been sent to Slawit’s house, but there was no reply. He radioed Jenny Blackshaw and Keith Foster, two constables who were in a patrol car near Nobblethwaite.
“Jenny, Keith, there’s been a report of two of our men going down at Slawit Hall.”
“What’s happened to them, Brian?”
“They’re said to have been killed by an animal of some kind. It’s probably nothing, but I can’t get in touch with them. The householder’s a local character called Bob Slawit. He’s got a reputation for being a bit of a nutter. He says he’s trapped in his bedroom. I think he’s been drinking. Anyway, I need you to investigate right away.”
“Ten four” said Foster, who liked to imagine that he was a member of the California Highway Patrol, and not just a British Beat Bobby in a crap car.
Jenny put her foot on the accelerator and they sped, blues and twos, to Slawit Hall.
They pulled up in the street outside, and climbed out of their car. It was dark, and the lone house reared up against the night sky. There were no lights on in the house so they switched on their police torches as they approached the front door, which was open.
They went inside with truncheons drawn, just in case, and tried the light switches and found they didn’t work. They entered the front room and saw nothing amiss.
They walked into the kitchen and directed their torch beams around the walls then onto the floor.
“Oh. My. Fucking. God.” Said Foster.
There, in front of him, were the bodies of his colleagues Ben and Charlie. Both had been badly mauled, and Charlie looked as if it he’d been half-eaten.
Blackshaw looked at her feet and realised she was standing in blood. For a moment she hesitated, unsure of whether to leave the crime scene for fear of contaminating it, or to approach her colleagues to check if either of them was alive, although that seemed impossible. Nevertheless, she decided that she ought to check, and she quickly went over to them. A cursory glance by torchlight when she was up close told her all she needed to know.
She looked at Foster and shook her head.
“Whatever the fuck did this, it might still be around,” said Foster. “Better keep your wits about you. You call for backup, and I’ll keep watch.”
He took out his pepper spray and held it in one hand and his torch in the other, while Blackshaw called in to headquarters.
“Okay,” he said, when she had finished the call. “Let’s see if we can find the householder.”
They crept upstairs in the darkness with only their torches for illumination. When they reached the landing, Blackshaw called out.
“Mr. Slawit. Mr. Slawit! It’s the police.”
“Where have you lot fucking been? I’ve been stuck up here scared shitless for the last two hours.”
She tried the bedroom door, but it wouldn’t move because the chest of drawers was shoved up against it. Foster put his shoulder to the door, and they both pushed, and it inched open.
They shone their torches into the bedroom. Slawit was on his bed, the bottom end of which was dark red with dried blood. There was a trickle of blood coming from one of his boots.
“I’ll call an ambulance,” said Blackshaw.
“Haven’t you got one?” Slawit asked. “I bloody well told ’em to send one.”
The ambulance took two hours to arrive. When it did, Slawit was stretchered inside and taken to the Accident and Casualty department of the Nab hospital, where he was given a tetanus injection, patched up and discharged.
By noon the following day he was holding court in his favourite haunt — the Ne’er do Well pub.
“I tell yer, it wore the beast of Bodmin Moor,” he said to a walker who’d spent the morning hiking over the moors, and gone to the pub for a refreshing pint, little knowing that he’d be buttonholed by the village bore as soon as he entered the place.
The locals all knew to keep their distance from Slawit. Even the fact that he was partially sighted wasn’t enough to earn him the pity to be listened to, these days. They’d all had enough.
“But Bodmin Moor’s over three hundred miles south of here,” said the walker.
“Well, it couldn’t have been anything else. Unless it wore a cougar,” said Bob.
The walker was half-minded to say “don’t be ridiculous,” then he relented.
He saw Bob’s white stick and noticed that Bob’s eyes never seemed to be quite looking in the direction they should, and he knew that Bob had serious eyesight problems. He felt sorry for him.
He wished he could ask “How would you know? — You’re blind?” But he couldn’t.
You didn’t treat blind people that way. And besides, he told himself, the old man with the broad Yorkshire accent was probably a half-wit. He certainly sounded like one.
“A cougar, eh?” He said. “I bet you don’t get many of those round here.”
The walker tried hard not to sound sarcastic when he said it, but some small note of doubt about the veracity of Bob’s story must have entered his voice, because Bob said:
“Are you being a clever bugger, or what?”
“No,” said the walker, “Not at all. I was just saying, you don’t get many of those around here. Cougars, I mean. Nor beasts from Bodmin Moor, I expect.” He used the most sincere tone of voice of which he was capable, and this seemed to placate his partially-sighted drinking companion.
“Yer don’t,” said Bob. “And I hope to God it fucking stays that way. It’s killed two men already. They were a right bloody mess.”
“What were?” The walker asked.
“The two men. The ones that got killed by the animal in me house.”
“When was that?” The walker asked politely.
By now he was convinced that Bob Slawit was unhinged.
“Last night. I shudder to think what’d happen if we had more than one of them things on the loose running round the village. We’d all end up as cat food.”
“Quite” said the walker. “That would be beyond the pale, wouldn’t it?”
“Yeah, I’m Bob by the way,” said Slawit, holding out his hand expectantly.
The walker saw how grubby it was, and quickly slipped on a glove before shaking Bob’s hand. He made a mental note to wash the glove as soon as he got the chance.
“I’m Owen,” he said. “Owen Blackhead.”
“You should see me foot,” said Bob, raising it from beneath the table so that Owen could get a good look at it. It was covered in bandages. “If I’ve got one stitch in me foot, I must ’ave got five hundred.”
“That looks painful,” said Owen, planning his escape.
He downed what remained of his pint in one gulp and stood up.
“I really must be going now.”
“I’ll be going me self soon. I need to go and get me self some nosebag.”
“Cheerio — er — what did you say your name was?”
“Bob Slawit.”
“Cheerio, Bob. I’ll see you when I’m next in Nobblethwaite.”
But not if I can help it, he thought.
Slawit raised his head, his oddly pale eyes darting around randomly.
“Goodbye, young man,” he said, and Owen felt for a moment quite flattered, being well into late middle age.
He left the pub, and went to the village bakery for further refreshments, where he was served by Marjory. He felt he could indulge himself with a clear conscience, having just walked the better part of twenty miles over difficult terrain.
“I’ll have a slice of apple pie,” he said. “In fact, make that two slices, please.”
He handed over his money, and Marjory handed over his order.
I’ll make short work of those, thought Owen.
Before he could grab the bag containing his goodies, he was interrupted by a commotion outside. It was the sound of shouting and laughter. But this was no ordinary shouting high spirits; it sounded evil.

CHAPTER 3


Owen looked out of the shop window to see what was causing the noise. He saw a gang of five youths standing in a circle. In the middle of the circle stood the partially-sighted bore he’d been talking to in the Ne’er do well: Bob Slawit. Owen couldn’t hear what was being said, but it was obviously not friendly.
Slawit looked panic-stricken. The youths hadn’t done anything to him other than shout at him, but that was enough to have shaken him up. And no wonder, thought Owen. I’d be shaken up if I had that lot round me, shouting and laughing. He might not be able to see them, but just from the sound of their voices, he’ll know what they’re like.
Owen took the paper bag containing his rocky road from Marjory. He felt he ought to intervene and stop the youths from taunting the old man. At the same time, he worried about what might happen if he did.
Owen Blackhead was a big man, standing over six feet tall, but it was a long time since he’d been involved in any trouble of a physical kind. He was in his forties, and the last time he’d been in a brawl was in his teens. He’d been slim, strong, and quick, when he was a teenager, and he hadn’t enjoyed the experience of fighting even then; now, as a middle-aged man, carrying, as he admitted himself, some timber he could do without, he knew that he was ill-equipped for this sort of thing. Still, he couldn’t let it go on without at least trying to help in some way.
He decided to remonstrate with the youths, and set his face determinedly. Then he turned towards the door, his heart pumping a little faster at the prospect of the confrontation that lay ahead.
“I wouldn’t go out there if I was you.”
It was Marjory, the shopkeeper.
Owen stopped, grateful for the excuse to delay his mission.
“Why not?” He asked.
“That lot are the Savages, one of the gangs from the council estate up the road. If you try to help Bob Slawit, and I can see that’s what yer minded to do, they’ll ’ave yer. They’ll get you on the floor and they’ll kick lumps out of you. You’ll be leaving the village of Nobblethwaite in an ambulance.”
Owen froze to the spot, his heart beating even faster. He looked out of the window again. The boys were prodding Slawit now, as well as laughing at him. The old man was cursing and making futile gestures with his white stick. One of the youths darted up to him and slapped him in the face, so hard that it spun Slawit’s head to one side. Owen saw a trickle of blood leave the old man’s mouth.
That’s it, he thought, I’ve got to do something. I can’t let this go on.
He left the bakery and marched with the most confident gait he could muster up to the gang of youths. As he approached them, he realised that even though they were all probably only in their mid-teens, four of them were the same size he was, and one of them was considerably bigger than him. At least two of them were larger than he was.
Owen’s stomach dropped into his knees, which became oddly weak. He forced himself through the fear barrier and carried on going until he was within a few feet of them. Close enough to make his presence felt, but out of arms reach so that none of them could sucker punch him.
He wondered whether he should threaten them or be diplomatic. He decided to try diplomacy.
If I do that, he thought, I might get away without any argy-bargy.
“Lads,” he said. No-one took any notice.
“Hey, you! You lot! That’s right, you! I’m talking to you!” He shouted. They all turned towards him.
Five pairs of eyes were directed at him, none of them friendly.
Owen wondered if he’d done the right thing. But there was no going back now.
Behind the gang of unfriendly youths, he was vaguely aware of Bob Slawit leaning on his white stick and shaking.
“It’s not fair, five of you picking on an old man,” said Owen, adopting a tone of voice that he hoped would sound like the voice of reason.
“We could pick on someone younger, couldn’t we, lads?” Said Bigfucka, grinning.
“Why don’t you find something better to do with your time?” Owen asked, wondering how he could climb out of the deep pit he felt he’d fallen into.
The gang forgot about the old man and advanced on Owen.
“There must be something more constructive for you to do,” Owen ventured, a note of desperation entering his voice.
“Aye, there is,” said Bigfucka. “But we prefer demolition to construction, don’t we lads?”
His crude joke provoked evil guffaws amongst his companions. Owen knew now that whatever he said, he’d have a fight on his hands. It was such a long time since he’d been in a fight, he didn’t know what to do. He mixed in middle class circles now, not like he used to when he’d been growing up in Barnsley, and his new values hadn’t equipped him to deal with this sort of situation. His current lifestyle was all about being reasonable, and debating your differences with other people, not flattening them if you disagreed with them.
He tried to remember how he’d handled these situations in his teens. Not well, he remembered, not even then, when he’d been at the height of his physical powers, but at least he’d been able to run away, and to lash out if he was cornered. He had bad knees these days, so running away was out of the question. As for lashing out, he lacked the reflexes he’d had in his youth.
He struck up a fighting pose with his fists raised and hoped against hope he wouldn’t have to use them.
“See that, lads?” Said Bigfucka, all thoughts of Bob Slawit having gone from his mind for the time being. “He thinks he’s a boxer. This is going to be fun.”
Oh fuck, thought Owen. I should have stayed in the shop.
Bigfucka came towards him with the others close behind.
This was it.
Owen drew back his right fist, hoping he could at least land one blow, preferably a haymaker, before they got him on the ground and kicked him half to death.
Then he heard a strange noise, a noise that changed everything.

CHAPTER 4


It was a deep growl, like that of a lion, or a tiger.
Owen and the Savages all turned their heads in amazement to look at the source of the noise.
It was Bob Slawit.
His face was twisted and angry, but not angry the way a human being gets angry; his features had taken on a feral quality. He growled again, and this time it was more threatening than before.
Bigfucka laughed.
“What the fuck does he think he’s playing at?” He asked. “Does he think he can scare us by growling at us?”
Slawit dropped his stick and held up his arms with the elbows bent and his fingers curled as if they were claws.
“He’s gone fucking bonkers!” Said Nipper Davies.
“I always knew he was bonkers,” said Bigfucka.
Slawit opened his mouth, stuck his head forward and hissed loudly.
That was when they saw his teeth. He’d developed long canines, like a big cat, and the rest of his teeth had become pointed. He dropped on all fours and hissed again, his face twisted even more, if that was possible.
“I’m not having this,” said Bigfucka. “If he thinks he can scare us by putting a set of joke teeth in his mouth and hissing like a tabby cat, he’s got another thing coming.”
Bigfucka took a short run up and drew back his right leg and booted Slawit full in the mouth. But Slawit, even though he was blind, he sensed the kick coming, and opened his jaws to receive Bigfucka’s foot and closed his teeth on it. He clamped them down, and blood sprayed in all directions from Bigfucka’s foot.
“AAAaaaargh!” He cried. “He’s a fucking nutter. Fucking ’elp me.”
He tried desperately to extricate his foot from Slawit’s mouth, but Slawit held on to it.
Nipper Davies picked up Slawit’s white stick and began beating on his back, but it didn’t seem to hurt Slawit, who closed his jaws even tighter, and severed Bigfucka’s foot in two. He turned his head to one side, and chowed down on the half-foot he had in his mouth, including the half boot that had come with it.
Bigfucka’s blood surged like a fast-flowing river from the remains of his boot. He fell to the ground and cried, while nursing his leg in his arms.
Owen backed away, baffled by the strange turn that events had taken. He’d felt out of his depth before, but this wasn’t a matter of depth. It was a matter of something else — something alien. The situation was totally outside his experience. Bigfucka had got no more than he deserved, Owen thought, and now it was he who needed Owen’s help. But, Owen wondered, was he willing to stay around and give his help with that thing on the loose, whatever it was?
Nipper and the rest of the gang tried to get Bigfucka to his feet.
Slawit finished the food he had in his mouth. He’d suddenly acquired a covering of ginger fur, and his eyes no longer darted randomly around. His pupils narrowed and turned red. He sniffed at the river of blood on the pavement, then he raised his head to see where the blood was coming from. Bigfucka was on his feet by now, with his arms across the shoulders of two of his cohorts, one on either side of him. Nipper Davies was in front of them, waving the white stick in Slawit’s direction, in an attempt to keep him at bay. The other two gang members were cowering behind Bigfucka.
Claws emerged from the ends of Slawit’s fingers. He shrunk, and became more muscular. His ears moved up towards the top of his head and grew points on them.
He wriggled free of his clothes, and pawed at the white stick as if it was a plaything. Nipper Davies made the mistake of prodding him in the face with it. That was when he pounced.
Within seconds, Davies was on his back.
“Gerrofferme!” He shouted, as Slawit tore his face off.
“Let’s get outa here lads!” said Bigfucka.
Owen considered this to be sound advice, and fled to what he thought was a safe distance. He watched the rest of the goings on from the corner at the end of the road. He took out his mobile and tried to film the incident, but his hands were shaking so much that he didn’t get any clear images.
Nipper stopped protesting, and then he stopped moving, and Slawit lost interest in him. He looked up to see Bigfucka trying to make his getaway.
Perhaps there was some vestige of human memory left in Slawit; or possibly he remembered the torments that Bigfucka had put him through; or possibly he was driven simply by bloodlust. Whatever the reason, he pounced on Bigfucka and pulled him to the ground.
Bigfucka’s last pleading words were: “I’m sorry, Bob, honest. I was only playing’, I didn’t mean to hurt you, or anything. Please let me go, will you? Please?”
The words were still leaving his mouth when Slawit ripped off his lips.
The last thing he said wasn’t a word; indeed, it fell short of being even a syllable.
“WWWWwwwwwww…”
This was followed by a series of low groans interspersed with high pitched screams.
When Slawit had finished with Bigfucka’s face, it looked like it’d gone through the electric mincing machine in the butcher’s shop on the village high street. It was a new model, the BVR 600 De Luxe, and it could mince an entire cow in under two minutes. The way that Bob Slawit was shaping up, he was almost a match for it.
Having minced up most of Bigfucka, he went after the remaining three members of the gang, and did for them all in short order. By the time he was done, the high street was awash with their blood. The villagers, who’d all stayed indoors because of the threat of the gang, locked and bolted their doors when it became evident that Bob Slawit, or the thing that Slawit had become, was a bigger threat than the gang had ever been.
Marjory called the police.
“Send someone out here quick,” she said. “It’s a cat, or a man-cat, and it’s killing people.”
“I’m sorry, what’s happening, madam?”
There’s something out there and it’s attacking people.”
“Very good, madam, what’s the address?”
“The village high street, Nobblethwaite.”
Marjory heard muttered words in the background.
“A car is on its way Madam. Please tell me again the nature of the emergency.”
“There’s a big cat and it’s attacking folk. Send an ambulance and men with guns.”
“How big is the cat?”
“About the size of the ginger tom that lives next door but one, Frederick he’s called. He’s a right little bugger, he keeps shitting on my geraniums.”
“So, about the size of a domestic cat?”
“Yes, but a very big cat.”
“And it’s attacking people. What’s it doing to them?”
“So far it’s ripped some throats out, minced a man’s face and torn another man’s lips off.”
“And a cat has done all this, you say?”
“That’s’ right, a bloody cat.”
“Thank you, madam. I’ll pass the information on to the constables who’re heading your way.”
During the two-hour wait for the emergency services to arrive, Slawit stripped Bigfucka’s corpse bare of flesh, and then he set off exploring. An instinct took him in the direction of Nodger Hill. He came to the street corner that Owen Blackhead had been hiding behind — more cowering than hiding, if truth be known — and he stopped for a moment when he saw Owen.
Owen looked at the cat and felt himself shrinking with fear. He would have tried to run in spite of his bad knees, but his legs felt incapable of carrying his weight.
The ginger cat that Slawit had become looked at him with an unflinching gaze and then, for reasons that can only be guessed at, it ignored Owen and continued its journey up Nodger Hill.
Owen was so relieved that he collapsed to the ground. When he’d recovered his wits, he got to his feet and went back to the Ne’er do well.
“I’ll have a triple whiskey please,” He said to the landlady.
The man next to him had also ordered a triple whiskey. He turned to Owen.
“Did you see that? I’ve never seen the like. What the hell was it?” He asked.
Owen shook his head.
“I dunno. I still can’t believe what I saw. It could have been a were-cat if there is such a thing.”
“I don’t know what the hell it was either, but I’m staying in here till the police arrive.”

CHAPTER 5


The police car pulled up outside the Ne’er do well and two uniformed constables climbed out, Keith Foster and Jenny Blackshaw. The streets were deserted. They walked along the high street until they came to the body of Nipper Davies. He was lying face up, or at least, what was left of his face was directed at the sky, with unseeing pits for eyes. Nearby there were four other bodies, all equally mutilated.
“Oh my God,” said foster. “It’s like last night, only worse, much worse.”
He walked around the perimeter of the death zone, trying to work out what manner of a man or beast could be responsible for such carnage. He didn’t bother to check whether any of the victims were still alive. It was obvious they couldn’t be, especially Bigfucka Briggs, who was far and away the deadest of the lot of them.
“Jenny, you better make sure you’ve got a weapon in your hand. Whatever did this might still be on the loose.”
“I’m way ahead of you, Keith,” she said. “The report said it was a domestic cat that did this; some cat.”
“It couldn’t have been just an ordinary domestic cat. I bet yer some rich nutter got a panther or something like that as a pet, and then let it go when it grew up and got to be too much of a handful. That’s what a lot of these rich nutters do. I’ll radio for back-up, and I’ll ask for forensics as well.”
“We ought to get in the car till the back-up gets here. We’re not equipped to take out a big cat.”
“You’re right.”
An hour later the back-up arrived, equipped with tracker dogs, rifles and tranquiliser darts, and headed up by an Inspector.
“Let me remind you of the procedure,” he said when they got out of their cars. “Keep everyone indoors until we’ve made sure the thing isn’t in the village. Remember, it’s a killer, so we’re not risking tranquiliser darts, we’re using live ammunition. Have you got that?”
“Yes, sir.”
“And make sure you stay together in your teams of two while you’re on patrol, and look out for each other. Don’t take any risks. No-one is to go anywhere on his own.”
“Got that, sir.”
The CSI began his examination of the crime scene, while the tracker team fanned out in their groups, checking the few roads and gardens in the small village, and established that the threat was no longer present.
The Inspector told his team to advise all the villagers that Nobblethwaite was free from the threat of big cat attacks for the time being, but they should stay indoors as much as possible until the animal was known to have been eliminated, and should only venture outdoors when absolutely necessary.
After that, witnesses were found and interviewed.
It soon became evident that only two of the witnesses had seen the whole episode from beginning to end, Marjory Jones, the proprietor of the Village Bakery, and Owen Blackhead, the walker.
Jenny Blackshaw interviewed them both.
“Let’s get this straight, Marjory,” she said. “I’ll go over it one last time. You say you saw Bob Slawit being terrorised by a group of youths who call themselves the Savages. He turned into a cat — a bigger-than-average cat, but not a big cat like a tiger — and he killed them all.”
“That’s right,” said Marjory. “I know what I saw, Constable.”
Marjory was beginning to wonder if she did know what she saw. Even when she’d been watching it happen, she hadn’t quite believed it.
“Is it possible you saw a cat savage the Savages and in all the confusion, you just imagined that the cat was Bob Slawit?”
“No. Er, yes. Er, well, I don’t know, I’m sorry.”
“All right, never mind Marjory.”
Her interview with Owen in the Ne’er do well was similarly confusing.
“It was a cat, you say?”
“Yes, constable, and if there is such a thing as a were-cat, it was a were-cat.”
“What’s a were-cat?”
“A werewolf is a man who turns into a wolf, otherwise known as a lycanthrope. This was a man who turned into a cat. So you’d call him a were-cat, or a felinethrope. I’ve got a video of it.”
Owen held up his mobile and showed Blackshaw what he’d recorded. There was so much camera shake going on that it was impossible to make anything of the images he’d captured.
“Where’s the footage of the man changing into a cat?” Blackshaw asked.
“I didn’t start filming till after that had happened.”
“Thank you, Mr. Blackhead, that’ll be all for now. I’ll be in touch if I need to interview you about your evidence again.”
Blackshaw stood up and left the pub, shaking her head as soon as she was out of the door.
She noticed the tracker teams all heading in the same direction; their dogs seemed to agree that whatever they were after had gone up Nodger Hill.

CHAPTER 6


There were four teams, with four dogs between them. The dogs lowered their snouts to the pavement periodically, then moved forwards in pursuit of their quarry.
Their handlers followed close behind, each accompanied by a marksman who had his rifle at the ready. The dogs neared the top of the hill, then stopped, and began whining and squealing. They refused to go further.
“I’ve never seen them do anything like this before,” said one of the handlers.
“It could mean we’re almost on it,” said another.
The marksmen raised their rifles. The dogs retreated to the back of the group of men, and cowered, quietly whimpering.
Ahead of them was Slawit Hall, large and threatening, with the bleak Yorkshire Moorlands behind it. A wind blew, and the front door creaked open.
“I bet it’s in there,” said one of the men. “I bet it’s bloody well in that house.”

CHAPTER 7


“What’re we gonna do about it if it is?”
“We can’t risk going in there. Let’s check where it can get in and out. We’ll surround the place and cover every opening, and then we’ll smoke it out. When it shows its face, we’ll blow its bloody head off.”
The teams fanned out, leaving their dogs tethered to the gateposts at the end of the drive leading up to Slawit Hall. As they moved forwards, a ginger cat which was slightly bigger than a domestic cat emerged from the front door, heading calmly in the direction of the moorland. One of the men raised his rifle and drew a bead on it. Then he said:
“No, that can’t be it. That’s just a bloody cat. No point in blowing that to bits, it’d be a waste of ammo. Might as well save it for the real thing.”
Once the place had been surrounded, the team hurled smoke bombs through the windows. They waited and waited, but nothing emerged. They tried using their tracker dogs again, but the dogs either failed to find a scent, or were reticent to follow it.
As dusk fell, the Inspector called the team.
“All right, we best call it off for now,” he said. “We’ll go home and have a meeting tomorrow first thing to plan our next move.”

CHAPTER 8


It was the year 1743.
Lord George Slawit, who owned the village of Nobblethwaite and all the land around it as far as the eye could see, was standing in front of Slawit Hall, his ancestral home. He was about to mount his horse when an old gypsy woman appeared at the end of the drive. She walked towards him. He narrowed his eyes and looked at her, and then got on his horse and galloped over to her.
“This is private property,” he said. “What do you want?”
“If it pleases your Lordship,” she replied, “I ’ave some wooden clothes pegs for sale.”
She raised a basketful of pegs she was carrying so that Slawit could see them properly.
“What would I want with a load of stupid fucking pegs?” He demanded. “Get off my land before I horsewhip thee, thou ignorant old crone.”
“I will get off thine land, Lord Slawit,” she replied. “But afore I do, I’m going to put a curse on thee. And forevermore, folk round here will talk of the curse of the Slawits that laid your family low.”
She began chanting and waving one of her arms around, still clutching her basket with the other. Slawit raised his hand with his horsewhip in it as if to strike her, and she turned and fled.
“Good riddance!” he shouted at her fast-disappearing back.
One of his gardeners had heard the exchange and he looked up from his weeding with a troubled expression on his face.
“What art thou looking at?” Slawit demanded. “Get back to thine work thou nosey fucking bastard before I raise my hand to you.”
The gardener quickly turned away.
From then on, the fortunes of the Slawits went slowly into decline.

CHAPTER 9


It was the year 2016.
The Ne’er do well was packed with villagers getting trolleyed. The landlady had a real fire going in the grate, and everyone was talking about the events of the day.
“It was Bob Slawit, I tell yer. He turned into a cat. I saw it with me own eyes.”
“Don’t be such a daft bugger, Sam. I saw it too, but I never saw Bob Slawit doing ’owt. It was a cat, a bloody big cat, like a tiger, only ginger.”
“It wore never a tiger. It wore more like a lynx.”
“Bugger you and your lynx. It were a bobcat.”
“What’s a fucking bobca—”
At that moment the door opened, and a stranger entered the pub. He was young and carrying a rucksack. He walked confidently to the bar. Heads turned to look at him.
“Good evening,” he said to the landlady. “I’d like a pint of the Magic Rock Pale Ale please.”
She pulled him his pint and he handed over a ten pound note.
“Can I ask you for some directions?” He asked.
“Of course,” she said “fire away.”
“I’m looking for Slawit hall, the ancestral home of my family.”
Everybody stopped talking. Silence descended over the entire pub. The young man felt the eyes of everyone in the pub staring at him.
“What’s wrong?” He asked. “Have I said something I shouldn’t?”
An old man with a twisted lip sidled up to him.
“We don’t like talk of Slawit Hall round ’ere lad,” he said. “It’s nothing personal. It’s just that there’s a curse on t’place.”
All around the pub heads nodded, and people could be heard saying “That’s right,” and “It’s t’ curse of t’ Slawits”.
The Landlady gave the young man his change.
“Don’t take any notice of them,” she said. “They don’t know what they’re talking about.”
“Oh aye,” said a man sitting at a table near the bar, “how do you explain what happened this afternoon, then? You know — Bob Slawit turning into a were-cat and killing five young men in t’ street outside?”
“Bob Slawit is my grandfather,” said the young man. “I’m James, the last in the Slawit line. Are you saying something’s happened to him?”
“We are that lad, he’s turned into a bloody tiger or something like that, and he’s going round tearing folk to pieces.”
The Landlady shook her head.
“No-one can prove that,” she said. “There’s only a couple of people claim they saw him do that. One of them is Marjory, She’s nice enough, but she’s not the sharpest tool in the box is she? And t’other one who says Bob Slawit turned into a were-cat was that young walker, but he’s not from these parts. I bet he’s not playing with a full deck, either.”
The old man looked away and muttered to himself, and the villagers got back to their drinking and general murmuring.
The Landlady leaned across the bar and spoke to James in hushed tones.
“There’s a big hill at the end of the high street called Nodger Hill, with a cobbled road running up it. You’ll see the sign for it just outside. Follow the cobbled road up to the top of the hill. You’ll find Slawit Hall on top of the hill. Be careful, mind, we’ve had five killings in this village today, and there’s some as reckon a big cat did it, and some as reckon it might ’ave been some other animal, and even some, as you know, as reckon your grandfather turned into a cat and did it. So watch your step. If you’ll take my advice, you’ll stay here in one of my rooms for the night, and go there tomorrow during the daylight.”
The young man finished his pint.
“That’s very good of you,” he said. “But I don’t believe in all that superstitious nonsense, and I’ve been waiting a long time to be reunited with my Grandfather. I’m not waiting any longer.”
“It’s not superstition that five men were killed in t’ Nobblethwaite high street today.”
“Maybe not, but my mind’s made up. If it was an animal that did that, it’s probably long gone by now. And anyway, I’ve got this.”
He took a number of objects from of his rucksack and started putting them together.
“What’ve yer got there?”
“It’s my shotgun. I thought I’d get some shooting done on Grandfather’s estate while I was up here. This thing will stop anything that moves.”
“Aye, but will it stop a were-cat?”
“We’ll just have to see, won’t we?”
James Slawit put his rucksack on his back and left the Ne’er do well with his shotgun nestled in the crook of his arm. He saw the sign for Nodger Hill and walked towards it up the high street. He came to the line of police tape around the area where the gang known as the Savages had been slaughtered. At that point, he thought he better have his shotgun ready for action, so he loaded it with a couple of 12-bore cartridges, and made his way up the steep cobbled incline of Nodger Hill.
Shortly after James left the pub, Sam Bateson finished his pint.
“That’s it,” he said. “I’ve had enough. I’m going home.”
He wiped the froth from his white whiskers and got to his feet, and wobbled backwards and forwards until he’d found his equilibrium.
“Mind how you go out there,” said the landlady. “There mightn’t be anything supernatural like a were-cat on the high street, but there’s some ’at that’ll ’ave yer if yer get in its way.”
“Don’t worry,” said Sam. “I’ll check if the coast is clear then I’ll go straight home. I only live across the road.”
He opened the door, and looked right and left. The street was dark, and all was quiet.
“It’s all right, everyone,” he said. “There’s nowt to be scared of. There’s nowt there.”
No sooner had the words left his lips than he heard two shotgun blasts, followed by what the villagers would later describe as a blood curdling scream.
Bateson immediately retreated back into the safety of the pub, slamming the door shut behind him.
“Did you fucking hear that?” He asked, his eyes open wide.
“Aye, I did,” said Bog Jessop. “I reckon as we all did.”
There were murmurs of agreement from all around the pub.
“What are we going to do?” Bateson asked.
“I’m ’aving another pint,” said Jessop.
“Me too,” said someone else.
“I reckon as I’ll join you then,” said Bateson.
It fell on the landlady to call the police, which she did as soon as she’d pulled all the pints of beer that were suddenly required by everyone.

CHAPTER 10


Up at the Nab police headquarters, they were all in a tizzy.
They’d had seven dead bodies within seven days, and the landlady of the Ne’er do well in Nobblethwaite had just called in with news that suggested there might be an eighth. The trouble was, no-one at the Nab had any great desire to go out to Nobblethwaite late at night and risk another life, investigating yet another death. But they had no choice. What were they to do?
Commander Bradshaw clutched the straws together in his clenched fist.
“All right, lads,” he said. “You know the rules by now. Here you go.”
He extended his hand, and a number of young police constables and older sergeants assembled in a semi-circle front of him. Each stepped forward one at a time, and drew a straw from his hand.
The tension mounted as each one proved to be a long straw. Finally there were only two straws left.
Keith Foster stepped forward and took one. He held it up for everyone to see. It was the short one.
“Oh, fucking hell,” he said. “I fucking knew I should have gone for t’other one.”
His colleagues gathered around him and gave him supportive pats on the shoulder.
“Hard lines Keith,” one of them said. “Better luck next time, if there is a next time, of course.”
“That means it’s not just you that’s fucked, Jenny Bradshaw’s fucked too, isn’t she Keith?” Another said. “She is your partner, isn’t she? Where is Jenny tonight?”
“She’s getting a brew,” Said Keith. “I’ll let her enjoy it before I tell her the good news.”
Keith found Jenny and explained the situation to her, and they signed the documents which allowed them to take firearms out with them while on duty. They’d both had firearms training. They took their rifles from the police arsenal, and went to their car tooled up.
They drove through the dark country roads to Slawit Hall, where they were able to confirm that there had indeed been another death caused by something capable of ripping a man to pieces. They reported the incident to headquarters.
They were about to leave when Jenny heard a low growl.
It was the last thing she ever heard.
Keith got lucky. He got to hear his own screams before he died.

CHAPTER 11


After leaving Nobblethwaite, Owen Blackhead returned to his home town of Huddersfield.
He had a blog called ‘The Hiking Dad’, which was devoted to his experiences as a walker. As soon as he found the time, he put a lengthy post in it about the were-cat he’d seen in Nobblethwaite. The post had a very positive impact on visitors to his blog. The numbers leaped from three a month to over three thousand an hour. As an added bonus, most of the visitors passed comment on his post, something which had seldom happened before, certainly not in those sorts of numbers.
Owen was delighted.
Until he read the comments.
That was when he decided he had to get proof that were-cats actually existed.

CHAPTER 12


It was a hole, and not just any hole, it was a fucking massive hole.
But what really made this different from other holes was that it was full of shit.
Farmer Hodge was looking at it contemplatively while holding his nose
Perhaps it’s time to dig a new hole, he thought. The Hodge family has been using this one for generations, but now at last it’s full.
The thought never once occurred to Farmer Hodge to get a septic tank installed at his farm; he was a Yorkshireman, and he was far too careful with his money to ever squander it on a frivolity like that.
He scouted around the field looking for a suitable spot to dig a new hole, and when he found the ideal location for it, he got his tractor rigged up with his excavator tool, and dug the biggest hole he could. Then he climbed down from his tractor, and stared at his new hole with a look of satisfaction on his face.
Next I’ll have to re-route some of the soil pipes from the previous hole to this one, he thought. I wonder how long I’ve got before the old hole overflows.
He looked up to see a man in the distance dressed in hiking gear ambling along Stonker Lane. That bastard better not be thinking of walking across my land, he said to himself. He wandered over to the first of his family’s shit-holes and examined it carefully.
There was a slight breeze which was causing the surface of the shit to ripple, like the waves on a lake. Where they lapped against the edge of the hole, they were almost, but not quite, flooding the dry land surrounding it.
It’s probably good enough for another couple of hundred shits, he said to himself. By then it’ll be brim-full, so I better not leave it too long to re-route those soil pipes.
Then he had a pleasing thought:
Maybe I could run a footpath from the road right up to this shit-hole, he said to himself. Then when those annoying bastard walkers walk over my land in future, some of them might fall into that old shit-hole of mine. Hopefully one or two of them might even drown in it.
There was no danger of any hikers using the proper footpaths on Farmer Hodge’s land; he’d made sure they couldn’t use them. He’d blocked off the gap in the wall at the side of the road which gave access to the legal footpaths on his land, and he’d run barbed-wire fences across them for good measure.
When he’d finished smiling to himself at the thought of the new footpath. Farmer Hodge parked up his tractor next to his farmhouse and went inside for a cup of tea, and a rest. While he was drinking his tea in the kitchen, he resolved to build the new footpath leading to the shit-hole the very next day.
After a good night’s sleep, Hodge rose at 4.00 a.m., showered, dressed, and set to work on the new path. He ran it in a straight line from the old shit-hole to the wall that separated his land from Stonker Lane, and he created a new opening in the wall that positively beckoned walkers to enter through it onto his new path.
The lie of the land was such that the shit-hole couldn’t be seen until you were almost on it, and in calm conditions, when the wind wasn’t rippling its surface, the shit-hole looked like nothing more threatening than a huge area of bare earth in the middle of a field that for some unaccountable reason had a profoundly bad smell hanging in the air above it.
Those ignorant bastard walkers won’t be able to tell its shit, thought Hodge with satisfaction when he’d finished work on the path. They’ll just think it’s bare earth and just assume this is what a farm smells like.
Hodge had perhaps underestimated the intensity of the smell that came from his shit-hole.
He slept well that night, and got up in the morning feeling positive because it was the tenth anniversary of his divorce from his long-suffering ex-wife. He’d been so pleased to see the back of her that he had a little celebration all by himself on this date. They’d never had children; he was the last in the Hodge line. It didn’t bother him; he hated children.
He put on his green wellington boots and went out into the farmyard.



CHAPTER 13


After killing Charlie and Ben, the two unfortunate policemen who’d gone to rescue Bob Slawit and Henderson left Slawit Hall by the open front door and set off through the night. He instinctively headed back towards Huddersfield, perhaps because it had been his last real home.
At dawn he found a sheltered spot beneath a rock with an overhang. He curled up there and fell asleep, and dreamed of his old owner in Croydon, the kindly Mrs Thompson. She’d taken him in when he’d been a stray, and she’d looked after him until he’d been killed in a car accident and then turned into a zombie by Professor Ted Forsyth.
He woke up, and yawned and stretched. It was time to start walking across the bleak and wild terrain of Nobble Moor again.
As dawn broke on the fifth day of his journey, Henderson found himself crossing the outlying fields that belonged to Stonker Edge Farm. He made his way across the fields to a patch of long grass near the farmhouse; and there he stopped.
Directly ahead he could see farmer Hodge emerging from his front door wearing his green wellies.
Henderson couldn’t understand why, but he associated Hodge with bad things happening to him. This may have been because Hodge had discharged his shotgun close to Henderson’s ear, some months previously; or because some instinct told him that Hodge was a cat-hater.
He dropped into a low crouch; as low, that is, as he could manage with his disc-shaped midsection. Then he wiggled his backside. When he was certain that Hodge hadn’t seen him, he walked stealthily a few paces closer to his prey and stopped again.
Hodge, unaware of the danger he was in, walked in Henderson’s direction. The zomcat wiggled his backside one last time and set himself. Hodge started whistling a tune, as he cheerfully contemplated the many walkers who were going to come to grief in his shit-hole.
He got no further than the first few bars of his cheery tune when something came at him from the long grass a few yards ahead; something that resembled a ginger thunderbolt. It flew into the air and hit him in the face. For an instant he felt like he was being savaged by a bramble bush, and he fought hard to escape from its painful clutches. But the ginger brambles were sharp and dug into his flesh, and the branches of the ginger bush had a ferocious strength to them. He felt something sinking into the carotid artery in his neck.
The farmer whirled his arms in a panic, and cried out as his blood sprayed  everywhere. He saw it — heard it — splashing on the side of his ancient Ferguson tractor. But he didn’t see it for long. First his left eye came out, and a nice juicy morsel that was, and then the right eye followed it.
Mad with pain and blind, Hodge ran across his farmyard shrieking with Henderson still clinging to his head.
Mr. and Mrs. Beadles were walking along Stonker Lane, having come all the way from Farnley Tyas in Huddersfield to do a spot of bird watching. They heard Hodge’s screams.
“What were that?” Mr Beadles asked.
“Ah don’t rightly know,” his wife replied.
Mr. Beadles had a pair of binoculars slung around his neck. He raised them to his eyes.
“It’s just some daft bugger larking about,” he said. “Here, have a look at him.”
He passed the binoculars to his wife.
“Ah see what yer mean,” she said. “The dozy sod’s wearing a ginger Davy-Crockett hat. It takes all sorts, ah suppose.”
She lowered the binoculars and the two of them continued their walk along Stonker lane.
After a while, Mr. Beadles said:
“Ah think Ah’ll just take another look at what yonder daft bugger’s up to.”
He raised the binoculars to his eyes again.
“Y’know Margaret, I’m not sure it’s a Davy Crocket hat he’s wearing after all. In fact, I’m not even sure it’s a hat. It looks like something’s attacking him, some sort of a wild animal.”
“Let me ’ave a look.”
She took the binoculars.
“Y’know, I think yer right. We better go ’elp the poor bastard.”
There was a dry-stone wall preventing them from cutting straight across the fields to the farmyard where Hodge was having his life forcibly taken away from him. Neither of them fancied the thought of scrambling over the wall. Mr Beadles pointed.
“Look Margaret, there’s an opening in t’wall further along. We can get through that.”
The two of them hurried along Stonker Lane to the gap in the wall, and went through it onto the path at the other side. It led in a straight line towards the farmhouse.
“We better hurry,” said Mr. Beadles, breaking into a run. Mrs. Beadles did her best to keep up with him.
“Christ,” she shouted as she ran. “It stinks round here.”
“All farms do!” Her husband shouted back.
The stink got worse as they neared the farm. Directly ahead of them, the grass gave way to what looked like a very large patch of bare earth. Mr and Mrs Beadles ran straight onto it. Or rather, into it. For a brief period their cries for help competed with those of Hodge.
They desperately tried to swim for the shore, but there was no getting out of the mess they’d gotten into. It was too deep, too viscous, and far too sticky.
Mr. Beadle’s last thoughts as he disappeared below the surface of the shit were: “Oh fucking hell.”
Hodge, meanwhile, had lost so much blood that he could no longer scream; he couldn’t even stand up. He dropped to the ground, and felt his lips being ripped from his face. It was only the first of many such torments he was obliged to endure that day.
After eating his fill of farmer Hodge, Henderson felt sated. He decided to stay at Stonker Edge Farm for a while because the food there was plentiful. The fields were full of it, walking around and mooing all day long. He found a barn with some hay in it he could lie on, and then he dozed off. As dusk fell, he woke up and took a stroll to stonker Edge and looked at the town of Huddersfield that was sprawled out far below.
It was to be his kingdom now.
He decided to romp down there and have sex until dawn, and possibly a picnic or two, then return to the farm to get himself fed again and have another kip.

CHAPTER 14


It was deathly quiet in Bert Fossett’s back garden, but he wasn’t fooled. He knew that sooner or later, the cat that had been shitting in his vegetable-patch every night for the last week would put in an appearance. This time, he’d be ready for it. He was a keen gardener, and he wasn’t going to have his seasonal autumn crops of carrots, leeks and marrows ruined by a cat. So he sat on his back doorstep and kept watch with an airgun in his right hand.
The lights in his house were out, and there were no streetlights anywhere nearby, so Fossett’s back garden was illuminated by little more than the night sky. It was a cloudy night, which meant that his garden was a very dark place. But that didn’t worry Fossett. He’d bought a pair of night-vision goggles to ensure that he’d be able to see the intruder when it arrived.
He was wearing his outdoor jacket and woolly pullover, but even so he began to shiver. He’d been outside for several hours, and he felt as if the cold night air had begun to penetrate the many layers of clothing he was wearing. He put down his airgun and blew on his hands, and then he picked up his airgun again and rested his hands on his knees. He was getting increasingly uncomfortable, and he could have done with going indoors and warming himself in front of the fire, but he wasn’t going to be beaten. He was determined to see his mission through to the bitter end, and he was convinced that the end would indeed be bitter, at least for the cat that he’d become obsessed with; for him, however it would be sweet, for there was nothing in his world that was sweeter than revenge.
He heard a noise from the privet hedge that bordered his garden. It was subtle, but he was convinced he’d heard a rustling sound. He looked in the direction the sound had come from and he saw a cat’s head poking through the bottom of the hedge. He watched as it eased itself through, holding its belly close to the ground.
Wait for it, he thought. Let it get all the way in so that I’ve got a good big target to aim at.
Slowly, silently, he raised the gun and drew a bead on the cat. It seemed to get itself stuck under the privet for a moment, and then it made an extra effort and popped through into his garden. When it did he lowered his gun and looked more closely at it. The animal was like no other cat he’d ever seen; it was half again as big as the other cats around Birkby that occasionally made the mistake of pestering him, and it had an odd distinguishing feature: The middle of the cat between its forelegs and hind legs was flat, like a pancake; and the top of its arched back had a series of sharp-looking spikes on it, like the blade of a circular saw.
What the fuck? Fossett thought.
The cat raised its tail and sprayed a jet of fluid over Fossett’s privet to mark out its territory. Fossett smelt it, and felt his blood pressure rising. He raised his airgun again, but his hands were shaking with anger and when he pulled the trigger he shot wide of his target, sending the pellet whizzing harmlessly into the privet. The cat turned its head towards the privet to see what had caused the noise. When it had established there was no threat, it strolled languidly into the middle of Fossett’s vegetable patch and dug a small hole. Fossett re-loaded his airgun and pointed it, just as the cat nonchalantly began to drop a very large log into the hole.
This time his hands were shaking so much that he sent the pellet through one of the windows of his own greenhouse.
He rose to his feet in a state of fury.
“Fuckin’ bastard cat,” he said.
The cat was by this time making some cursory attempts to cover up the mess it had made in the middle of Fossett’s crop of baby marrows.
Fossett strode purposefully over to it, and imagined he was playing for Huddersfield Town, the football club he supported through thick and thin, mainly thin. He pictured himself in front of an open goal with the ball at his feet, and he gave the cat the hardest kick he’d ever given anything in his life. He caught it with the toe-end of his boot right under its deformed belly, hoisted it off the ground, and sent it flying through the side of his greenhouse. There was a jangling noise as the cat sailed through a pane of glass, followed by a crashing noise as it fell amongst a pile of ceramic plant pots.
“Good riddance to bad rubbish,” said Fossett. “I’ll ’ave to replace those broken panes in me green arse but it’ll ’ave been well worth it.”
The cat landed on its feet and shook itself, sending the splinters of glass that had been embedded in its fur flying in all directions. It then charged straight through the glazed wall of his greenhouse, sending many more splinters of glass flying all directions. When it was through, it stopped, and stood looking at him for a couple of seconds, and then it lowered itself to the ground and wiggled its buttocks.
Fossett had watched cats often, and he knew much about their habits and behaviour, so he knew what that meant. It meant that the cat was going to make a charge, and pounce on its prey. And he realised that he was the prey.
“Why, you cheeky little bastard,” he said.
He opened out his arms and paddled his fingers up and down as if he intended to start a bar-room brawl.
“Come on,” he said. “Fucking bring it on.”
The cat charged at him. Fossett was ready with his boot but the cat jumped up high, and landed on his head, rendering his poised boot useless.
He staggered back, his head a mass of pain and torn flesh.
A neighbour’s bedroom window opened.
Fossett was vaguely aware of it, and he tried to call out for help.
“Hel-aaargh!” He cried.
“Oy, you, keep the fucking noise down. It’s four in the fucking morning and I’ve got to get up for work tomorrow! And you can take that silly fucking hat off your head.”
Fossett heard the window being slammed shut. He fell to the ground in a state of blinding agony.
“Fucking bastard cat,” he said.
They were the last words he ever spoke.
The cat dragged his corpse under a large bush and feasted on his head along with much of his torso.

CHAPTER 15


Tiddles lived in Birkby, which was the outlying area of Huddersfield at the base of Stonker Edge. She’d gone out for the night against her owner’s better judgement, and followed her nose, which led her inevitably to a large lump of freshly killed meat: the corpse of the late Bert Fossett.
She sniffed around it for a while, wondering whether to eat some of it, or go in search of field mice, when she was pounced on by Henderson.
He sank his teeth into the scruff of her neck and mated with her. As Henderson was still full of Fossett, he didn’t bother to eat Tiddles. When he’d done with her, he moved on and found another three female cats called Sally, Becky and Florence. They were given the same treatment.
All of them were infected with the zombie virus he carried.

CHAPTER 16


He left his home in the small hours and swaggered down the garden path, looking neither left nor right. He walked down the street as if he owned it, and in a sense, he did. He was the cock of the walk in those parts. That was because he was very big for a domestic cat; in fact, he was so exceptionally big that he’d been featured in a story in the Huddersfield Examiner. That week the newspaper had been so stuck for a good news story (a frequent occurrence with the Examiner) that it ran the following breathless headline on the front page: ‘World’s biggest cat lives in Hudds!’ The rest of the page was taken up by a photograph of Goliath next to his owner’s young daughter, whom he dwarfed.
Goliath was fat and lazy and unafraid. He was a black monster who terrorised all the other male cats in the neighbourhood, so when he encountered Henderson, he fluffed up his fur and arched his back, and made a caterwauling fit to wake the dead. This was usually enough to see off his rivals.
But not Henderson.
Henderson pounced, scratched and tore a lump from his ear. For the first time in his adult life, Goliath turned and fled, scuttling indoors through his cat flap, which, even though it was designed to be used by a dog, was barely big enough to accommodate him.

CHAPTER 17


His birth had been a difficult one. He’d emerged feet first and got stuck at his hips.
For a while it had looked as though the infant and his mother were both going to die, so his owner had grabbed hold of his tail, and pulled on it. It didn’t seem to make any difference, so he pulled harder, which resulted in the tail being snapped off., leaving the kitten with a tail only about a quarter as long as it should have been.
The owner had next pulled the infant’s legs, which proved to be more successful. The kitten was delivered safely into this world, and his mother miraculously survived the experience.
His owner named him Stump.
Throughout his childhood, Stump had to put up with the rest of the neighbourhood cats laughing at him whenever he ventured out. Perhaps this was why he grew up to be an ill-tempered and vicious brute, who would as soon take off the end of your finger as look at you.
No other cat in Birkby, Huddersfield, would have dared to try to mix it with Goliath when he had been normal, let alone when he’d become a zomcat. But Stump did. Stump soon realised his mistake and turned tail, or such tail as he had, and scuttled home — but not before he’d had an inch of his undersized wagger bitten off by his formidable foe.

CHAPTER 18


The one that almost got away was called Oscar. He’d lost the lower part of his hind legs in a terrible accident. Fortunately his owner, who loved him dearly, had been rich, and had paid an engineer to develop a pair of carbon-fibre blades for him. When these were fitted to what remained of his hind legs by a vet, Oscar found he actually preferred them to the legs he’d lost.
He was, on the whole, a lovely animal, although he had one dreadful character flaw: his vile temper. This had led to him killing Snowball, his cute mate, who’d been white with black patches on her nose and back
Admittedly, he’d not seen her properly when he’d leapt on her and bit her throat clean through. He’d assumed she was a stranger prowling around his garden, and because he had a short fuse he’d over-reacted. Later, when he realised what he’d done, he’d been heartbroken.
Many was the bird that made the mistake of laughing at Oscar when it took off before he pounced, thinking it’d escaped from his clutches, only to be caught in his jaws seconds later as he sped through the air like a jet-propelled engine of death.
When Henderson leapt at him fully intending to make a fatal attack, Oscar was able to escape by bounding away over fences and privet hedges like some sort of a supercharged jack-rabbit. He did, however, sustain one tiny scratch to his tail, and that was all it took to infect him.

CHAPTER 19


As dawn broke, eight zomcats made their way silently up the steep slope that led to the top of Stonker Edge: Henderson, Goliath, Stump, Oscar, Tiddles, Sally, Becky and Florence.
They walked at a steady pace to Stonker Edge Farm, and slept together in Hodge’s barn.
It became their habit to spend every day sleeping there.
Occasionally they’d wake up during the day, leave the barn, and take a slow walk to a field and back, and sometimes they’d kill and eat a cow, and then they’d curl up in the hay and sleep again.
As dusk fell, the cats would become more alert, and with the onset of night they would venture down into the town of Huddersfield, foraging for food and sex.

CHAPTER 20


At four in the morning Barbados Jones, a good-natured black man of Afro-Caribbean origin, got out of bed, got his flask ready, and left his small terraced house on Arnold Avenue in Birkby, Huddersfield. He walked down the street heading towards his place of work, a textile factory on Worsted Road. It was the only textile manufacturer left in a town that had once boasted scores of them. He turned a corner and gasped. There, right in front of him, on the gable-end of a house, was a shadow that looked to him to have been cast by a gigantic and terrifying beast.
His eyes followed the legs of the shadow to the base of the wall, then along the pavement to where the beast stood. It was then that he realised it wasn’t a terrifying beast at all; it was a domestic cat, albeit one that was rather larger than normal, and rather odd-looking. Its midsection resembled a circular saw. He exhaled and relaxed, and as he was fond of cats, he crouched down and rubbed his fingers together.
“Here, kitty kitty kitty,” he said.
The cat looked for a moment as if it was minded to ignore him, but then it padded over. He stroked its cheek and it began to purr. He ran his hand over its back, then stroked it under the chin. The cat’s spine was hard as titanium and serrated. The serrations were so sharp that they sliced through the skin on the palm of his hand without his even noticing.
The cat purred more loudly and sniffed Jones’s hand and began licking it.
“That tickles,” said Jones laughing, unaware that his hand was bleeding, and that the cat was licking the blood trickling from it.
Soon there was no blood left, but the cat was still hungry, so it opened its mouth wide and bit off a chunk of the flesh between Jones’s thumb and index finger.
It began chewing it enthusiastically.
“Aaargh!”
Jones held up his hand and looked at it.
“What the, what the..?” He gasped.
Before he could think how to end his question, a number of other cats appeared: Goliath, Stump, Oscar, Tiddles, Sally, Becky and Florence.
Jones looked at them as they advanced. They reminded him of a pride of lions. He retreated, the realisation coming to him that they were hunting for food,, and that he was the closest thing to a square meal that they could see.
The next thing he knew was blinding pain. Henderson pounced first and the other cats followed, sinking their claws and teeth into his arms and legs and torso.
Soon all that was left of Barbados Jones was an indistinct bloodstain on the pavement outside number 51, Bleardale Avenue, Birkby, Huddersfield.

CHAPTER 21


Adrian Broadbent had begun his career in the 1970s as an apprentice TV engineer working for Acme TV Repairs and Rentals (Huddersfield) limited. Colour televisions had swept the nation shortly after he’d been taken on, and the new technology had provided him with an ample supply of work.
He’d shown initiative and had risen to a managerial position with Acme by the end of the eighties.
By the end of the nineties he was running the company. The owner who’d set it up was still there, but he had become little more than a figurehead; it was Adrian who pulled all the strings.
Adrian had done equally well in his personal life. He’d been a good-looking young man, and likeable with it, which meant that he’d been a hit with the many women he met through his extensive social network. He seemed to know all the right things to say to put women at ease, and a good proportion of those he met wanted more from Adrian than small talk.
So he sowed his wild oats, as he described it in the terminology of the time, and at the age of thirty-five, after he felt he’d sown enough of them, he at last married an attractive, intelligent woman who was ten years his junior, and settled down to a conventional life in Stonker, a posh suburb of Huddersfield at the top of Stonker Edge.
Mr. and Mrs. Adrian Broadbent had been an instant hit on the newly-built housing estate where they’d bought their expensive home. Adrian could tell a tale, and was something of a man’s man, in spite of his way with the ladies; and his wife Sandra was bubbly and effervescent, with the result that they were constantly being invited to the dinner parties that were all the rage in those times.
On Saturday afternoons, Adrian would meet a group of his mates in a pub called the Slubber’s Arms, and after a couple of pints they’d go to the football ground to watch Huddersfield Town lose, and they’d bemoan the result, and all happily go home to their wives, most of whom had been glad to see the back of them for an hour or two; but not Adrian’s wife. She always missed him when he was out of the house, and she was always pleased to see him when he returned.
The couple lived near to the Stonker Edge golf club, which was cheek-by-jowl with Stonker Edge Farm. Adrian fell in with a group of people who played golf, and they encouraged him to take up the game, which he did. He persuaded Sandra to try it, and the couple began playing golf together on Sunday mornings.
The couple’s happy existence continued, with the dinner parties and golf being briefly put on hold after the birth of their twin girls. Once the twins were old enough to be left at home with a babysitter, the social life of the Broadbents continued as before.
In the 90’s Adrian was able to expand the company and improve his income. He and his wife had bought a house on a large plot, and they had an extension built which gave them two spare bedrooms and a garage big enough to accommodate all five of their cars, plus a home movie theatre. Their movie theatre became a popular feature on the Stonker party scene.
Everyone who met the couple could see that they were happy together, and that they were living the dream.
And they would have been, had Adrian not been harbouring a terrible secret.
It was a secret he dared not share with anyone, particularly his wife, until a certain day dawned.
That was the day that he got to know Paul Formby properly.
Paul Formby was a young apprentice that Adrian had set on at Acme TV Repairs and Rentals (Huddersfield) limited, just as he himself had been set on as an apprentice some twenty-five years previously.
Paul was the opposite of Adrian in many ways: he was a good-looking young man, but shy and reserved, perhaps because he spoke with a lisp. Unlike Adrian, he didn’t play the game of being the man’s man. He went quietly about his work then stole off home at the end of the day, back to the small terraced house where he lived with his mother.
Adrian often worked late, and sometimes his young apprentice did, too, and Adrian found himself enjoying the times they were alone, discussing their interests after everyone else had left. After a particularly late shift one day, Adrian suggested to Paul that they should go for a pint together. He was delighted when Paul agreed, and also a little guilty, as he suspected that, deep down, he had motives that went beyond mere friendship, but he told himself it was just an innocent drink between mates, or employer and employee, and he’d taken other members of his staff out for the odd beer before, so why not Paul? Anyway, they’d enjoyed a drink together and Paul had gone home, and that was all there was to it. Or so he’d told himself.
But something happened during their meeting that he’d feared for many years. He felt himself getting on so well with Paul that he let his secret slip.
Immediately he’d done so, he regretted it.
That one tiny and almost innocent indulgence with Paul could cause his wife a great deal of misery, if it ever got out.
No more meetings after work with Paul, he told himself.
But he couldn’t stick to it, and nor could Paul. And indeed, it soon became apparent that Paul was cut from similar cloth to Adrian.

CHAPTER 22


It was perhaps inevitable, therefore, that one day Adrian made an excuse to his wife to get away from her for a few hours: he told her he had to stay out all Saturday afternoon on a job. He never went to any job. Instead, he drove to Paul’s mother’s house, and picked him up. Then he took him to a secret place his wife didn’t know about — his allotment on Cemetery Road, in Birkby, Huddersfield.
Adrian’s allotment was a curious affair. He’d bought it shortly before he’d married his wife, specifically for the purposes of keeping his activities secret from her. As a result, it wasn’t used as an allotment at all. Even though he’d owned it for decades, there were hardly any vegetables growing there. The few that had taken root had done so by accident, having spread onto his plot from the neighbouring allotments.
He’d had a shed built which was a shed like no other. It resembled a house, and it was so big that  it took up most of the area that was meant for vegetable-growing activities.
Adrian got out of his car and walked across the soft earth of the allotment to his shed, with Paul following close behind.
Both men felt a thrill of excitement at what was soon to come.
They stopped outside the shed, and Adrian took from his pocket a set of keys and opened the door. They stepped inside and Adrian shut the door behind them, bolted it securely, and locked it with his key for good measure.
“My goodneth,” Paul lisped in his gentle voice, “it’th amathing. I wish I had a plathe like thith.”
Adrian took his arm and steered the young man towards the end of the shed.
“Look at that in the far pen,” he said.
Paul gasped in amazement. What he saw was a thing of beauty.
It was a perfectly white rat twice the size of any rat he’d ever seen before. In the pen with it were several more rats, but they were light grey in colour, and only half again as big as a normal rat.
“I have to keep mine in a little cage in my bedroom,” Paul said. “The conditionth are tho cramped. Thometimeth I worry that they don’t get to run around enough.”
“These pens of mine are very generous, so I don’t have that problem,” said Adrian. “But I still let them out so that I can play with them.”
He looked the younger man in the eye.
“Not a word of this to anyone, you understand. If my wife ever got wind of it, she’d be horrified. Firstly, because she hates rats, and secondly, because if she got to know how much I spend on them every month, she’d go fucking ape-shit.”
“It’th all right, your thecret’th thafe with me, Adrian. I won’t tell a thoul. Can I pick him up, pleathe?”
“Yes, of course. I’ll open the door for you.”
Adrian opened the door of the pen, and the huge white rat came scuttling out, whiskers twitching, his head turning from one man to the other and back again. Paul hesitated and looked at Adrian.
“Go on,” said Adrian.
Paul picked up the white rat and held him in his arms.
“He’s beautiful,” he said.
“And intelligent,” said Adrian. “I’ve been selectively breeding them for generations to make them more intelligent. I swear to God, sometimes I think that the latest lot are as clever as you and I. If only they could speak, they’d be capable of taking over the world.”
“He’s so friendly.”
“Yes, but I’m sure that if someone tried to do anything they shouldn’t with him, he’d be more than capable of defending himself, so make sure you handle him gently.”
“I will. He theems to underthtand that I’m a friend.”
“Yes, I he probably does. He has good instincts, and he’s very, very bright. He’s called Putin, because he’s an absolute dictator who rules the rest of them with an iron rod. Let me introduce you to my other friends. Putin, tell them they can come out of the pen.”
Putin made a chattering sound with his teeth, and the rest of the rats came charging out of the pen, crowding around Paul’s legs in a friendly grey mass of fur and eyes and tails.
“Amathing,” said Paul. “I’ve never theen anything like it before. He’th actually communicating with the otherth.”
“Yes, and that’s not all he can do. I’ll show you his other tricks later.”
The two men got on so well, and were so fascinated by their pastime, that they didn’t notice how much time was passing until daylight turned to dusk.
Adrian looked out of the window.
“I better get you home, Paul,” he said. “And I better get home myself. My wife’s going to be wondering where I am.”
The rats were still all over the floor of the shed, happily sniffing around.
“Putin, tell them it’s time for bed now,” said Adrian.
Putin made a chattering noise with his teeth.
Instead of going to bed, the rats on the floor launched themselves at Paul and Adrian like a multitude of Excocet missiles, fastening their limpet teeth on the two men. There were hundreds more of the giant rats, they’d been breeding at a faster rate than Adrian had realised, and most of them had been hiding in the hutches that he’d provided for them at the back of the pens. Now they all came streaming out in a grey-black tide, sweeping quickly across the floor, and enveloping both men.
As he collapsed under the ferocity of their attack, Adrian croaked:
“I told you they were capable of taking over the world. Now it’s only a matter of time. Aaargh!”
Paul’s answer was monosyllabic.
“Aaaargh!”
The rats feasted well that night. Soon all that was left of the two friends were a few tattered shreds of their clothing, and a polka-dot pattern of bloodstains on the floor of the shed.
Putin led his men back into the pen, and to the back of the one of the hutches, to a hole the rats had secretly gnawed in the wall.
The hole led out into the wide world beyond.
It was time to explore, and time to conquer.
Their time had come.
Putin and his army were intent on claiming their rightful place at the very top of the food-chain.
Humans would be relegated to the second division, if not the third.
Before Putin got to the hole, something appeared in it which filled it: a cat’s head.
But Putin was no ordinary rat, so he wasn’t going to be intimidated by a mere cat.
He was as big as a cat for a start, if not bigger. He was strong, and powerfully built, with a set of incisors so big that they were out of all proportion to his immense head. He leapt at the cat and fastened his teeth into its nose. He was sure that the cat would howl with pain, and instantly retreat. He had visions of pursuing it, killing it, and feasting on its blood.
But this cat didn’t appear to feel pain. Instead, it became angry. It opened its mouth and hissed. Then it pushed forward. It was too big to squeeze through the hole, but it kept pushing.
Putin held tight onto the cat’s nose. He was vaguely aware that something was happening to the wood panelling above the hole. Something seemed to be cutting through it. He couldn’t understand what was happening, but still he held on tight.
There was a rending of wood, and a shower of splinters, and something that looked like a very sharp ginger circular sawblade cut through the wooden wall of the shed.
It was then that Putin realised that while he was no ordinary rat, this was no ordinary cat.
With a dismissive swat of his paw, Henderson removed Putin from his snout and pinned him to the floor. Putin squealed and his army of rats rushed forward to defend him.
Henderson bit him in two.
As the rats covered Henderson, fastening their teeth into him, Stump, Oscar, Tiddles, Sally, Becky and Florence entered the shed. Even Goliath was somehow able to squeeze through, although it was a struggle for him to do so.
The zomcats were accompanied by others who’d joined their band: Bernard, Clarence, Fluffy, Puss-Puss, Felix, Tigger, Scoundrel, Macavity, Old Possum, Smokey, Choo-Choo, Olive and a great many more.
Within seconds, the shed was awash with rat-blood.
The global takeover planned by Putin and his band of hyper-intelligent rats had proved to be short-lived. As for the zomcats, they were still hungry after feasting on rat-meat. They went on the prowl around Birkby in search of further sustenance.

CHAPTER 23


Floyd Rampant made his way through the darkness, followed by Kat De Vine and Gary Fletcher.
Rampant was a celebrity chef who’d been raised from the dead by the same resurrection machine that had been used to raise Henderson the zomcat from the dead. It had turned him into the world’s first zombie. He’d created an undead army of celebrity chefs and tried to take over the U.K. He’d also created countless other chef zombies at Chef-Con, the international convention for celebrity chefs. They’d all returned home with plans to take over their own countries.
Rampant’s plans to conquer the U.K. had been derailed by the Prime Minister, who had ordered the R.A.F. to drop bombs on Huddersfield while Rampant and his army had been stationed there.
Rampant, De Vine and Fletcher were the only zombies in the U.K. to have survived the bombing.
They’d done so by escaping into the warren of subterranean tunnels that lay hidden beneath the town.
Fletcher caught a rat and gripped it in his hands. It wriggled and kicked, but it couldn’t escape. He brought it up to his mouth, bit off its head, and chewed it into a pulp.
“This is disgusting,” he said. “I’m fed up of eating rats. When are we going to get any real food?”
Bits of chewed rat head flew from his mouth as he spoke.
The tunnel he and his companions were in was part of a maze which seemed to go on forever, and they could find no way out of it. They’d been down there for months, and the batteries in their torch had long since run out of charge, obliging them to stumble along as best they could in pitch blackness. They’d all lost weight, and were all three of them ravenous even for zombies, who are almost always ravenous.
There was an ominous noise, like an animal in pain.
“What was that?” Kat asked in her husky voice.
“It was my stomach groaning,” Fletcher replied. “I can’t go on like this for much longer. I need food. I could just go for a bit of prime rump, how about you?”
“I’d love a bit of rump. I’d like it sliced about an inch thick and flash-fried in olive oil with onions and garlic. I’d want the blood to be runny. I hate it when it’s overdone. And I’d like it to be sliced from something young, so it’s nice and tender.”
“You mean like a juicy twenty-year-old student, or something like that?” Fletcher asked, licking his lips.
“Yes, something like that,” said Kat. “A student or an apprentice mechanic. I’m quite partial to mechanics.”
“I’ll tell you another thing,” said Fletcher. “I’m gagging for a shag.”
“Oh, so am I.”
Just then, Rampant stopped.
“Feel that?” He asked.
“What?” Fletcher and Kat asked together.
“That breeze, you silly things,” said Rampant in his deceptively effete voice. “We must be near an opening of some kind.”
“There’s only one opening I want to be near, right now,” Fletcher replied, and Kat giggled.
“This is no time for your coarse jokes, Gary,” said Rampant. “Now you two concentrate, and follow me.”
Rampant felt his way along the wall and turned a corner. The breeze got stronger. He followed the sensation of wind against his face and turned another corner. The ceiling dropped dramatically lower, but he could see light at last. He dropped on all fours and began to crawl. Seconds later, he emerged from under a rock, blinking into the daylight, closely followed by his companions.
They all looked around. They were on the side of a hill. Above them was Stonker Edge, one of the highest points in Huddersfield; and below them was the town itself, sprawled out across the valley, the heart of it a mass of rubble, with tiny people moving amongst the rubble like ants on an anthill.
“Good news,” said Rampant. “We’re back in Huddersfield, and the British army has gone home. Look, there’s a road down into town over there. We’ll get onto it and find a place to hide. Then we’ll get hold of some decent two-legged food and do some serious cooking.”



PART II: AMERICA





CHAPTER 1


President Doughnut was standing on an elevated wooden platform that was so huge it resembled the deck of a cruise liner. Along its length there was a bandstand, a stage, an al fresco restaurant, and a catering kitchen.
The platform had been erected exactly in the middle of a wall that was sixty-foot-high and nineteen hundred miles long. It was missing one concrete block. Two workers, both of them undocumented — the American term for what the British would call ‘illegal immigrants’ — held the missing block aloft and the President applied some mortar to the gap it was meant to occupy, and the illegal, sorry, undocumented workers carefully positioned it and tapped it into place.
Doughnut turned around. In the distance, he noticed a black car travelling rapidly along the desert road generating clouds of dust in its wake.
On the ground far below, there was a huge crowd of cheering admirers. He grinned at them. He was wearing a grey suit, white shirt, red tie, and his trademark red baseball cap with the words ‘The Doughnut’ written across the front. He removed his baseball cap and waved it in the air at the crowd. The crowd was so big that most of the people in it couldn’t see him, but they were able to watch him on the giant screens which were strategically positioned at either end of the wooden platform, and they applauded loudly.
Still grinning, Doughnut spoke to his aide from the corner of his mouth, a gentle Texan breeze disturbing the carefully glued-down strands of his comb-over.
“See that, Tyler?” He said, his words almost drowned out in the noise being generated by the wild applause, “I reckon that’s good enough to guarantee me a second term, maybe even a third.”
Tyler looked closely at the people below. Many of them were wearing military fatigues, some looked like survivalists, and a small number were dressed in white gowns and pointed hats which resembled the dunce’s hats that were, in less enlightened times, forced upon the heads of errant schoolchildren. Here and there, a fiery cross could be seen burning amongst the throng of Doughnut’s ecstatic admirers.
“I’m not so sure sir,” said the Aide. “I’m not convinced that this represents a true cross-section of the American voting demographic.”
“For God’s sakes Tyler, can’t you be happy for me just for once?” Doughnut demanded. “Look at them. Those people love me.”
A small group of black protesters appeared on the fringes of the crowd. Doughnut watched as they were hustled away by men in white robes, no-one knows where. He glanced at his watch. “They’ve been applauding me for one and a half minutes now, and they’re still going strong.”
After nearly an hour, the applause finally died down. This was the cue for the band that was on the platform with Doughnut to strike up the song “I wish I was in Dixie”, and for the famous singer Ratt Butler to sing it in his fine baritone voice.
As Butler sang the refrain “Look away, look away, look away, Dixieland”, Doughnut and his Aide walked along the platform to the dining area. Doughnut struggled to keep up with his Aide. He was the shortest, fattest president in American history. He was every bit as round as one of the billions of doughnuts sold in his fast food outlets every day, and he was doing his level best to make the entire American nation go the same way.
Their every move was being recorded by a major TV company known as DTV. It was broadcasting the event with a ten-minute time lapse to allow for editing, in case the President made a gaff. The other TV companies had been barred because they all had female reporters whom Doughnut had fallen out with at some time or other.
DTV had cameras set up along the platform with lighting and sound crews. The cameras swivelled to follow Doughnut’s progress. He and his Aide took their places at the seats that were reserved for them.
The tables were already occupied by dignitaries who included congressmen from the Republican Party and a large number of world leaders. The Queen of England had been invited, but had cried off, citing a prior engagement as the reason, and had sent an obscure relative in her place. At least he was wearing a crown. Doughnut had insisted that any royals who attended the event should wear their crowns, and in the case of the British royals, their ermine as well. Bertie Windsor, the queen’s tenth cousin twice removed, was sweating profusely beneath his ermine. At the president’s insistence, he was sitting at the top table with him. Everyone else at the table, other than for the British foreign minister and president’s Aide Tyler, was a C.I.A. security man. The security men were all wearing dark glasses, dark suits, and earpieces with a springy cables attached to them. Not one of them so much as cracked a smile.
The British Prime Minister Camemblert had been invited to the event but he’d pulled rank and sent his Foreign Minister instead, somewhat to the President’s chagrin.
Still, Doughnut told himself, at least I’ve got a Royal here. That’s going to be great for my image.
As soon as Doughnut and Tyler sat down, champagne corks were popped and fizz was handed out amongst the assembled dignitaries.
Bertie looked closely at Doughnut. There was something about Adolf Doughnut’s black cowlick of hair and toothbrush moustache that reminded Bertie of someone, but he couldn’t think who.
Doughnut took out his mobile phone and held it in front of him, and he reached with his free arm around Bertie’s royal shoulders.
“Smile, King Bertie,” he said. “You’re with the President of the United States of America, and we want the world to know how happy you are to be here.”
Bertie tightened his lips rather self-consciously into a ‘u’-shape, and Doughnut took a selfie of the two of them, and immediately posted it on his Twitter account. Somewhere in a remote White House office, an obscure lackey dreamed up a flattering caption and added it to the selfie.
That should be good for at least another couple of points on the ratings, Doughnut told himself.
The black car that Doughnut had spotted earlier made its way to the wooden platform and pulled up at the front of the crowd. It had the Seal of the President of the United States on the side of it and underneath that were the words ‘Presidential Messenger’. The driver climbed out of the car and made his way to the bottom of the steps that led from the ground up to the platform. He was wearing a grey suit and a pained expression. There was a security man at the bottom of the steps. The driver showed the security man an official pass and he was allowed to ascend the staircase. He walked rapidly to the President’s table, and leaned over Doughnut’s shoulder.
“Sir,” he said. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but I have something you should see. It’s an urgent message from the President of Mexico.”
The Mexican president was one of the few world leaders who wasn’t attending Doughnut’s topping-out ceremony. He hadn’t given any reason for his non-attendance; he hadn’t even replied to his invitation.
Doughnut nodded and the messenger handed him a brown envelope.
Doughnut opened the envelope and frowned. There was a bill in it. It was the bill for the 50 billion dollar cost of building the wall. Doughnut had sent the bill to the Mexican president. He wondered why it’d been sent back to him. Doughnut would have understood if the Mexican president had simply ignored the bill, but not this. It didn’t make sense. He turned the bill over. His frown deepened. There was writing on the reverse. The Mexican president had scrawled the words “Fuck you Gringo” on the back of the bill.
Bertie saw the bill in Doughnut’s hands and read the words at the same time as the President did.
“I didn’t know your name was Gringo,” he said.
The president quickly thrust the bill into the pocket of his suit trousers.
“That God-damned wetback bastard,” he muttered under his breath. Then he turned to Bertie.
“It’s not,” he said. “Gringo is the name of the pet cat we keep in the White House. Sometimes he receives hate mail from cat-haters. You know how some people are.”
“Cripes,” said Bertie. “Cat-haters, eh? You wouldn’t think that anyone could possibly hate cats. They’re so cute and fluffy.”
Just then one of the security men pressed his earpiece further into his ear. He was maintaining a grim facial expression, the way he’d been trained to do at the C.I.A. headquarters in Fairfax. He adjusted his facial expression from grim to seriously grim and stood up. He looked through his dark glasses at his colleagues and nodded at two of them, who also stood up. The three of them walked to the wall and looked over it onto the Mexican side. Two of them stayed by the wall; the third returned to the table. He bent over and whispered into Doughnut’s ear.
“Excuse me, Mr. President, there’s something you need to see,” he said.
“Can’t it wait?” Doughnut asked impatiently. “I’m talking to the Queen of England.”
“It’s a Code Red, Mr. President,” said the security man.
The president dabbed at his lips with a napkin to remove some drops of champagne from them, and then he pushed his chair back so as to be able to extricate his massive belly from under the table. He struggled to his feet.
“All right,” he said. “Whatever this is, it better be important.”
“It is. Follow me, sir,” said the security man. He led Doughnut to where he’d left his two C.I.A. colleagues, who were still looking over the wall.
“Take a look, sir.”
Doughnut had to stand on tiptoe to look, because he was rather short. He peered over the wall. On the other side he saw a mass of Mexicans milling about at the bottom of the wall. Some of those at the back were carrying ladders. There were more ladders amongst the mass of Mexicans that were being passed overhead from the rear of the crowd to the front. When the ladders reached the front of the crowd, those in the vanguard placed them against the wall. As Doughnut watched, a number of Mexicans began to climb up the ladders. There was something about them that was rather threatening.
The leading Mexican was just below the point where Doughnut was sticking his head over the wall. He looked ravenous, and his skin was yellow. He opened his mouth to reveal a set of sharp teeth and he reached up as if to grab Doughnut, but that wasn’t possible, as the top of his ladder stopped short a good distance below the top of the wall.
“Good job we built the wall so high, sir,” said the security man.
Doughnut, who was shaken by what he’d seen, stepped back.
“Yes,” he said. “Yes, it is. Those things are not just Mexicans. Who — who — or what, are they?”
“Zombies, sir. They’re zombies.”
“Zombies?” Doughnut asked in disbelief. “Zombies don’t exist. They can’t. They’re fictional creations you only get in books and films.”
“That’s what we thought, sir. But then we heard rumours through our intel gathering at Fairfax and we began to investigate. We sent you some reports about it. We warned you that the Mexicans might have a plague of zombies on their hands, but this is the first time we’ve had a confirmed sighting.”
“Zombies,” Doughnut said again, pulling himself together. “What do we pay you people for, over at the C.I.A.? This is the biggest pile of horse manure you’ve come up with since the Bay of Pigs fiasco.”
“Take another look, sir.”
The President leaned over the top of the wall again, and looked more closely at the slavering face below him.
“They’re zombies all right,” he said. “It’s a good job I had this wall built.”
“It’s only a matter of time before they get some longer ladders sir. Then they’ll be able to get over the top.”
Doughnut didn’t hear those words because his mind was racing. He was remembering something about zombies. What was it? Oh yes, it was a telephone call he’d received from some limey or other. How long ago had that been? He couldn’t remember. It could’ve been weeks or it could’ve been months. Anyway, this limey had claimed he was from the British Foreign and Commonwealth Department or something like that, and he’d said there was a worldwide epidemic of celebrity chef zombies and they all had to have their brains blown out.
Doughnut knew all about the weird limey sense of humour and he’d treated the whole thing as a joke. He’d assumed that a practical joker in England had rung him up and tried to get him to do something stupid to discredit himself. But now he was realised, the telephone call had been for real. He shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, remembering the intel reports from the C.I.A. that he’d never bothered to read, some of which had had the word ‘zombie’ on the front, which he’d taken at the time to be a code word for the ruined economy of a small country he’d invaded. Maybe I should’ve at least skimmed through those reports, he said to himself.
“Sir, Mr. President Sir! It’s only a matter of time before they get some longer ladders and then they’ll be able to get over the top.”
The President emerged from his reverie and this time he heard what the CIA man was telling him.
There’s still time to extricate myself from this disaster, he thought. I just have to finish the topping-out ceremony without any of it coming to light, and then I can get someone to clear up the mess when there’s no-one around to see what’s going on.
“How long have we got?” He asked.
“Two hours, maybe three. Longer if we get our marksmen to start picking them off”
“Hold your fire for now. We don’t want to worry our guests, and we don’t want anyone to know there might be a problem with the wall. Get the waiters to bring the mains out straight after the starters, and the puddings out straight after the mains. That way we’ll get through the meal quickly. As soon as people finish eating, get them packed off to their hotels in their official cars. Another thing. Get that band to play all their songs up-tempo, at least twice as quick as they should be played, and don’t let them stop the music until they’re told; and don’t start shooting until all the guests have left. Have you got all that?”
“Yes, sir.”
Doughnut went back to his seat and nonchalantly tucked into his starter as soon as it arrived.
“That was jolly good,” said Bertie when he’d cleared his plate. “I could do with a nice relaxing break now, for fifteen minutes or so, before the main course arrives.”
No sooner had the words left his mouth than the main course was placed in front of him.
“Cripes,” he said. “That was quick.” He turned to Doughnut. “But that’s you Americans all over, isn’t it? You like to have everything quick, don’t you?”
“Not everything” said Doughnut, thinking of the gorgeous pouting twenty-five year old Eastern European girlfriend he had waiting for him back in his hotel suite. They were going to get married soon, and when they did, she’d be coming with him to engagements like this one as his First Lady.
Bertie ate rapidly, the high-speed music somehow forcing him to swallow without chewing anything. A waiter who was hovering behind Bertie snatched his dinner plate away as soon as he’d polished off the last morsel of steak from it. A second waiter deposited a piping hot pudding in front of him before he’d had the chance to dab the gravy from his lips with his napkin. He looked around to make sure that the president was eating and when he saw that he was, Bertie followed suit.
In no time at all, the three course meal, which had been scheduled to last for over two and a half hours, ended to the “William Tell Overture”. At the same time, the limousines for the dignitaries began to form a line at the bottom of the wooden platform.
Doughnut got to his feet to tell everyone to proceed to their cars in an orderly fashion. Just as he opened his mouth to speak, the first wave of zombies made it over the wall, having got hold of longer ladders quicker than anyone would have thought possible. The TV crews had their backs to the wall, as they were intent on recording every second of the topping-out ceremony. Consequently they were unaware of the danger coming at them from the other side. Within seconds they were overwhelmed, without having had the chance to film a single second of zombie action to broadcast to the nation. The zombies pulled the plug on the power to their equipment, to prevent news of their onslaught getting out.
The wave of undead Mexicans moved swiftly forwards.

CHAPTER 2


The C.I.A. men immediately interposed themselves between the president and the zombies and began shooting. A hail of lead whined through the air and tore into the dead flesh of the zombies without stopping them.
When they heard and saw gunfire and zombies, many of the women began screaming their heads off. So did some of the younger men, who, unlike older generations, hadn’t been brought up to behave like real men.
International politicians, businessmen, and heads of state panicked when they heard the screaming and got up and rushed in all directions, colliding with one another and turning over tables and chairs in their haste. The orchestra, having been told it was their duty to perform until ordered to stop by the C.I.A., continued to play. They struck up “I’m going Home to Dixie” as chaos spread like a forest fire across the deck of the wooden platform. All-in-all, it was a scene that resembled the deck of the Titanic just before it sank.
The first wave of zombies rapidly overwhelmed the C.I.A. men and got in and amongst the melee of panic-stricken dignitaries and overturned dining furniture.
Tyler grabbed Doughnut’s arm and propelled him from the platform towards his car.
Doughnut heard a posh British voice.
“Cripes, you look a bit off-colour. Aaaaargh!”
He glanced back just in time to see a set of zombie teeth sinking into Bertie’s pale throat. As Bertie lacked any sort of a chin, it was relatively easy for the zombie to target his huge Adam’s apple and rip it out. Blue blood fountained from Bertie’s mortal wound into the air and joined the common blood of the many other guests caught up in the general melee.
“This way, sir,” said Tyler, propelling Doughnut to the safety of his official limousine and quickly following behind him.
When they were both in the back seat of the car, Tyler slammed the door shut.
“Albuquerque!” He shouted to the driver. “And step on it!”
The driver put his foot on the gas and sped off into the desert of New Mexico with his passengers.
Doughnut looked out of the rear windscreen and watched as a band of survivalists and Klan members charged up the staircase to the platform to teach the zombies a lesson for disrupting their hero’s party. They soon found their way into cooking pots in the vast catering kitchen that the platform had been equipped with, which the zombies had requisitioned within minutes of eliminating the presidential bodyguards.
When the carnage of the topping-off ceremony was far behind him, Doughnut switched on the presidential television in his limo and began searching for news of the disaster that had overwhelmed his topping-out ceremony. There was none. All he could find were advertisements promoting himself, Adolf ‘The Doughnut’ Doughnut and his achievements as President, or his one achievement, which was building a bloody big wall.
“Why can’t I find any news, God-dammit?” he growled as he flipped channels in quick succession and saw only more and more images of himself wearing his bright-red baseball cap.
“It’s because you bought up all the air time sir, remember?” Said Tyler.
Then Doughnut did remember. The main reason he’d won the election was because he was the richest man on the planet. So rich, in fact, that he’d been able to purchase all the available air time on all the T.V. channels in America and strangle the life out of the campaigns of all of his rivals.
After he’d been elected, he’d bought another big tranche of air time just to make sure he remained in the public eye and his ratings didn’t slip. So much air time was now devoted to promoting the president that very little was left over for legitimate programming, even the news.
“Now I do remember,” Doughnut replied. “Maybe it’s just as well I did that. It means we can release information about what went on back there in our own time, the way we want to release it. Get that organised for me, Tyler.”
“Yes, sir, Mr. President.”
“And make sure no-one gets to know that a bunch of zombies was able to climb over that wall we just spent fifty billion bucks of taxpayer dollars on. If that news were to get out I’d be finished.”
“Yes, sir, Mr. President.”
“And tell the Pentagon to deal with those Mexican chef zombies or whatever the hell they are. Tell them to make sure that no more of them get over that wall. And another thing, and this is probably the most important thing you have to do today Tyler. I need you to come up with a plan to cover this mess up for me. Cover it up and completely bury it so that no-one ever gets to hear about it.”
“Will that be all Mr. President?”
“That’ll be all for now, Tyler.”
As the car sped through the desert, Tyler got on the phone and made numerous calls. He then logged onto the presidential internet connection and sent a tranche of emails to see that the president’s instructions were carried out.
Doughnut, meanwhile, wondered how he’d put a positive spin on things if word got out that his wall had proved ineffective against wetback zombies using nothing more sophisticated than ladders to climb over it.
The thought made him tense. How can I relax? He asked himself. Then he thought of his young girlfriend in his Albuquerque hotel suite.
When they got to the hotel, Doughnut’s girlfriend met him in the lobby and he took her arm.
“We need some private time together, babe,” he said, propelling her towards the lift.
She assumed the smile she’d become expert at, the one that hid what she was thinking, and feeling, and allowed herself to be led by Doughnut into the lift, out of it, and into their suite.
“What’s the matter with you, honey? Are you tense again? Because if you are, don’t worry, I know how to relax you.”
She began to peel off her clothes and so did Doughnut.
A short while later he was lying on the hotel bed next to her, flushed and satisfied.
“That was great babe. You’ve gotta excuse me. We can have dinner together later.”
“That’s all right. Don’t rush back on my account.”
He dressed quickly as his girlfriend got into the shower. He called his Aide.
“Tyler, get up here. I need you to brief me on what’s going on about that mess back there with the wall.”
Tyler made his way to the President’s luxurious hotel suite.
“All right,” said Doughnut, as soon as Tyler walked through the door. “Give me the low-down on what you’ve done. I want to know everything.”
The two men stood together in the middle of the room and Tyler began.
“I’ve organised a complete news blackout on the Topping-out ceremony, sir,” he said.  “I justified it as being in the interests of national security. But that won’t bury the story. We need to be able to explain why all those camera crews and the rest of them never made it home. So I’ve been in touch with the C.I.A. about it. They’ve organised an air crash on the wall. That will simultaneously wipe out the zombies and provide us with an explanation for why those people disappeared. As far as the networks are concerned, the DTV news broadcast went off air because of the plane crash. Maybe it won’t completely stack up, but we’ll probably be able to sell it anyway. We just have to hope to God that no-one had the chance to catch any of it on a mobile phone and get it on the internet.”
“Good work, Tyler.”
“I think we should involve the Pentagon as well as the C.I.A. We may need to send in the marines, in case there are some zombie air-crash survivors who need to be suppressed.”
“Don’t tell me about it Tyler, just do it. I need deniability, so you shouldn’t be telling me these things. I don’t want to hear anything that might incriminate me, if there’s an inquiry later. You should know that by now.”
Tyler nodded.
“Consider it done, sir.”
“Another thing, get onto the C.I.A. again, and find out if those Mexican zombies aren’t the only ones we’ve got to deal with. Tell them to find out if we’ve got a zombie problem here in the U.S. of A. I want them to concentrate on chefs. Celebrity chefs. Get the low-down on ’em. I’ve been hearing rumours.”
“What kind of rumours, Mr. President?”
“The rumour kind of rumour, God-dammit! I don’t have to explain myself to you, Tyler; you’re my Aide, not some snotty female limey interviewer from the BBC.”
“Very good, Mr. President. Er, did you say celebrity chefs?”
“That’s exactly what I said, Tyler. Now get onto it right away.”
Forty-eight hours later, Tyler hurried along the White House the corridor leading to the Oval office.
“I have a report for you, Mr. President,” he said when he got there. “It’s from the C.I.A. I think you ought to look at it right away.”
Doughnut, who was standing next to his desk practising his golf swing, lowered his club and glared at his Aide.
“God-dammit Tyler,” he said. “What’s the matter with you? Can’t you see I’m busy? Put it on my desk. I’ll look at it later.”
The President raised his golf club again and wiggled his backside.
Tyler stepped forward and put the report on Doughnut’s desk.
“Now you’ve made my desk untidy. Can’t you find somewhere else to put it?”
Tyler waved the report around uncertainly as he tried to decide where it should go. Eventually he said:
“You really should read it right away, sir, it’s important.”
Doughnut lowered his golf club again.
“Just tell me what it says. I’ve got to practise my swing. I’ve arranged a round of golf with the Veep this afternoon, and I don’t want that sonofabitch to give me another licking.”
“It says those rumours you heard were correct sir. We do have a plague of celebrity chef zombies on our hands, here in the United States.”
Doughnut dropped his golf club to the floor.
This was news he’d been dreading.

CHAPTER 3


“We have to do something about these Zombie sonofabitches before the problem gets out of hand, but what?”
“The C.I.A. recommends that we get the military onto it.”
“That’s out of the question. We need to keep a lid on this thing. If we send troops into our cities, everyone will know about it.  We’ve got to keep our operation low profile.”
“I think we should follow the C.I.A.’s advice, sir.”
“The C.I.A. is as good as advising me to throw away the next election. I’m not going to do that. Let me think. I’ve got it. Find me someone who can get rid of the zombies on the quiet. Someone so good he can take care of this problem on his own. What I want is a one-man army. Go and find me a one-man army.”
“Yes sir, Mr. President.”
That afternoon, when Doughnut got back from his round of golf with the Vice-President, Tyler was waiting for him at the magnificent front door of the White House.
Doughnut climbed from his chauffeur-driven limo with a golf club in his hand.
“Get my golf bag from the back of the car, Tyler,” he said.
Tyler reached into the back of the limo and got the bag, slung it over his shoulder, and walked by Doughnut’s side into the White House, and down its long central corridor.
Doughnut was wearing a green visor, a green short-sleeve shirt, and pants with a loud checked pattern on them. He was carrying one of his golf clubs, swinging it as he walked.
“That ass-hole of a Vice-President of mine almost cheated me out of a win,” he said.
“Sir, I’ve found someone to take care of the zom—”
“Are you listening to me, Tyler? I said that sonofabitch the Vice-President almost cheated me out of a win. He lost his ball in the rough twice, and both times he said he’d found it. But it couldn’t have been where he said it was. He moved the God-damned thing both times. I’ve got a good mind to sack him and get someone else to do his job. Better still, I’ll do it myself. I might as well. He’s no damned good at it anyway.”
“That’s a great idea Mr President. By the way, you might like to know that I’ve found someone to take care of the zombies. He’s called Macho Havoc.”
“What’s that? What are you babbling on about, Tyler? Macho what?”
“Macho Havoc, sir.”
“What in God’s name is that?”
“It’s not what, it’s who, sir. Macho Havoc is the man you asked for. He’s the best there is. He’s a regular one-man army.”
As they proceeded further along the corridor they came to a door on the right that had a sign on it: ‘Male Toilets’.
“Follow me, Tyler.”
Doughnut opened the door to the male toilets and they both went in.
Oh please, thought Tyler. Not this, not again. Anything but this, please God.
It was one of the smaller sets of toilets in the White House; it only had ten cubicles in it. Doughnut selected the cubicle that had the word ‘President’ on the door and pushed it open.
“Hold this for me,” Doughnut said, handing his golf-club to Tyler.
He left the door wide open and entered the cubicle and dropped his pants. Tyler moved to one side so that he couldn’t see into it.
“Tyler, where the hell are you?” Doughnut demanded. “I can’t see you.”
Tyler moved so that he was in full view of Doughnut again. He tried not to look as uncomfortable as he felt, while the president lowered himself onto the toilet seat.
“What do we know about this Havoc character?” Doughnut asked.
Tyler hoped he’d be able to leave soon. He spoke faster than usual.
“He’s Ex-Special Forces, ex-Navy Seal, and ex-C.I.A. There’s not a trouble spot in the world he hasn’t been to, at some time or other.”
“Slow down, will you? I can hardly tell what you’re saying.”
“He’s a fine man, Mr. President. If anyone can do this on his own, Havoc can.”
Doughnut’s face reddened. Tyler felt himself shudder. He held his breath.
“What are you waiting for? NNNggggg. Get him hired. Nnnng.”
“YessirMrPresident.”
Tyler left the toilets as quickly as he could.
When he was outside in the corridor, and he could breathe properly again, he took out his mobile phone and punched in a number.
“Is that Mr. Havoc? It is? Good. No, you don’t know me. We haven’t spoken before. I’m Brett Tyler, the President’s Aide. That’s right, the President of the United States of America. No, it’s no joke. You can check up on me if you like. The president has an important job for you. A wet job. Several wet jobs, in fact. No, I can’t provide photographs, but they won’t be necessary. I’ll be able to give you enough information without the need for photographs. Your instructions are to be given by verbal briefing only, nothing in writing. It might be best if we were to meet up. How quickly can you get up to Washington? Okay, good, we’ll meet in a bar I know. The Smith Commons on H Street. I’ll be on the second floor, and I’ll be carrying a copy of the Washington Post. I’ll be wearing a blue tie and drinking a cocktail. What’s that you say? Don’t bother? You’ll just look me up on the presidential website. Oh, I see what you mean. Of course you will. All right, I’ll see you tomorrow at 2.30 p.m.”
The next day, Tyler went to the second floor of the Smith Commons in a state of some trepidation. He had no idea what to expect of the man he was due to meet. Havoc was known only by reputation; there were no pictures of him anywhere, and as far as Tyler could tell, no-one he knew had met him. But military men he respected told tales of Havoc’s exploits, which sounded superhuman. So he had no doubt that Havoc was his man.
The second floor of the Smith Commons was like the lounge of a private house, only far bigger. Tyler bought a bottle of Bud and found a nice spot where he could be on his own, propping up the bar. He stood with his back to it and positioned himself so that he could see the door and keep tabs on everyone who entered. There was no-one within ten yards of him. No one in front of him; no-one to either side of him; and to his rear was the solid edge of the bar, which he could feel against his back.
He took a sip of his Bud then lowered his glass.
That was when the impossible happened.



CHAPTER 4


A deep, menacing voice whispered in his ear:
“You’re the fella who called me about a job, ain’t ya?”
Tyler started.
He could have sworn there was no-one nearby. He turned to look at his interlocutor, and what he saw amazed him. There, right next to him, was a man so big that Tyler couldn’t possibly have missed him; but missed him he had.
The man was African-American, shaven-headed, six feet four inches tall, and, even though he was wearing a jacket, obviously well-muscled, but not like a bodybuilder. These were the muscles of a fighter, no, a finely-tuned killing machine. Tyler shuddered. He got the impression that his new acquaintance would kill anyone in an instant if he took against them.
“What’s the matter, son?” The man asked, in a slow drawl that sounded as if it had been forged in the voodoo region of the Mississippi Delta. “Cat got yo’ tongue?”
“No,” said Tyler, “No, sorry. I was taken aback, that’s all. I didn’t see you coming.”
“Nobody ever does, son.”
“I suppose I ought to be pleased to hear that. What would you like to drink?”
The man raised his right hand. There was a glass tumbler in it containing two fingers of whiskey.
“I’m partial to a fine bourbon, but I’ve already gotten one, thank you kindly. Now how’s about we find somewhere nice and quiet, and you tell me what this business with the president is all about.”
Havoc motioned with his head and set off walking. Tyler followed him to a dark corner where Havoc put his drink down on a table.
“You put yo’ drink next to mine, Mr. Tyler,” he said.
Tyler did as he was told.
Without asking for permission, Havoc began to pat him down.
“Just a routine precaution, Mistah Tyler,” Havoc said as he did it. “I wouldn’t want to be having a private discussion here with you, without checking first that you aren’t all wired up and sharing our discussion with yo’ friends back in the White House, or over in Fairfax. Much as I admire those good ol’ boys, I wouldn’t trust a single one of ’em as far as I could throw a fresh turd into a high wind.”
Havoc’s unusually large hands made short work of the pat-down.
“Looks like yo’ all clear, Mistah Tyler,” he said. “Now you tell me some more ’bout this business you want to transact.”
Tyler glanced around the interior of the bar. There was no-one within earshot, and the background music and murmur of conversation could be relied upon to drown out anything that he and Havoc discussed. This was one of the reasons he’d chosen the place, but by no means the only reason. Nevertheless, Tyler lowered his voice as he spoke.
“The business concerns chefs,” he said. “We want you to dispose all of the high-profile chefs in the country. The ones you might call ‘celebrity chefs’.”
“Is that some kind of a code you talkin’ boy? When you is sayin’ ‘celebrity chefs’ to me, do you really mean somethin’ else? ’Cause if you do, there ain’t nobody told me the code just yet.”
“It isn’t code, Mr. Havoc. We really do want you to… er… remove our celebrity chef problem.”
“What problem you talking ’bout Mr. Tyler? Because from where I’m standing, I don’t see no problem with chefs whether they’re celebrities or just the regular kind of chefs. So why fo’ you askin’ me to get rid of yo’ chef problem? It don’t make any sense to me.”
“Can’t you just do the job, Mr. Havoc?”
“If it was a normal job, then I’d do it Mistah Tyler, and I wouldn’t ask any questions. Let’s say fo’ instance, if you asked me to kill a terrorist, I’d do it. Iffen you asked me to rescue one of our boys when he was in trouble, I’d do it. If you told me to shove a fresh turd down the throat of someone you heard bad mouthin’ the American flag, I’d do it. But I’m not killin’ any chefs fo’ you, unless you tell me why for you wantin’ those chefs dead.”
Tyler cleared his throat. He glanced around the bar again.
“It’s because they aren’t ordinary chefs anymore, Mr. Havoc,” he said. “Something’s happened to them.”
“What’s happened boy? Get to the point. I’m getting mighty sick of standing here listenin’ to yo’ mouth flapping and not tellin’ me anything.”
Tyler moved closer to Havoc; so close that they were almost touching.
“They’ve all turned into zombies,” he whispered.
“You better speak up mistah Tyler, because I’m not hearing you right. For a moment there, I thought you said zombies.”
“I did. That’s exactly what I said. Zombies.”
Havoc turned away.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m leaving Mistah Tyler. I’m not wasting any mo’ of my time.”
Tyler grabbed Havoc’s muscular upper arm. Havoc looked at him and Tyler felt as if fingers of ice were gripping his heart. He let go.
“Wait, please. Just give me two minutes to explain.”
“Two minutes is all you got then I’m out of here.”
“All right. It’s crazy, but it’s true. You know that plane crash that wrecked the president’s wall and killed all those dignitaries at the topping-out ceremony? It was staged. The plane was deliberately crashed there, after everyone had been killed, to cover up the evidence of what had really gone on.”
“And what did go on, Mr. Tyler?”
“There was an attack by zombies from the other side of the border. They were mainly Mexican celebrity chef zombies. Don’t believe me? Here’s some film taken from a drone we sent overhead to record what was happening just before we crashed the plane.”
He held up his cell phone. Havoc narrowed his eyes into slits and looked at the screen.
“That don’t prove nutin’. You could fake that even easier than you could fake a plane crash.”
“What if I could prove it?”
“Just how you gonna prove a thing like that?”
“I could take you to meet one of those things, a zombie chef, if you’ll let me.”
Tyler swallowed hard. He’d hoped he wouldn’t have to go to such lengths to get Havoc onside. And beyond showing Havoc what a zombie chef looked like, he didn’t have any sort of a plan. He could only hope that it panned out all right for them both.
“Well now, you’ve got me right intrigued Mistah Tyler. Here was I, thinkin’ you was joshin’ me around in some way, and now you’re saying you can show me a real live — excuse me, — dead, zombie. This I gotta see. I’m gonna put my plans to leave on hold, till you’ve shown me this zombie of yours. Where you gonna take me?”
“Nowhere. We don’t have to go anywhere. There’s one working in the kitchen here, right now. He’s a guest chef. They’ve brought him in from Baltimore. He’s got his own radio show. I’ve got it on good authority from the C.I.A. that he’s part of the zombie plot.”
“You never mentioned no plot to me, befo’.”
“Well, there is a plot. They’re planning to take over. Not just the restaurants, either. They want control of everything, including you and me. Anyway, one of them is busy cooking the food today. He’s a celebrity chef called Skipper Lee. Are you armed?”
“Why fo’ would I need to be armed mistah Tyler?”
“You don’t know what these things are like. I’ve seen them in action.”
“Well, I ain’t brought no big gun with me, if that’s what you mean. I’ve just got a little itty-bitty sidearm under my jacket. It’s hardly what I’d call being armed, but it’ll have to do.”
Tyler wasn’t sure he felt reassured by that. He’d seen what zombies were capable of. He’d seen them walk through gunfire without flinching.
“That gun of yours might buy us time. That’s all it’ll do. I want you to know that, before we meet him. Now we have to find an excuse to go into the kitchen.”
“We don’t need no excuse. We can just walk right in there.”
Tyler remembered the scenes of horror at the topping out ceremony. An unwelcome image came to his mind, of vicious yellowing teeth sinking into the pale neck of Bertie Windsor, the 43rd person in line to the British throne. He shuddered at the recollection, and realised that he wasn’t prepared to confront Skipper Lee. When he’d dreamed up the idea, he hadn’t given sufficient thought to the dangers. Now that the idea was close to becoming a reality, he was all too aware of the risk he’d be taking, and he didn’t want to take it. He wanted to go home.
“Won’t that look a bit odd?” He asked, playing for time.
“Every damn thing that’s happened since I walked in here has been odd. One more odd thing ain’t gonna make a blind bit of difference. We’re just gonna go on a walk right into that kitchen. Then you’re gonna confront that chef fellow, Skipper Lee, and tell him what y’all think of him, and we’ll see how he likes them apples.”
“I don’t think I can do that.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t think he’ll like them apples one bit, and I’m scared. I’m too scared to go in there and confront a zombie. I’ve seen them in action.”
Havoc smiled.
“Don’t you worry mistah Tyler, I got the cure for that.”
“Cure?”
“That’s right, I said cure. I can make it so you don’t worry about that zombie feller one little bit, no, sir. I can make it so that you’ll just go walking right into that there kitchen and you won’t give so much as a flying turd about that Skippoh Lee feller you is gettin’ yourself all worked up about.”
“How will you do that?”
“I’m just going to give you a sense of what yo’ priorities are, Mr. Tyler.”
“What do you mean?”
“Here, let me show you.”
Havoc, gripped Tyler by the throat. His hand was so big that Tyler imagined Havoc’s finger and thumb meeting each other around the back of his neck. He tried to yell to attract the attention of the other customers in the bar, but the pressure of on his throat made any form of speech, or even sound, impossible.
A man who was standing nearby saw what was happening. Havoc gave him a threatening glance — one glance was all it took — and the man quickly looked away. A couple of the other customers made the mistake of looking their way and wished they hadn’t done, when Havoc gave them his gamma-ray glare.
“Now in case you still don’t know what yo’ priorities are, Mr. Tyler, I’m going to spell them out fo’ you, nice and simple, to make sure you understand ’em. Your main priority is to be scared of me. So scared of me, in fact, that you ain’t gonna have room in yo’ fear box to be scared of anythin’ else. That’s also yo’ last priority and ever-thing in between. You got that, mistah Tyler?”
Tyler thought he was going to die, here, in a crowded bar, in front of a crowd of people, none of whom seemed minded to help.
He tried to say ‘Yes, I’ve got it,’ but all he could do was gasp like a landed fish.
Havoc smiled again.
“You know something? I think we’re beginning to understand each other. It’s a mighty fine thing, when a man can say he understands his fellow man. That’s why I’m feeling so danged happy all of a sudden.”
He drew Tyler closer and raised him up until their noses were almost touching.
“We do understand each other, now, don’t we?” He asked, relaxing his grip slightly so that Tyler was just about able to answer.
“Yes. Oh yes, we do. We do understand each other. I understand you as well as any one man could possibly understand another man. My understanding of you is complete. It lacks nothing.”
Havoc let Tyler go, and Tyler landed with a bump on the floor.
“I’m mighty pleased to hear that. If there’s one thing that riles me, it’s being misunderstood. Now you just walk over to that kitchen door, and open it, and walk right in, and I’ll be right behind you.”
“What then?”
Havoc gripped him by the throat again.
“I’m disappointed in you, mistah Tyler. You said you understood me. I’m gonna let go of yo’ throat, and you ain’t gonna ask any mo’ damn fool questions. Is that clear?”
Tyler was just about able to nod.
“Right then, we’ll start again from where we were.”
Havoc set him back on the floor.
“Get yo’ ass into that kitchen.”
Tyler walked like a condemned man. In spite of what Havoc had said and done, he was still scared of the zombie. But there was something about Havoc, he had to admit to himself, that made him even scarier than a zombie, if that was possible. But in any event, it was academic. Tyler was certain that if he didn’t do what he’d been told to do, Havoc would kill him; if not now, then later. The man was a killing machine. There was no other way to describe him.
Tyler walked towards the door at the end of the bar, the one that kept opening and shutting as waiters went in and out of the kitchen that lay behind it. The meals that they were carrying looked more than appetising — they looked delicious. It seemed that Skipper Lee could still cook, even if he was a zombie.
They were no more than a yard from the door when it opened, a cloud of steam wafted from the kitchen, and a waiter emerged from the cloud. Tyler paused to let the waiter go past. Just as the door was about to close, Havoc stepped forward and held it open. He didn’t have to say anything. Tyler went through the doorway with the look of a man walking to the gallows.
Everything behind that door was hectic. There were a dozen sous chefs at work, filling the air with the clattering of crockery and steel, the bubbling of pans, and the chopping of cleavers.
In the background, a chef with a bigger chef’s hat than the rest of them were wearing, directed operations.
Tyler turned to Havoc.
“That’s him.”
“Keep right on walking. Ain’t no point in stopping now.”
They pushed their way past the sous chefs and headed through the vast kitchen towards Skipper lee. Lee saw them and frowned. He was a big man, paunchy but well-muscled, like a heavyweight powerlifter. Tyler stopped in front of Lee, a good arm’s length away, and then some. Havoc stood beside him.
“What are you doing in my kitchen?” Lee asked.
“Don’t you have something to say to mistah Lee, Tyler?”
“Say? Me? I’m not sure what you mean.”
“It seems like yo’ getting plumb forgetful. You better get yo’ memory back right quick, or I’ll be obliged to give you some assistance in the memory department that you won’t much care to receive. Am I making myself clear?”
“Yes, very clear.”
Lee folded his arms, cocked his head to one side, and glared at Tyler.
The sous chefs took no notice. Visitors were their boss’s concern, not theirs; and besides, they were too busy to be bothered about anything other than cooking.
“The thing is, Mr. Lee,” Tyler said, “that, well, how could I put this, I have reason to believe, good reason, based on more than mere spec—”
“Spit it out, God-damn you, Tyler, before I treat you to a freshly-made knuckle sandwich.”
Tyler composed himself.
“We know you’re a zombie, Mr. Lee.”
Lee tilted his head back and raised his eyebrows.
“You know I’m a what?” He asked.
“A zombie.”
“Ha ha ha ha ha. Whatever next. Ha ha ha ha ha. Who told you tha-ha ha ha.”
He wiped tears from the corners of his eyes.
“You sayin’ you ain’t no zombie, mistah Lee?”
Lee unfolded his arms and spread them wide.
“I’m saying I’ve never heard anything so preposterous in my entire life,” he said. “Zombie. As if. Your friend has been reading too many comic books. Isn’t it past his bedtime?”
Havoc took a step closer to lee.
“Well now, if you ain’t no zombie, you won’t mind me doing a test to make sure, will you? ’Cause you ain’t got nuthin’ to lose if I do.”
He grabbed the chef’s wrist with his left hand. It felt slippery, as if it had a coating on it of some kind. He pulled it. Lee attempted to jerk his hand free of Havoc’s grip. Not successfully. As if from nowhere, a knife appeared in Havoc’s right hand.
“Why fo’ you struggling, mistah Lee? I ain’t gonna hurt you. This here knife is so sharp, I’ll be able to cut yo’ hand, and you won’t even feel it. And when I see if red blood comes outa that cut, that’s when I’ll know which one o’ you fellas is telling the truth.”
Lee jerked his arm, much harder this time, and freed it from Havoc’s grip.
Havoc glanced at his own hand. His black skin had a coating of white makeup on it; the skin on Lee’s wrist, which had been concealed by the makeup, was exposed to view. It was yellow.
“Now what you done that fo’, mistah Lee?”
“I’m not letting you cut me. What do you take me for? I’ve answered your damn fool questions. Now get out of here, before I call security and have you thrown out.”
A smile played on Havoc’s lips.
When Tyler had told him that Skipper Lee was a zombie, he’d been incredulous. He’d insisted on a showdown with Lee, to punish Tyler for his lies. When he’d met Lee, Havoc had instinctively felt that there was something odd about him. And now that he’d seen the deathly yellow skin that lay beneath Lee’s makeup, Havoc had almost become a believer in zombies himself.
He raised his arms slightly, as if in supplication. He still had the knife in his right hand.
“Now let’s not be hasty, ” he said. “There ain’t no need for any unpleasantness with any security men. We were just goin’, weren’t we, Tyler?”
“We were? Oh yes, of course we were.”
Just as the words were leaving Tyler’s mouth, Havoc moved forward with a speed that took both Tyler and Lee by surprise. He made a short slicing movement with the knife, carving an incision down the back of Lee’s left hand. Lee didn’t flinch. He looked at the incision then held the back of his hand up before his eyes and scowled at it. He turned it so that the palm was facing his face.
Havoc and Tyler could both now see the back of Lee’s hand clearly. The incision was a deep one, and the skin was parted at either side of it, so that it looked like a small ravine. A puss-like liquid welled up from the wound.
“Look what you’ve done,” Lee said. “You’ve cut me.”
“I’ve cut you, but there ain’t no blood comin’ out of the cut I made. Now how do you explain that?”
Havoc was now convinced that Lee was either a zombie, or something very much like one. He didn’t wait for Lee’s explanation. Before the chef could answer, he lunged forward with the knife and plunged it into his heart and pulled it out again. Lee just stood where he was, impassive. Havoc glanced at his knife. There was no blood on the blade. Just something that resembled puss. It was bubbling and hissing.
“What the-?” Havoc said.
He left his question unfinished, because Lee bitch-slapped him on the side of the face. The slap was so hard that it catapulted Havoc sideways onto a catering table, and the knife went flying from his hand. His feet were on the floor but his body was sprawled out over the top of the table, face down.
This was something that had never happened to him before. First, he’d never been caught by surprise like that; and secondly, a slap had never — could never — have knocked him off his feet like that. His head was spinning.
Havoc was vaguely aware of Tyler flying through the air. He shook his head to clear it. He’d been a fool, he told himself. He’d been so surprised by the sight of Lee treating a knife through the heart as if it was a flea bite, that he’d lost his concentration, and now he was paying the price.
There was a clattering of pots and pans as Tyler landed in, or on, something catering-related.
Havoc knew that meant that at any second he could expect Lee to hit him again. Or worse. Just in front of him, on top of the table, there was a cast-iron pan. He reached out and grabbed the handle. His head was clearing a little. He pushed the table top with his hands and stood up quickly, spinning around at the same time, whirling the pan in a vicious arc.
If Lee is behind me, he thought, he’s going to get this ol’ pan plumb in the chops.
Lee was indeed behind him, his mouth wide open to reveal a set of yellowing and surprisingly sharp-looking teeth. There were strands of gleaming spittle stretching from the top set to the bottom set, and his plan was obviously to take a bite out of Havoc’s neck.
The pan put paid to the plan.
It caught Lee exactly where Havoc had intended to catch him, and spun his head round removing a number of teeth into the bargain. Just as lee’s head righted itself, Havoc gave him a backhander with the pan that was almost as forceful as the forehand had been. Lee’s head spun to the other side, but he didn’t fall over, and he didn’t look hurt. He looked mad. He reached out and grabbed Havoc’s shoulders, his mouth open wide to deliver a fatal bite.
Havoc raised the pan high and rotated his wrists so that the pan was upside down. He rammed it onto the top of Lee’s head, so that the crazed chef was wearing it like some sort of a bizarre hat. The pan was so deep that that it completely covered Lee’s face; and its handle stuck out in front of him, making him look like a child’s attempt to portray a Dalek. To add to the effect, the handle moved left and right, as lee shook his head, making it seem as if he was using it as an eye to seek out his enemy.
He tried to remove the pan with both his hands, but the diameter was such that it was stuck fast. Try as he might, he couldn’t get it off.
Havoc picked up an American Lodge seasoned cast-iron skillet. It had been made in the legendary ‘Steel City’ of Pittsburgh, and had been forged by proud American craftsmen who cared about their products. It was the heaviest pan in the kitchen.  He tested the balance of it. It felt good.
Havoc held the handle of the skillet in both hands and brought it back, as might a tennis-player who intended to play an unconventional shot: a double-handed forehand, the heaviest shot in the history of tennis. He swung it round in a vicious arc, striking the pan covering Skipper Lee’s head with all the force of the clanger striking the bell in the famous Big Ben clock which keeps watch over England’s historic Parliament buildings on the banks of the river Thames.
BONG!
For all of his fearsome zombie strength, even Skipper Lee struggled to keep his feet. He staggered sideways under the impact.
Havoc smiled. It was an evil little smile, a trademark of his.
The kitchen fell silent as all the staff broke off from their work to look at the source of the noise.
BO-O-O-NG!
This time it was a double-handed backhand, as heavy a shot as any tennis professional has played whilst at the very peak of his career. It was little wonder that under the force of it the chef’s knees buckled.
BO-O-O-O-O-NG!!
With this third blow, another forehand, Lee was sent crashing to the floor, where he lay prone and barely moving.
But Havoc was not finished with him yet; indeed, he had barely begun. He struck the stunned chef on the head another ten times, making a most unlucky total of thirteen, by which point Lee was so dazed and confused that Havoc was able to tie his arms behind his back and truss his legs together with the butcher’s string they kept in the kitchen for use when cooking joints of meat.
As Havoc went about his work, he became aware that the sous chefs, dishwashers and other kitchen staff were all staring at him. He raised his head.
“This man is a criminal,” he said. “He attacked an officah of the law. Now I’m taking him in.”
For a moment he stared back at them. A moment was all it took. They quietly filed away and went back to doing their jobs, as best they could without their boss telling them what to do.
Before long, Havoc had Lee trussed up like a Christmas turkey with the butcher’s twine. When he was sure that Skipper Lee wouldn’t be going anywhere, Havoc went over to the corner of the kitchen where Tyler had landed. He was groaning gently.
“I didn’t know you were a police officer,” he said.
“I’m not, son,” Havoc replied. “But don’t say that too loudly. Now follow me. You and me, we got us some work to do.”
With Havoc’s help, Tyler got to his feet.
“What happened?” He asked. “The last thing I remember was seeing you lying on a table as I flew through the air.”
“What happened,” said Havoc, “is that the zombie feller over there made a big mistake and regretted it. The same mistake a lot of other dead people have made before now.”
“What mistake was that?”
“He underestimated Macho Havoc.”
I won’t ever be making that mistake, Tyler thought to himself.
“Follow me,” said Havoc. “We’re going to have us a decapitation party.”
Havoc led Tyler across the kitchen to the spot where Lee was wriggling like a maggot on the floor. Havoc picked him up and slung him over one shoulder. He left the kitchen with his captive.
“Where are we going?” Tyler asked.
“Somewhere quiet.”
Outside they walked along the road to where Havoc had parked his car, a hired Mercedes Coupe. He used his remote to unlock it and he opened the boot, and then he lobbed Lee into it. The burly chef only just fitted in, and Havoc had to press the lid of the boot down with all his weight to get it to shut fully.
“I knew it was a mistake getting this damned little coupe,” he said. “I shoulda got a 4 x 4 like I originally planned. Get in, Tyler. We’re going for a ride.”
Tyler climbed into the passenger side of the vehicle and Havoc drove down the street to a nearby shop which sold electrical supplies. He went in and bought a length of electric cable.
“What did you get that for?” Tyler asked.
“I wanted to get me some rope, but I didn’t see no shops selling rope, so I had to get me this instead,” Havoc replied.
He took them out of town and pulled up next to a tree which was near the bank of the mighty Potomac River. It was a location which would have made a fine venue for a necktie party in the good old days of the American Wild West.
Havoc took his length of electric flex and tied it around Lee’s ankles. He used it to string the chef up from a long branch of the tree about ten feet from the ground. It was a General Cable product, rated to 600 volts, and more than strong enough to bear even the considerable weight of the incapacitated chef, who swung back and forth gently. He spun one way and then the other, on his own axis. Angry noises could be heard from under the pan that covered his head. Cuss words, mostly. Then something else. Muffled threats.
“You think you’ve got the better of me don’t you? Well, you haven’t. Even if you take me out, you won’t win. There are too many of us, and we’re too well prepared. We’re keeping a low profile for now, but when we make our move, you’ll all be dead meat. Literally. One of us is going to eat you both. With seasoning.”
Havoc rapped the pan on Lee’s head with a rock until the chef went quiet.
“I do hope I’ve got yo’ attention Skipper,” he said, “because I’ve got a little surprise for you.”
He returned to the car and took a small attaché case from the back seat.
“What’s that?” Tyler asked.
“It’s my overnight bag. I have all my essential provisions in it.”
Havoc opened the case. Tyler shuddered when he saw the contents. It contained a powerful-looking handgun and a sinister knife with a curved blade. Havoc took out the knife.
“I reckon this here knife is sharp enough to cut a man’s head clean awf. What do you think, Tyler?”
Tyler nodded. He knew better than to contradict the lethal killing machine known as Macho Havoc. Havoc strode over to the tree. By then, Skipper Lee was wriggling like a maggot on the end of a fishing line.
Havoc took hold of the handle of the pan to steady Lee’s head and he put the vicious-looking blade of the knife to Lee’s throat.
Tyler winced as the blade cut into Lee’s flesh.
A foul smell erupted from the wound, closely followed by a viscous yellow liquid. Havoc cut through the chef’s neck with a sawing action. More puss-coloured liquid came out. It made a hissing noise and fizzed when it came into contact with the knife blade.
Havoc stopped cutting and pulled his knife from lee’s neck.
“Well, I’ll be,” he said. He held it up for Tyler to get a good look at it. Much of the blade had been dissolved, as if by a powerful acid.
The blobs of liquid that had fallen from Lee’s throat to the ground hissed and bubbled on the bare earth.
“I’m gonna have to try me a different approach,” said Havoc.
He had cut a good way through Lee’s neck before his knife had become useless. He now took hold of the burly chef’s body with one hand to keep it steady, and he took hold of the handle of the pan with the other.
His trademark evil smile played about his lips.
“This here story has a few more twists in it, Tyler,” he said.
And he was as good as his word, for he began to turn the pan clockwise by the handle, while holding Lee’s body still. He made steady progress, but eventually the pan refused to turn further, and Havoc had to stop and gather up all his strength before continuing. He made a mighty effort, and they heard a noise like the tearing of gristle and the crunching of bone. Then came a veritable Niagara of vile yellow puss from the hapless chef’s neck, before, with a crack that resembled the sound of a dry branch being torn from an ancient tree, his head came loose from his body, and Havoc held it triumphantly aloft in the cast-iron pan.
“One thing you forgot to tell me mistah Tyler,” he said, “What’s this job payin’?”
Tyler looked embarrassed. He’d been in such a hurry to get Havoc on the job that he hadn’t agreed the finer points of the assignment, such as pay, with President Doughnut.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Havoc,” he said. “I’m afraid I don’t know. The President didn’t tell me what he was thinking of paying you for this.”
The stone-cold killer’s smile of triumph immediately vanished, and was replaced by a menacing glare. He strode up to Tyler and thrust his face close up to that of the smaller man.
“You don’t know?” He asked. “YOU DON’T KNOW? You better be joshin’ with me boy, ’cause if you ain’t, I swear to God I’m gonna—”
He didn’t finish his sentence, because at that moment the branch of the tree holding Skipper lee’s headless body snapped, and body came crashing to the ground. Both men turned their heads to look at it.
That was when it happened.



CHAPTER 5


The body of the undead chef, with its arms and legs still trussed up, began to wriggle along the ground towards them like some sort of a demented giant worm wriggling with lethal intent through the pages of a Lovecraft-inspired horror story. Tyler looked on in terrified disbelief, transfixed. He was like a rabbit caught in the headlights of a large and very expensive car.
“Well, if that ain’t the dangdest thing I ever seen,” said Havoc, who was wearing his U.S. Speed Combat Boots with custom-built steel toe-protectors.
He ran over to the writhing thing of evil that the former chef known as Skipper Lee had become, and set about it with his feet, sinking kick after bludgeoning kick into it, booting it first here, and then there, sending it flying this way and that, until at last whatever vile energy was propelling it seemed to depart it for another realm. When it was all over, he wiped his brow with the back of his beefy black hand.
“Whatever yo’ boss was thinking of paying me, he better double it,” he said. “And then add some mo’. Now let’s get outa here.”
“But what about him?” Tyler asked.
“Who?”
“Skipper Lee.”
“Skipper Lee isn’t a him any mo’. He’s jest a dead hunk a meat gone off. But you’re right. We need to do something. But we can’t give him a decent Christian burial, ’cause my suspicion is, he wasn’t no Christian. And ’sides, we ain’t got no shovels. Tell you what, Tyler, we’ll throw him in the Potomac River.”
Havoc weighted the body down with stones then he grabbed it by the shoulders.
“You take the feet, Tyler,” he said.
Together they carried it to the bank of the Potomac which was only a few yards away.
“All right, get ready now. We’re goin’ to swing this thing three times then throw it on three. One, two, three!”
The body flew through the air then landed with a splash, and quickly disappeared under the waves.
“Now fo’ the head,” said Havoc.
He picked up the pan containing the severed head of Skipper Lee, and pulled back his massive arm, and threw the pan with Lee’s head in it as hard as he could. It landed in the middle of the Potomac, and sank instantly.
And that was the end of Skipper Lee.
After that, both men climbed into the car. As Havoc put the car into ‘Drive’, Tyler marvelled at his size. The big man looked as though he could barely fit in the space behind the steering wheel of the hired coupe.
“Now, where were we?” Havoc asked, as they set off down the dusty road. “Oh yeah, we were talkin’ ’bout money, my least favourite subject. You and yo’ boss the President already owe me fo’ that Skipper Lee fella. Now we got to sort out the detail of how much you owe me exactly, and what you gonna pay me for the rest of them, and when you gonna pay me.”
Tyler nodded.
“I’ll have a word with the President,” he said.
“The hell you will, Tyler. We’re going to pay him a visit together, and I’m gonna talk to him myself, in person.”
“But-but—”
“But nuthin’.”
Havoc gave Tyler one of his stares and Tyler fell silent for the rest of the journey. Eventually they pulled up at the gates to the White House, and Havoc wound down the windows of the car. Tyler showed the guards his pass.
“Who’s that with you, Mr. Tyler?” One of the guards asked.
“Havoc’s the name. Macho Havoc.”
The two guards looked at each other with expressions of awe on their faces.
“Go straight through, sir,” one of them said, opening the gates.
As Havoc drove the car past them, the guards, both of whom were members of America’s legendary Marine Corps, snapped to attention and gave him crisp salutes.
Word quickly spread amongst the White House staff that Macho Havoc was visiting the President, so as soon as he pulled up in front of the magnificent front doors, a lackey emerged to park his car for him, and he was waved inside without the slightest of formalities.
“I’ll show you to the Oval Office,” said Tyler.
“That won’t be necessary, son. I know this place like the back of my massive black hand,” Havoc replied.
He walked purposefully through the corridors of the building with Tyler trailing in his wake, struggling to keep up with him. When he came to the door of the Oval Office, he opened it and walked through as if it was his right; and in a sense it was, because he had helped more than one American President to get out of a pickle in the course of his illustrious career.
Doughnut was dressed in tennis whites and a visor, striking poses and practising shots with his tennis racquet, like the tennis equivalent of a man playing the air Guitar. His Eastern European girlfriend was sitting at his desk, using the Presidential computer to while away her time on Twitter and Facebook.
When Doughnut saw Havoc, he dropped his tennis racquet in amazement, and his eyeballs traversed up and down Havoc’s muscular frame, as did the eyeballs of his girlfriend.
“Who-who are you?” He gasped.
Havoc strode up to him and shook his hand.
“Macho Havoc at your service, Mr. President,” he said.
When he heard the name the President’s face lit up.
“So you’re the guy who’s going to get us out of this zombie mess,” he said.
“That I am, sir, just as soon as we agree on the rate of pay for the job.”
The two men bartered for a few moments, then settled on terms that were acceptable to both, and shook hands on the deal.
Meanwhile Doughnut’s girlfriend Natasha, had decided there was something about Havoc that she rather liked, which was only to be expected, for he was tall and handsome with a ready grin, and, perhaps because of this, he had a strange power over women. Natasha looked at him as if mesmerised. She left her place at the Presidential desk and walked over to where the two men were standing together.
“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?” She asked, in her exotic Eastern European accent.
Glowing with the pride that comes of introducing one esteemed friend to another, Doughnut replied:
“Natasha, meet Macho Havoc, a living legend.”
Natasha lowered her eyes coquettishly, and extended her hand. Havoc shook it gently, and felt her press a small folded-up piece of paper into his palm. He surreptitiously slipped it into his pocket.
“Pleased to make your acquaintance, ma’am,” he said.
She smiled at him, betraying a strange hunger in the curl of her lips and the cast of her eyes.
“I too am pleased,” she said, and she sashayed back to the Presidential desk to continue her activities on social media.
Havoc wondered what the significance was of the piece of paper she’d given him. He was unable to consider the matter for long, because his thoughts were interrupted by the ringing of his cell phone. He took it from his pocket and looked at it, and grimaced.
“Bad news?” The President asked.
“The worst, sir,” said Havoc. “It’s a call from my mother.”
The President grimaced in sympathy. He had a mother himself, though there were some who doubted he had a father.
“I’ll have to take this,” Havoc said.
“No need to explain,” the President replied.
Havoc put his cell phone to his ear. Everyone in the Oval Office, even Natasha who was several yards away, heard the shrill voice at the other end of the line quite clearly.
“Macho? Is that you?”
“Yes it’s me, mother.”
“Where you been this past two weeks? I ain’t had a single call or visit from you, and I’ve been worryin’ myself sick about you.”
“I’ll call you back to explain. Right now I’m discussin’ important business with the President.”
“Never you mind no President. It’s me yo’ talkin to boy, yo’ mother, and you ain’t puttin’ me off to talk to no President, no matter what yo’ business is. You got to get your priorities right, or you’ll never amount to anythin’.”
Havoc dearly wanted to disconnect her and switch off his mobile phone, but he knew that if he did, she’d do everything in her power to make his life a misery. Not that she didn’t seem hell-bent on doing that, anyway.
“There’s some folks think I’ve already done pretty good fo’ myself mother. Anyway, I’m all right. How’re you keepin’?”
“Are you interested in the answer?”
“I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t interested, would I?” havoc replied, with a distinct sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
The President and Tyler both shook their heads.
What followed was an excessively long description of Havoc’s mother’s ailments, and her problems with her neighbours. With a deal of difficulty, he extracted himself from the conversation.
“Goodbye, Ma. Yeah, yeah, I love you too. G’bye.”
He wiped beads of sweat from his brow.
“Well, Mr. President, it seems like my job here is all done, and it’s time for me to get on the road and get on with the real job of getting rid of yo’ zombie problem.”
“Just a minute,” said Doughnut. “I’ve got a report from the C.I.A. for you. You’ll need it to carry out your mission. It’ll show you where the zombies are located.”
“With respect, Mr. President, I wouldn’t trust your C.I.A. boys to show me to a fresh turd in a cow-patch. I’ll look at your report, but I’ll do some huntin’ for them myself, if you don’t mind.”
“Tyler!”
Tyler obediently took the report from the President’s desk and handed it to Havoc.
“I’ll be going now, Mr President.”
“Where are you going exactly?”
“I’ll start in Florida, and root out the problem there. Then I’ll go to Alabama, Mississippi, and Georgia, and gradually I’ll work my way across this whole great continent of ours.”
For a moment the President looked troubled.
“Do you really think you can take care of this for me, Havoc?” He asked.
“Leave it with me, sir,” Havoc replied, and the two men saluted each other.
Havoc left the building. A flunkey, who had been informed of Havoc’s departure, arrived at the front door with Havoc’s car as he stepped outside.
“Thank you kindly,” he said.
He exchanged salutes with the two marines at the gates then he drove to the Watergate Hotel on Virginia Avenue. He checked into his room and took the folded-up piece of paper from his pocket that Natasha had slipped into his hand. There was just a telephone number on it and Call me is all that it said.
He put the paper to his nose and smelled it. There was a lingering scent of her musky perfume on it.
Havoc poured himself a beer from the mini-bar in and switched on the television. An advert appeared promoting Doughnut and his work as President. He switched channels and saw the very same advert.
“God-dammit,” he said.
Havoc took his cell phone from his jacket and rang the number on the piece of paper.
“Hello,” said a husky female voice. “Is that Mr. Havoc?”
“It sure is, ma’am, how can I help you?”
“I think you know how you can help me, Mr. Havoc. You can keep me company. Adolf’s job takes up so much of his time that I get lonely.”
Havoc felt a strange stirring of excitement.
“We all get lonely,” he replied. “I’m on my own at the moment, here in room 145 of the Watergate Hotel. I sure could do with some company. When could you come over?”
Back in the White House, Natasha looked at Doughnut’s prone form on the bed in their private quarters. He was lying on his back, his gigantic belly rising and falling in time to his snoring. He was taking what he called a ‘power nap’, which was part of his daily ritual.
“I can come over right now,” she said. “I’ll meet you in your room.”
“All right, looking forward to it.”
Natasha wrote out a note quickly, and left it on the bedside cabinet on Doughnut’s side of the bed.

‘An old friend asked me to meet her. She’s only in Washington for today and tomorrow, and then she flies back to Russia. I’ll have to spend some time with her. See you much later xxx’


She left the room and called Tyler.
“Have my car brought around to the entrance Tyler.”
“Right away,” he said. “What about your security men?”
“I won’t need them.”
“Where are you going?”
“That is none of your business. Now get the car.”
She put a coat of lipstick on her full lips, and checked the effect in the small mirror she kept in her handbag. Satisfied, she left the building, got into her car and drove to the gate. The guards weren’t impressed by the fact that she was leaving without any security arrangements, but they knew better than to challenge her about it; Natasha Troubletsky wasn’t prepared to take any shit from anyone, other than very occasionally from her boyfriend the President.
Soon enough, she pulled up outside the Watergate Hotel and despatched a member of the hotel staff to park her car. She entered the foyer, taking a delight in the way that men turned their heads to check her out as she walked by. With her white skin and black hair, her red lips and slim but curvaceous figure, she was as eye-catching as any woman any of them had ever seen. She took the lift to the second floor, found room 145, and tried the door. It was locked. She knocked on it.
“Who’s that?”
She immediately recognized Havoc’s deep voice.
“It is me, Natasha,” she said.
He opened the door and let her in.
“Sorry, ma’am, but you can’t be too careful in my line of work.”
“Just what is your line of work, Mr. Havoc?”
“Problem solving, Ma’am.”
She looked him up and down.
“You can stop calling me ma’am,” she said. “Call me Natasha. And I will call you Macho. That is your first name, no?”
Havoc went over to the mini-bar.
“It sure is. Can I fix you a drink?” he asked.
“Vodka, on its own if it is good. If it is no good, give me ice with it.”
He held up the bottle for her to see the label.
“Plenty of ice please,” she said.
Havoc made the drink and handed it to Natasha. She stood close to him, and he sensed that there was an animal magnetism between them.
“Shall we sit down?” He asked, motioning towards the sofa he had in his room.
“Let us do that,” she said.
They both sat on the sofa, which Havoc’s frame was almost big enough to fill on its own. Their legs were in close contact. They looked at one another and said nothing. Instead, their faces came slowly, inevitably, closer together, until their lips met. It was the briefest of kisses, and it was followed by a longer one.
“It is very hot in here,” said Natasha. I need to strip off my clothes.”
“So do I,” Havoc replied.
They went to his bed, and fell upon one another.
Havoc showed Natasha a tenderness that was truly exceptional, and which would never have been returned by his wife, had he been married. Ironically he’d vowed never to marry.
Their lovemaking was mutually satisfying, and lasted for hours, and when at length they stopped, they both felt totally fulfilled.
“You are like a stud stallion, Macho,” Natasha breathed in her exotic Russian accent.
“Thank you, Natasha,” he replied in his deep southern tones. “You’re like a brood mare.”
They lay in his bed in each other’s arms for a while, moonlight shafting in on them through the windows of Havoc’s hotel room; and the flashing of neon signs illuminating the wall behind them.
“Your brood mare must go now,” said Natasha, getting out of the bed.
She dressed rapidly and kissed him on the cheek.
“Text me when you’re in town again,” she said as she left.
The following morning, Havoc caught a non-stop flight to Miami. He knew that most of the celebrity chef zombies of Florida would be based in Miami; He also knew that he would have to act fast, if he was to derail whatever plans they had to take control of his country.
The journey only took two-an-a-half hours, and even allowing for check-in delays and car hire, he was installed in his hotel room by lunch time. He left his hotel without pausing to unpack his bags and walked to the seafront. It was a burning hot day, and all along the beach people were sprawled out sunning themselves; while swimmers were cutting their way through the gentle waves that were rippling the surface of the otherwise calm sea.
Havoc headed along the coastal road and entered the famous ‘Anything Goes’ restaurant which overlooked the sea on Miami’s South beach. It derived its name from the fact that its owner, Soldier Hawk, was prepared to serve anything, or almost anything, to his customers, including Pythons, which he caught himself when hunting in the Everglades.
He was, as his name suggested, a former military man, and an expert in unarmed combat. Havoc was all too aware that Hawk’s combat skills allied to his zombie strength would make him a formidable opponent. He decided to follow his usual practice when on a mission of this nature: namely, he would observe his prey, and note any weaknesses, before making his move.
Inside the restaurant, Havoc was grateful for the air-conditioning which gave him respite from the burning Miami heat. He was shown to a table by the Maître D’. He ordered a plate of fresh grilled Python with seasonal vegetables and hash-browns. When it arrived he tucked into it with gusto, and while he ate, he kept watch for Soldier Hawk.
It wasn’t long before Hawk appeared. Like all good chefs, he went to the trouble of leaving his kitchen on a regular basis to check whether his customers were enjoying his fare. He immediately spotted the powerful African American wolfing down a plate of python, and, intrigued, he went over to Havoc’s table.
“Hiya fella, my name’s Hawk, and I’m the owner of this here establishment. How’re you findin’ the Python?” He asked.
Havoc put down his knife and fork and dabbed at his lips with a napkin before answering.
“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Hawk,” he said. “Your grilled Python is as welcome as a steaming hot woman on a sticky night in Alabama.”
Hawk grinned and extended his hand, which Havoc shook. He let go and looked at his fingers. They were covered in concealer.
“Thank you kindly,” said Hawk. “If you want anything, just give the waiter a shout, and if he doesn’t do the job to your satisfaction, give me a shout.”
“I will, mistah Hawk. Thank you for your person’l attention.”
Hawk disappeared and Havoc cleared his plate and left, after first visiting the toilets, and examining the security systems that protected the place.
Late that night after the restaurant had closed, Havoc visited it again. He forced entry via the small window to the toilet and made his way into the kitchen. The lights were out and the place was illuminated only by the streetlights and neon lights that were shining in through the windows.
Havoc hadn’t fought in ’nam, he’d been too young for that. But he’d met plenty of veterans who had, and he’d made a point of finding out everything he could from them about setting traps in the jungle. Here, amidst the jungle of catering equipment, ovens, and hobs, Havoc could see the possibilities for setting a trap for Hawk.
An evil smile played on his lips. He glanced at his watch. He knew that catering staff got to work early, and that he had only a small amount of time available to set his trap; he intended to use it well.
Before dawn had broken, Havoc had finished constructing his man-trap. He congratulated himself on his efforts. He knew that the veterans who had taught him his skills would have been proud of the fiendish device that their pupil had constructed. He moved a few yards away from the danger area and waited.



CHAPTER 6


Trapp Fodder rolled over. He hadn’t slept at all well; it was a hot night, his house didn’t have air-conditioning, and he was covered in sweat. He got out of bed and opened the window.
“What’s the matter, honey?” His wife asked.
“Nothin’, Martha,” he replied. “I’m just so darn hot, that’s all. I love Miami, but sometimes the heat gets too darn much for me.”
Fodder climbed back into bed. Opening the window hadn’t helped, so he resigned himself to being uncomfortable for the rest of the night, and put his head on the pillow. No sooner had he done so than the alarm went off.
Damn!
He’d forgotten he had to get up early today.
He slammed his hand on the clock to shut it up and got out of bed again.
“What time is it?” Martha Fodder asked.
“Never mind, just get back to sleep,” he replied. “I’ve got to go to work early today, I told you about it last night, remember?” He said.
He showered, dressed, and drove through the darkness to his place of work. The city streets were quiet at this time in the morning. He parked in the small staff car park — one of the few perks of his job — and unlocked the back door. He hung up his jacket in the narrow corridor that lay just beyond the door, and made his way to the end of it and opened a second door. He stepped through the doorway, reached to one side of it, and snapped the light switch to the ‘on’ position.
As the overhead lights flickered into life, he felt a series of ropes whip around his body, lashing his arms to his sides. Almost in the same moment, he was hoisted into the air. He cried out in alarm, but there was no-one to hear him; and, in any event, there was not a man or woman on the planet who could have done anything to stop what happened next.
A long wooden pole on a powerful spring swept sideways with in vicious scything action. At the end of the pole there was a long-bladed kitchen knife that was as sharp as any knife that had ever been made. This knife struck Fodder on the lower part of his forehead just above the eyebrows and sliced off the top of his head, as would a sous-chef slice off the end of a soft-boiled egg with a knife. The top of Fodder’s skull flew like a flying saucer through the air and fell on a worktop several yards distant. The noise it made as it clattered along the stainless steel surface was music to Havoc’s ears.
A second wooden pole swooped down — this one had a saucepan tied to the end of it — and it scooped out Fodder’s brain as would a man scoop out the yolk of his breakfast egg with a spoon, and deposited it on the immaculately polished kitchen floor with a soggy plop.
Havoc, who had been watching the whole thing from a place of concealment behind a piece of kitchen apparatus, came out of his hiding place and looked up at the corpse of Fodder, which was swinging gently at the end of a rope above his head.
“Well I’ll be,” he muttered. “You ain’t Soldier Hawk. Just who in tarnation are you?”
At that moment, the back door opened and slammed shut, so Havoc dropped into a crouch behind another large item of kitchen apparatus.
The door opened and in walked Soldier Hawk, who stopped dead when he saw the corpse of his loyal manager Trapp Fodder swinging gently in the air above him, bits of goo still spilling from the rim of his skull and dripping to the floor with a plop-plop-plop sound.
Hawk looked left and right, and sniffed the air, and then he bent down, picked up Fodder’s brain, sniffed it,, bit off a piece and began chewing the rubbery tissue.. Rivulets of blood ran from the corners of his mouth and stained his immaculate white chef’s outfit.
“Mmmmm,” he said, appreciatively. “Fresh and still warm. I’ll put this in the fridge and cook it later today. I know you’re here, by the way, whoever you are. I can smell you. You had a meal in my restaurant the other day. I’m coming to get you as soon as I’ve dealt with this fine succulent brain.”
Havoc watched as Hawk put the brain on a plate and wrapped it carefully in Clingfilm. When he’d finished Hawk opened a padlocked fridge. It was full of body parts.
He put the brain inside, shut the fridge door and closed the padlock.
“Whoever you are, stranger, you’ll be joining my manager’s brain in that fridge soon,” he said, and then he began sniffing the air like a dog. He followed his nose, which took him in the direction of Havoc’s hiding place.
Havoc stood up. There was no point in hiding any longer. He reached into his jacket and pulled his gun from its holster, intending to blow Hawk’s brains out with it. But Hawk, being a fighter himself, launched forward and slapped the gun from havoc’s hand before it was levelled at his head. Havoc snapped out his jab, taking care to avoid the slavering jaws of the zombie chef, and rocked back the chef’s head.
The door opened and another member of Hawk’s staff entered the kitchen.
Boulder Todd.
Havoc knew he couldn’t afford to try to fight two opponents at once, so he ran towards Todd, intending to take him out, and then turn his attentions back to Hawk.
Boulder Todd was a big man, bigger even than Havoc, standing six feet six inches tall and weighing in at a colossal two hundred and fifty pounds, all of it muscle.
Todd was a skilled fighter, having taken up boxing at an early age, and won the super-heavyweight division of the American Golden Gloves championship no fewer than five times while he was still in his teens. He was known as ‘Boulder’ because his pink shaven head was unusually hard and spherical, and could absorb the weightiest of blows without its owner ever showing even the slightest signs of discomfort. He had never been knocked off his feet, far less knocked out, either inside the boxing ring, or on the cruel streets of Philadelphia where he had grown up and honed his skills.
He knew all there was to know about fist-fighting, and it was this knowledge that he now intended to put to concussive effect on Havoc.
He advanced, bobbing and weaving to present a difficult target, his right fist cocked to deliver the knockout blow, his left feinting and probing for openings in Havoc’s defence.
The blow that felled Boulder Todd seemed to come from nowhere. It hit him plumb in the middle of the forehead and deposited him flat on his back several yards away. He was unconscious before he hit the deck; before, indeed, his massive feet had even left the ground.
It was Havoc’s trademark punch that had done for him, which he called his “Bull-hammer”, and fortunate indeed was the bull that could say it had crossed his path and not been knocked senseless by it at one time or another.
Having disposed of Todd, Havoc turned to confront Hawk, who was now advancing on him, neck-jutting and clacking his teeth like a pair of deadly castanets. Havoc tried out his Bull-Hammer, but this did no more than rock the chef’s head back for a moment. He looked around for a weapon, a kitchen knife, or even a spoon, anything to strike the chef with, but there was nothing within reach. Then his eyes fell on a knife rack a few yards away and he ran towards it. Before he’d gone more than two paces his foot landed in a pool of slippery matter that had been discharged from the open skull of Trapp Fodder the under-manager, who was still watching proceedings from above, albeit with oddly dull-looking eyes.
Havoc’s foot immediately skidded out from beneath him and he fell painfully to the floor. Hawk, sensing his opportunity, dived through the air, jaws agape, intending to land on Havoc and deliver a killer bite.
Havoc rolled to one side just in time, and Hawk’s teeth smashed harmlessly into the kitchen floor. Havoc delivered a karate chop to the back of hawk’s neck while the chef was face down, but it had no effect, and the chef raised his head, looked at Havoc and waved his finger in admonishment.
They both jumped to their feet and Hawk fastened his hands around Havoc’s neck. Havoc tried a knee to the balls, but it made no difference. The pressure on his throat increased. The chef brought his face closer to Havoc’s, mouth open, teeth bared. Havoc tried to push him away, but even his immense strength wasn’t sufficient to overcome that of the zombie chef. He knew that if he didn’t do something quickly — very quickly — his larynx would be crushed, and that would be the least of his problems.
He held onto the chef’s lapel with one hand, and with the other he made a two-fingered strike deep into both of Hawk’s eyes. Havoc had long, strong, fingers, which penetrated several inches into the chef’s eye sockets with a meaty squelch, plunging deep into the frontal lobes of his brain.
“Aaaargh!” Cried Hawk.
He let go of Havoc and staggered backwards, blobs of jelly and puss-like liquids oozing from the dark sockets that had only moments ago been the home for his eyes. Havoc felt a burning sensation on his fingers and immediately wiped them clean of the foul stuff that had soiled them. In the second or two it took him to wipe them clean, the chef rallied himself.
Maddened with pain, he roared and charged blindly forward.
Havoc stepped to one side like a matador and the chef crashed into a worktop with such force that he ended up bent double over the top of it. Havoc picked up a cleaver, and, as the chef got himself upright and turned around, Havoc sank the cleaver into his skull and let go of the handle.
With the cleaver stuck deep into his scalp, and his two eyeless orbits oozing fluids, the chef’s head now looked like nothing so much as a particularly horrifying Halloween mask.
He staggered around the kitchen flailing his arms, crashing into one item after another, sending pots and pans, and kitchen utensils, flying everywhere, then at length he fell to the floor, where he twitched feebly for a few minutes, before ceasing to move altogether. Above him, Fodder looked on with a doleful expression on what was left of his face, as if saddened by his master’s demise.
Havoc looked around the kitchen.
“This is a whole lotta mess to clear up,” he said to himself. “Well, I suppose I best get started.”
He moved the bodies to a back store-room and locked it, mopped and cleaned the floor, and removed all trace of his man-trap.
He’d gotten rid of the zombie chef, but he knew from what he’d seen that the kitchen staff had been somehow enslaved by the chef, and he feared they’d remain loyal to the zombie cause, and support the other zombies in their efforts to take over his beloved country. He wondered what he should do. Then the answer came to him. An evil smile played on his lips.
Later that day, the restaurant had to function without the benefit of its owner Hawk, or its under-manager Fodder, or Boulder Todd, who’d been a key member of staff. But function it did, as the workforce was well-trained.
By the early afternoon it was in full-swing, with the chefs rushing around making meals by the dozen. Then one of them made the mistake of switching on a hob that Havoc had tinkered with.

CHAPTER 7


KA-BOOM!

CHAPTER 8


The issues with humans supporting the zombie takeover were ended in an instant. At least, the problem of those supporters who worked at ‘Anything Goes’ was.
Unfortunately, there was a degree of collateral damage, as the restaurant was full of diners, who, until their meals had been interrupted by the explosion, had been enjoying themselves.
There were any number of shoppers who had their day ruined as well, because the rows of shops to either side of ‘Anything Goes’ were flattened by the blast.
Havoc was saddened by what he saw, as he watched from a beach bar; a safe distance from the effects of the explosion (although a small amount of debris from the blast rained on it for several seconds). But, being a soldier, he knew that you couldn’t make an omelette without breaking eggs, and he resolved to take the best possible care of the eggs in future, while still endeavouring to make the very finest of omelettes.
He got out of his chair in the shade and walked a couple of hundred yards along the South Beach seafront to the next restaurant which was called Sloppy Sam’s. Sam insisted on drizzling his specialty sauces over every dish he made, hence the name. Havoc ordered a plate of rib-eye steaks done rare, with Sam’s chilli pepper sauce drizzled over them, and a side dish of eggs over-easy with Sam’s special egg sauce.
Blowing up stuff and killing folk can make a man like me mighty hungry, he said to himself, as he guzzled down his meal with gusto. Every now and then he raised his head and looked around the restaurant, in the hope of seeing Sloppy Sam.
He was very much looking forward to terminating the zombie career of his next celebrity chef victim.

CHAPTER 9


A few days later President Doughnut was sitting at his desk scanning through the latest report from the C.I.A. When he’d digested the contents, or as much of them as he cared to take in, he got on the White House internal phone system.
“Tyler, get over here right now!” He barked.
Then he put the receiver forcibly back onto the cradle and stood up and paced around. He was wearing swimming shorts and a bathrobe in preparation for his dip later that morning.
After a minute or two there was a knock on the door of the Oval Office.
“Come in!”
Tyler walked through the door and shut it behind him.
The President had his back to Tyler and was looking out of the window at the rolling lawns outside. His hands, which were clasped behind his back, were clutching a sheaf of papers of some kind. He turned around and pointed the papers at Tyler.
“What’s the meaning of this?” He demanded.
Tyler saw that the President’s face was red and blotchy.
“The meaning of what, Mr. President?”
“The deaths from the war we’re waging. We’re taking heavy casualties. Tremendously heavy casualties.”
“What war? Do you mean the war with the zombies? Are the zombies killing a lot of our people?”
“No, you damned fool. Our own one-man army is killing a lot of our people. Havoc is costing us more lives than all the zombies put together. He was meant to be running a low-profile operation. We can’t afford to win the war this way, or I’ll be sunk at the next election. We need to find another way of getting rid of the zombies, a way that won’t result in so many deaths, and won’t alarm the American voters. Who else do we know besides Havoc who’s an expert on killing them?”
“The British Prime Minister. He’s the one who can help us. He cleared the zombies out of his own country a few months ago. He’s called Camemblert. You’ve met him a couple of times, remember?”
“Camemblert? That ass-hole? You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. He can’t fart and chew gum at the same time.”
“Well, he does seem to have got rid of the zombies they had over in England, sir.”
“I can’t go to that stuck-up ass-hole Camemblert for advice. I’d sooner see the U.S. of A. overrun by zombie commies than do that.”
“That’s what it might come to, sir, if you don’t ask him how he did it.”
Tyler picked up the receiver and dialled Camemblert’s number. He immediately got through to the switchboard at 10 Downing Street.
“Yes, how can I help?” It was a female voice speaking in immaculate upper-class brit tones.
Tyler felt himself go weak at the knees. Like all Americans, he was a sucker for a posh British accent.
“It’s the American President on the line for Prime Minister Camemblert,” he said.
“Putting you through now sir,” she replied.
Tyler held the receiver out to Doughnut.
“You’re being put through even as we speak, sir,” he said, covering the mouthpiece of the receiver with his hand. “You better speak to him nicely.”
“All right then, I’ll do my best,” Doughnut growled. “But that limey ass-hole better not push me too far this time. I’ve had just about as much as I can take from that patronising bastard. What’s he called again?”
“Camemblert, pronounced like the cheese. His first name is Tarquin.”
“Tarquin, what kind of a name is that?”
Reluctantly, Doughnut took the receiver from his aide and put it to his ear. There was a male voice with a stuck-up limey accent on the line.
“Camemblert here.”
Doughnut twitched his toothbrush moustache in annoyance.
“Tarquin, it’s me, Adolf, the American President.”
“Adolf, how nice to hear from you. How are things over in Washington D.C.?”
“Couldn’t be better Tarquin. How are things in Limeyland, I mean, England?”
“Thoroughly spiffing. We had a few sticky moments a couple of months ago with some zombies. I got my Foreign Secretary to ring and tell you about that, do you remember?”
“Yeah, kind of.”
“Anyway, I had this brainwave about how to deal with the zombies and we completely got rid of them. Problem solved. How are you getting on with them on your side of the pond?”
“That’s what I’m calling about. We’re plugging away, you know, getting on top of the situation, and we definitely have it under control, but if you have a few tips you can share with me, well, you know me, Tarquin, I’m always keen to listen to advice.”
Camemblert, who was slouching at his desk, pushed his chair, which was on castors, backwards, and put his feet up on the desk with his legs crossed. He leaned further back in his chair.
“Advice,” he said. “We British are always keen to help our American friends with advice when we can. You know how much we value our special relationship with you, Adolf,” he said.
Doughnut felt his blood pressure rising. He breathed deeply.
“We value it too. Now about that advice—”
“Tell you what,” said Camemblert, “why don’t you come over, and we’ll have a chat about it. We could call it a summit meeting or something. We wouldn’t have to tell the public what it was all about. I never tell them anything, anyway, not when I can help it. What do you say?”
“I’m a bit pushed for time, Tarquin. Why don’t you just give me your advice over the phone?”
Camemblert yawned and stretched out his free arm.
“I’m sorry, I can’t do that. I’m on my way to an important meeting. Look, you get your people to talk to my people and arrange a date to come over and we’ll talk about it then, okay?”
Limey asshole, thought Doughnut.
“That’d be wonderful, Tarquin. I’m looking forward to it.”
“So am I. See you soon.”
“Yeah, see yah soon.”



PART III: ENGLAND AGAIN



CHAPTER 1


The boyishly handsome Prime Minister put down his telephone and sighed.
“Do you know something, Johnson?” He said, moving a cowlick of his black hair from his eyes with his hand. “That’s the sixth this morning, and it’s not even ten o’clock.”
“The sixth what, Prime Minister?” Asked Johnson, his Aide, as he decanted the teacups from the tray he’d just brought into the P.M.’s office at number ten Downing Street.
“The sixth Head of State, Johnson. Haven’t you been listening to a word I’ve been saying?”
“Of course I’ve been listening, Prime Minister,” said Johnson.  “I wouldn’t want to miss a single one of your pearls of wisdom, now, would I?”
The P.M. scrutinised Johnson’s face carefully for signs of sarcasm, but not a single muscle on it flickered.
“Nor do the Heads of State it seems,” he said, after an awkward pause. “They’re all asking me for advice.”
“I’m sure you’re more than capable of giving it to them, Prime Minister,” Johnson muttered urbanely as he stirred the tea.
“I ought to be by now,” said the P.M. “I’ve told any number of them how to go about getting rid of their problem.”
“That would be the zombie problem, I presume, Prime Minister.”
“That’s right, Johnson. That was Doughnut, the American President, on the line. One month ago, people like him wouldn’t have given me the time of day. Now, just because I’ve single-handedly got rid of the plague of zombies from this fine country of ours, they’re queueing up to talk to me to find out how I did it, even that stroppy Russian leader, whatsisname, Putrid. He was on the blower first thing this morning asking me what to do about his zombies. This could be the dawning of a new age for our country. We could become world leaders once again. I could be the man who puts the Great back into Great Britain.” He jutted out his jaw in his characteristic determined way. “We feel the hand of fate on our shoulder,” he said.
Johnson raised an eyebrow.
“We, sir?”
The P.M ignored him.
“Some of them have been laughing at us behind our backs for years,” he continued. “Now they’re going to get their come-uppance. We’re going to be laughing behind their backs from now on, because they’re going to have to listen to us for a change, especially the fucking yanks. The fucking yanks have been getting right up my wick for long enough. Now it’s my turn to get right up their wicks. I’m going to tell them to stop bossing us around and finally admit that the British way of doing things is best, and always has been the best.”
“Very good, Prime Minister,” said Johnson, placing a teacup on a pile of papers in front of the P.M. Most of the papers had circular brown stains on them.
“Have you looked at the Opinion Polls this morning Johnson?” The P.M. asked.
“Not yet, Prime Minister.”
“Make it your next job. You need to know how popular I am.”
“I already have a very good idea of how popular you are in most quarters, Prime Minister.”
The P.M. looked hard at Johnson, who maintained his usual deadpan expression.
“Be that as it may, you need to keep abreast of how popular I am with the Great British Public. They’re the ones who vote for me, after all. I’ve already checked. I’ve been checking every day this week, as a matter of fact. Do you know I’ve got the highest ratings of any Prime Minister in history?”
“Indeed, Prime Minister.”
“Do you know why, Johnson?”
“I can’t say I do, Prime Minister.”
“It’s because I’m presiding over a grateful nation, that’s why.”
Johnson raised an eyebrow.
“Presiding? I thought we were a monarchy.”
“All right, ruling then.”
“Ruling?”
“You know full well what I mean, Johnson. Prime Ministering, or whatever it is that I do. Anyway, my nation is grateful because I’m making such a bloody good job of it. I was going to give it up, but I’ve decided it would be very selfish of me to deprive the nation of the benefit of having me as Prime Minister, when they clearly want me to go on, so I’m going to call a snap election in a few weeks before they change their minds. You know how fickle the public can be.”
“That’s wonderful news, Prime Minister,” said Johnson, in a tone of voice that didn’t quite live up to the enthusiasm of his words.
“Anyway, that’s why it’s important for you to check how popular I am.  I’ll be too busy campaigning from now on to look at the opinion polls every day, and I want you to do it for me. I want you to keep me up to date on how popular I am, because if my ratings slip, I might have to call the election off until they improve again.”
“I see.”
“By the way Johnson, I’ve thought of a fantastic wheeze to keep my face in the news and boost my ratings even higher.”
“What might that be Prime Minister?”
“I’m going to declare a national holiday.”
“What’s this new-fangled holiday of yours going to be all about?”
“I’m going to call it V.O.Z. day, short for ‘Victory over Zombies Day’, and it’s going to commemorate Great Britain winning the war against the zombies. It’ll be a bit like a combination of Bonfire Night and V.E. day. My people can let off fireworks and have street parties, and that kind of thing. We’ll encourage them to dress up as zombies. That should get everyone onside, or almost everyone, including even some of the plebs who’d never normally vote for me in a month of Sundays.”
“But perhaps not the plebs of Huddersfield, Prime Minister,” said Johnson, taking a sip of his tea.
The P.M. reddened.
“It’s not my fault that I had to bomb Huddersfield because it was full of zombies, Johnson,” he said. “Anyway, we can make it up to them. What do they do up there in Huddersfield? Clog Dancing, isn’t it? That’s what I’ve heard. Well, we can have clog dancing at the street parties to show our support for Huddersfield. In fact, we can do more than that. We can have zombie-themed parties with the dancers dressed up as zombies. Just think of it. Clog-dancing zombies honouring the sacrifices made by the plucky town of Huddersfield. That should shut those stroppy northerners up.”
He took a languid sip of his tea.
“Where was I? Oh yes, the V.O.Z. day celebrations. President Doughnut is visiting me to get advice about how to deal with his zombie problem. I’ll schedule his visit to coincide with V.O.Z. day so he’ll be able to see for himself that the British people know how to get shot of zombies, and have a bloody good knees-up afterwards. That’ll get right up his wick, I tell you.”
“That will be absolutely splendid, Prime Minister.”
The P.M. took another sip of his tea.
“Order some bunting in, will you, Johnson, we’ll need to decorate the State Room for when the President comes over to celebrate V.O.Z. day with us. You might as well order some zombie outfits and clogs while you’re at it, so we can lay on some themed entertainment for him.”
“Very good, Prime Minister.”
“Oh, another thing. Have you heard any news about Bertie?”
“Bertie who, Prime Minister?”
“Bertie Doodah, the Queens tenth cousin twice removed. He went to President Doughnut’s topping-out ceremony for that preposterous wall of his, and he hasn’t been seen since. He probably got lost and couldn’t find his way home. He isn’t the sharpest tool in the box. None of these royals are. That’s why they’re so good at their job. They don’t think deeply about anything; they just get on with it. Sometimes I wish I was like them.”
“Perhaps you are, Prime Minister.”
“What was that?”
“Nothing, Prime Minister. Bertie was killed along with your Foreign Minister when a plane crashed onto the wall. Have you already forgotten about that?”
“If I have, it’s understandable. I have a lot on my mind. It’s not all beer and skittles running this great country of ours, you know. Now instead of having a go at me, why don’t you concentrate on getting the bunting for the Presidential knees-up?”
“Very well, prime Minister.”

CHAPTER 2


Doughnut slammed down the receiver of his telephone in the Oval Office, his face flushed with anger.
“Who does that God-damned limey ass-hole think he is?” he fumed. “He thinks he can talk to me how the hell he likes, just because he’s got rid of a few zombies from that worthless little strip of dirt he lives on. What’s it called again?”
The President’s Aide looked up from his iPhone.
“Even the limeys themselves aren’t sure what it’s called, sir,” he said. “They sometimes call it the United Kingdom, or the U.K. for short. The U.K. comprises of four countries: England, Scotland, wales and Northern Ireland.”
The President’s eyes began to glaze over. His Aide continued regardless.
“They have a few other names for it, too. Great Britain is one of them. Strictly speaking, that refers to the island off the coast of Western Europe in the —”
The President cut him short.
“I don’t care what the hell it’s called,” he said. “That limey sonofabitch thinks he can get one over on me. The reason he wants me to go over there is so that he can show off to the rest of the limeys that I’m at his beck and call. Well, I’ll show him. Make sure we take the biggest motorcade over there that any American President ever took to any country. I want to make him look like the poor relation, and I want it to be clear to everyone watching on television that he is the poor relation.
And another thing. Just in case he tries anything underhand, get the White House PR team at the ready. We need to put the right spin on this, and kill any stories about it that might be negative to us. Is that clear, Tyler?”
“Yes, Mr President. I’ll get right on it.”

CHAPTER 3


Prime Minister Camemblert adopted a thoughtful frown. He held it for exactly five seconds and did a little chin rubbing while he was at it for good measure. Then he thrust his jaw forward and gave his visitors one of his best-ever determined Churchillian looks.
“Leave it with me, gentlemen,” he said. “I won’t let you down.”
The burghers of Huddersfield, who were all Tories, had come to him with their caps in their hands seeking funds to rebuild their town. They felt reassured by this.
Prime Minister Camemblert had ordered the bombing of Huddersfield to cleanse it of zombies; and they knew from the Churchillian look he was giving them that they could rely on him to secure funds for them to repair the damage it had caused.
“Thank you Prime Minister,” they chorused, with much tugging of forelocks. “Thank you ever so much.”
As if hypnotised, they all stood up and allowed themselves to be ushered by the PM out the door of Number 10, without any promise of any money whatsoever.  He waved them goodbye from the door, a cheery smile on his face for the benefit of the waiting press, as flashbulbs popped all around him.
He was vaguely aware of the burghers giving interviews to the press as they made their way down Downing Street.
“I won’t let you down,” he heard them saying.
He finished waving and shut the front door of number 10, and allowed himself the luxury of a satisfied smile. They were quoting his very words! That would be great for his image.
He went back to his office, and then he had a terrifying thought. What was he going to do, so as to avoid letting them down? He had no idea.
He picked up the telephone and called his Aide.
“Johnson,” he said. “Get in here at once. I need you for a brainstorming session.”
A few minutes later, Johnson entered the P.M.’s office with his ‘House of Commons’ ballpoint pen and pad, the ones with the portcullis logo on them. He sat down opposite the P.M.
“What are we brainstorming about, Prime Minister?” He asked.
“Huddersfield,” said Camemblert. “The town’s burghers came here asking for money, and I sent them packing saying I wouldn’t let them down, but I can’t give them any money, the Chancellor wouldn’t stand for it. And besides, it’s against my tory principles. So I need to think of some other way to make them happy; or at least, to not get any bad publicity out of it.”
“Quite, Prime Minister. Who’s going to start with the brainstorming session? You or me?”
“I don’t know. Yes, I do. Me. No, you.”
“How about asking the Chancellor for money from his contingency budget?”
“I’ve just told you, the Chancellor won’t stand for it.”
“Well, there’s nothing to be lost by asking him.”
“Yes there is, I don’t like him and I don’t like spending time with him. Have you ever seen those looks he gives me? I’d sack him right now if it wasn’t for the fact that his supporters would use it as an excuse to get rid of me.”
“We seem to have an impossible problem then, Prime Minister.”
“Nothing is impossible, Johnson. Look at me. I’m Prime Minister and people said that was impossible.”
“They’re still saying it,” Johnson muttered.
“What was that?”
“Nothing, prime Minister.”
“Wait a minute, I’ve got it. I’ve got the answer. Trickle-down.”
“What’s trickle-down?”
“It’s where rich people spend money somewhere, and the poor people benefit as a result.”
“You mean like living off the scraps that fall off the table?”
“A bit like that, yes. No, no. What are you saying Johnson? It’s a way of helping people to help themselves, rather than creating a nation of scroungers. Now let me think. How can we get people to spend money in a place like Huddersfield?”
“How indeed Prime Minister? There are no shops there any more to spend money in. You bombed them all flat, remember?”
“We can set up market stalls then. Or the people of Huddersfield can set them up. Wait, it’s just come to me, I know exactly what we should do. We’ve got an approved budget for entertaining the American President while he’s over here. We can use the money to pay for the V.O.Z day celebrations that take place in Huddersfield, and we can take the president there. We’ll send our best troupes of clog-dancing zombies up to Huddersfield to impress him. That way, we can revive the fortunes of the ailing little town without actually spending any money on it, as such. I bet you the townsfolk will make a mint on V.O.Z day just by setting up a decent tombola stand in St George’s Square.”
“A tombola stand? — Brilliant, Prime Minister. That’s just what’s needed to revive the flagging fortunes of a once-proud woollen town in the north of England.”
“Well, you better get to it Johnson.”
“Get to what, Prime Minister?”
“Telling the people of Huddersfield about their good fortune.”
“What good fortune would that be, Prime Minister?”
“That instead of simply taking the easy way out, and giving them a pile of cash to rebuild their town with, we’re dealing with their problem in an imaginative way. We’re trickling down funds to them from the private sector, and we’re using V.O.Z day to do it.”
“Oh I see. That good fortune Prime Minister. I rather thought you’d want to tell them about that yourself, as it was your idea.”
“I would, Johnson, but I’m busy preparing for P.M.Q.’s, and anyway, I know how you like to hob-nob with the press whenever we’ve got a good story to tell, so I’m putting it in your capable hands.”
“I will be eternally grateful to you for that, prime Minister.”

CHAPTER 4


The news of the many deaths in the sleepy Yorkshire village of Nobblethwaite was reported nationally.
A spook, intrigued by the news, hacked into the police computers at the Nab police H.Q., and read the reports of eight deaths, all of them seemingly caused by a wild animal, which some witnesses described as a domestic cat, and others as a tiger. There was even a suggestion that it was a were-cat.
The forensic analysis of the corpses was baffling. It confirmed that the creature that was responsible was indeed a cat. But no domestic cat could have wreaked such havoc.
Unless, of course, it was another zombie cat like the one that had been on the rampage in London and Huddersfield during the recent war with the zombies.
The spook compiled a report and sent it to the head of MI5, and the head of MI5 sent it to Johnson, the P.M.’s Aide. Johnson decided he should bring it to the attention of the P.M. immediately.
The P.M. was burdened with paperwork as usual.
And as usual, he couldn’t be bothered with it. He left it lying on his desk in ever-bigger piles and read the morning papers instead. He found that far more enjoyable than any of the official documents he was supposed to read.
When Johnson brought the report from MI5 into his office at number 10 Downing Street, the P.M. looked up from the Daily Mail.
“What’s that you’ve got Johnson?” He asked. “It’s not another bloody report is it? Because if it is, I’m sick to the back teeth of them. Just put it there, will you?”
He waved his arm airily over the many piles of papers, some of them as much as two foot high that were stacked up on his desk.
Johnson didn’t move.
“What are you waiting for?” The P.M. asked.
He pointed at the biggest pile of papers, which had a patina of dust on top it. “Put it there, man. I’ll get around to it.”
Johnson ignored these instructions and thrust the report towards the P.M.
“There’s no time to lose, Prime Minister. You have to read this right now,” he said.
“Oh, do I? You listen to me Johnson, you can’t tell me what to do. I’m the top banana around here, and I can do what the bloody hell I like.”
“Of course you can, Prime Minister. However, I feel I should draw your attention to the fact that there appears to be a zombie cat, or zomcat as MI5 are calling them, running around in Nobblethwaite, a village in West Yorkshire not too far removed from Huddersfield. One can only speculate about how silly you’d look if news were to break about an undead cat running riot during the President’s visit, given that you’ve told him that you’ve wiped out all the zombies. And what if he were to see the thing for himself? Heaven forbid that that should happen.”
The P.M. lowered his newspaper and thrust his jaw forward.
“You’re right, Johnson. We can’t allow that. We’ve got to get rid of the thing. But we don’t want Johnny Public to know about it, not after we’ve told him we’ve got rid of all the zombies. We need to sort it out on the Q.T. Let me see. What can we do?”
“Send in a small group of the S.A.S., Prime Minister.”
The P.M. sighed petulantly.
“If we did that, everybody would know we had a problem, Johnson. I know, let’s get that chap onto it.”
“What chap?”
“The one we used last time. You know, Ensign Pennant or whatever he’s called.”
“You mean Flagg Banner, Prime Minister.”
“That’s right. It’s a bloody silly name, if you ask me. That’s why I couldn’t remember it.”
“A bit like Camemblert, then.”
“What? What’s that, Johnson?”
“Nothing, I’ll get in touch with Mr. Banner right away. Will that be all, Prime Minister?”
“Yes, that’s will be all for now, Johnson.”



CHAPTER 5


He sat at his kitchen table and perused the dossier that he’d been handed by his MI5 handler. It gave him precious little to go on.
In summary: there was a village called Nobblethwaite, any number of witnesses who’d seen things that didn’t add up, not even with each other, let alone with any possible underlying reality, and there were no pictures.
But he’d seen enough in his time to know that, even so, it might mean there was a threat to his country that had to be exterminated — and he prided himself on his ability to exterminate threats.
He stood six feet one-inch-tall, was lantern-jawed, and had a wiry strength that belied his slim physique. His name was Flagg Banner; it was a name that was feared throughout the British Isles.
Banner unfurled himself from his chair, moved with an easy grace to the kitchen and made a mug of tea. With his mug of tea in his hand, he gave some thought to the tools he’d need for his latest job. When he’d finished his tea, he packed a specially adapted suitcase with the tools he’d chosen. He put some clothes in an overnight bag, and threw the suitcase and bag into the back of his car, a green Land Rover Defender that looked as though it would be at home on a battlefield.
He climbed into the car and drove north up the M1. He turned off the motorway at junction 24 and drove to Nobblethwaite. Due to the many road works on the M1 the journey took up the entire day and most of the evening, so it was 10.30 p.m. by the time he reached his destination. He pulled up in the car park of the Ne’er do well inn, took his bags from his car, and walked through the front door.
For a village pub, it was surprisingly busy. Banner heard a hubbub of conversation as soon as he stepped inside. Within seconds of his entry, it stopped and heads turned to look at him. He narrowed his eyes and returned the stares. No-one held his gaze. Satisfied that he’d laid down a marker, he went to the bar and looked at the names of the beers on offer. Behind him, the hubbub of conversation resumed.
“I’ll have a pint of Nobblethwaite Best, please,” he said, “and a room for the night.”
The landlady surreptitiously looked him up and down to get the measure of him, as she did with all the strangers who visited her pub, and then she got a glass and pulled the stranger a pint.
“You don’t sound like you come from these parts,” she said.
“I’m not, I’m from London.”
The landlady nodded. She’d suspected him of being a southerner. She took a set of keys from the wall behind her and held them towards him.
“See that door?” She asked, indicating a door at the back of the room.
Banner nodded.
“There’s some stairs at the back of it. Your room’s the first on the right at the top.”
Banner held out his hand to take the keys from her. She pulled her own hand back.
“Not so fast,” she said. “We don’t want any trouble round here. We won’t stand for it. Have you got that?”
Banner’s lips curled into a smile.
“I’ve got it,” he said. “Now kindly give me the keys.”
Against her better judgement, the landlady handed them over.
He looked around the room for someone to talk to who looked as if he might be a promising source of information. His eyes soon settled on a group of three old men sitting at a table in the corner. He picked up his two bags with one hand as if they weighed nothing, and with his pint in the other, he went over to their table and put his pint on it. Once again, the hubbub of conversation stopped and all the eyes in the crowded pub fell on him.
“Mind if I join you?” He asked.
Without waiting for an answer, he placed his bags on the floor and pulled up a chair.
“Cheers,” he said, taking a sip of his drink.
“You don’t want to linger in these parts,” said one of the old men.
“Why not?”
The old man shook his head.
“T’ curse of t’Slawits,” he said.
“The curse of what?”
The old man took a long pull of an e-cigarette; the end glowed.
“T’ curse of t’Slawits. They were a family that used to live up on the big hill outside the village. Nodger Hill we call it. T’Slawits had a gipsy curse put on ’em nearly three hundred years ago. They used to own all the land round here as far as he eye can see, including this village. The last of ’em still owns a lot of it. But it’s all cursed, and so are we. So you’d best not stay too long, or you’ll end up cursed too.”
“This curse, what does it do to you?”
“It’s not what it does to us; it’s what it does to t’Slawits.”
“Tell me more.”
“It’s turned ’em into a family of were-cats.”
“Were-cats? What are they?”
“They’re like were-wolves but worse. They’re men that change into cats, big buggers they are, like lions or tigers, and they’ll tear you to pieces as soon as look at yer.”
Another of the old men took an e-pipe from his mouth and pointed the stem at Banner.
“Don’t take any notice of Sam,” he said. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. There’s no curse and no were-cats. There’s some’at afoot, though, that’s for sure.”
Banner narrowed his eyes.
“What do you reckon it is, then?” He asked. “If it’s not a were-cat?”
“You’ll have heard of the Beast of Bodmin Moor. We’ve got one of them up here. Let’s call it the Beast of Nobble Moor. It’s a big bugger just like Sam says, and it’s vicious, too. It killed five men ’ere last week, right outside this pub, and it’ll have you too, if you don’t watch yer step, so think on.”
“Bloody ’ell,” said the third of the trio. “I’ve never heard anything so daft in all me puff as what these two have just been telling thee. You know these rich folk as don’t ’ave anything better to do than keep exotic animals? I reckon one of ’em down in Huddersfield or Barnsley had a big cat like a cougar or some’at like that, and it escaped. Naturally, the owner couldn’t let on, because what he was doing was illegal. Anyway, that cougar or whatever it is, it’s living on Nobble Moor, and it’s been surviving by eating deer and rabbit. But it’s got a taste for human blood now, and you mark my words, it’ll be back ’ere, and when it is, there’ll be hell to pay.”
“What was the last sighting of this beast, or were-cat, or whatever it is?”
“It wore up at Slawit Hall, last any of us heard. It killed the old man Bob Slawit and his grandson.”
“It never killed Bob Slawit. That thing is Bob Slawit, he’s the were-cat. I saw him change wi’ me own eyes. One minute he was a man, just same as you and me, and t’next he’d changed into some’at ’orrible, from t’depths of hell. Covered in ginger fur he was, and big as a bull, and strong as an ox. He even had horns.”
“Cats with ’orns? I allus knew you were a daft bugger Charlie, but I never knew you were that bloody daft.”
“Where else has this thing been seen, apart for Slawit Hall?”
“It wore in t’village here, rampaging through the high street where it killed five young men before it went up to Slawit Hall and killed Bob Slawit’s grandson. Since then we haven’t seen it, but there’s some as say it killed some coppers before any of us ever saw it, and some as say they’ve heard it howling at night, and there’s some as say they’ve seen it skulking up on Nobble Moor, looking for prey. My advice to you is to keep well away from it, whatever it is.”
“Thank you for your advice gentlemen, you’ve been most helpful,” said Banner, finishing his pint. “I think it’s time I turned in. I’ve had a long day.”
He stood up, picked up his two bags, and went up to his room.
“Who wore that clever bugger?” One of them asked after Banner had left.
“I don’t know, but he’s a southerner. Did you notice he never offered to buy a round? That’s southerners for yer. I’ll tell you some’at else, and all. I reckon He’s come up here to interfere in some’at he knows nowt about.”
“Well, if that is why he’s come here, he’s in for a right bloody shock when that were-cat claps eyes on him. He won’t know what’s hit him if he gets in its way.”
The three men all nodded in agreement and picked up their pints of Nobblethwaite Best. Each of them took a very small sip of his drink, then set his pint back on the table, and nodded in unison with the others.
Early next morning, Banner hoisted himself from his bed, showered, dressed, and strapped on the shoulder holster for his Smith and Wesson model 29 classic Magnum .44, along with the ankle holster for his Smith and Wesson .38 special, his backup sidearm. He checked the effect in the mirror, and, satisfied that he wouldn’t alarm the locals by looking as if he was bearing firearms in public, he went outside. It was a foggy morning, and the houses further along the cobbled street were shrouded in mist, giving them a ghostly quality.
Banner walked past them, leaving the small village behind, went up to the top of Nobble Hill, and saw Slawit Hall for the first time.
It stood on its own in the mist, huge and menacing. Behind it, he knew, hidden by the mist, was Nobble Moor, a wilderness of rolling hills covered in grassy swamps and patches of heather.
There was police tape around the doors of Slawit Hall, but there were no police guarding the place. It seemed they’d got whatever evidence they expected to find and abandoned the crime scene. He ignored the tape and pulled his Magnum .44 from its holster and went inside. He found himself in a classic entrance hall with panelled walls and a grand staircase straight ahead. It was dilapidated and covered in cobwebs. Keeping his gun at the ready, Banner advanced cautiously. Ahead of him on the floor there was the chalk outline of a man, or at least of part of a man. It looked as if he was missing his head, and possibly an arm.
Banner inspected the entire house. There was no sign of old man Slawit, or of the were-cat, or whatever it was that had killed five young men in the village. Banner suspected it had been, if anything, a zomcat.  He didn’t know what zomcats might be able to do, but since this one had killed five young men, and possibly other victims, it had to be treated with the greatest respect.
He went back outside. The mist was rolling in from Nobble Moor and it was getting thicker. For Banner, this wasn’t good news; it meant that if the zomcat put in an appearance, he wouldn’t be able to see it until it was almost on him.
Keeping his gun at the ready, he made his way back along the drive to the cobbled street that led down the hill into Nobblethwaite. Before he got to the end of the drive, he saw an outline in the mist. He stopped and narrowed his eyes into slits.
It was a cat. A ginger cat.
He levelled his gun slowly, so as not to alert it to his presence, and took careful aim. It advanced towards him through the mist. He squeezed the trigger and blasted its head to Kingdom Come. The body of the cat remained on its feet for an instant without a head, and then it toppled sideways onto the drive.
Banner blew the smoke from the muzzle of his gun and slipped it into his holster. He walked up to the headless cat corpse and inspected it. He quickly realised that he hadn’t destroyed a zomcat; he’d killed an ordinary ginger tom, somebody’s beloved pet, no doubt. He shrugged and pulled his pistol out again, and cautiously made his way back to the village.
He called in at the village butcher’s shop. Albert the butcher was proudly showing of his new mincing machine to one of the locals, feeding a sheep’s head into the hopper and watching as it emerged from a funnel as a pink mush with specks of white in it.
“Morning,” said Banner.
Albert and the local both turned their heads and looked at him as if he was an alien, which, in a sense, he was.
“Can I help you?” Albert asked.
“Yes,” said Banner. “I’d like five pints of cow blood and one of those joints you’ve got hanging up. I’d like to collect them at five o’clock today, please. But I’ll pay you now.”
Albert and the local man looked at each other before Albert tore himself away from his demonstration and opened his till.
“Twenty-five pounds please,” he said.
“That’s a bit steep isn’t it?” Banner asked, as he handed over the cash.
“It’s what you pay for quality products. We don’t sell any of that supermarket rubbish round here.”
“All right. See you at five o’clock.”
Banner left.
“Bloody southerners,” said Albert.
As dusk was falling, Banner pulled a chair over to the first-floor window of a bedroom in Slawit Hall, and sat in it. Through the window he had a good view of the edge of Nobble Moor. He’d sprinkled trails of cow blood across the moorland near to Slawit Hall. They led to the joint of meat he’d bought, which was positioned a good distance from the house, but still well within his line of sight.
He set his rifle on a tripod trained it on the joint of meat.
Now, it was a question of remaining still and silent for hours on end, if necessary, while retaining his concentration.
Dusk turned to night. Banner could still see the joint of meat clearly because he was looking at it through a night-sight. He kept stock-still.
If the zomcat came sniffing around the meat, it would get its head blown off, just like the other unfortunate cat that had crossed Banner’s path.
A shape disturbed the grass. It could have been a cat — or another small animal. Banner ignored it and kept his focus on the joint of meat. There was no point in alerting the zomcat by letting off a shot at something vague, which might not even be the zomcat. He wanted a clean shot at a quarry he could identify.
The only movement he made was that of his stomach and chest as he breathed, slowly and deeply, keeping his body in a state of relaxed readiness.
The sound of a cat’s footstep is an almost legendary thing.
It’s a by-word for the closest thing to silence that there can be.
Yet, so keen were Banner’s ears, that he heard it.
An impossibly quiet, but distinct, pad, pad, pad, as a cat’s feet stepped on the wooden floor behind him. He stood up quickly, picking up the rifle and spun around with it in his hands, the tripod dangling from it. The cat leaped up at him and he pulled the trigger. The bullet took off a hind leg, and the cat landed on his chest, gripping his combat jacket with claws that could have been sharpened in hell. It lunged with open jaws for his face.
Banner dropped his rifle and put his hands around its neck and squeezed. It did no good. The animal either didn’t feel pain, or it ignored it. He felt its remaining hind leg clawing at his belly, tearing strips from his jacket. For a small animal, it was possessed of an alarming strength. The thought crossed Banner’s mind that he might not be able to keep it from biting his face for long. He kept hold of its neck with his left hand, and reached inside his jacket with his right. As he did so, it wriggled almost free of his grip and lunged at him. He felt its teeth scrape against his chin and in the same instant he placed the muzzle of his magnum .44 into its mouth and blew it away.
Some sort of vile fluid leaked from the headless body of the cat onto Banner’s hands, just before it fell to the floor. He felt a burning sensation on his fingers. He rushed to the nearest bathroom and rinsed his hands under the tap. There was a mirror above the wash hand basin. Banner took a torch from his pocket and examined his face in the mirror. He had a tiny scar on his chin. What did that mean? Could he be infected with something?
He took his hunting knife from his belt and ruthlessly sliced off the flesh where he’d been scarred, hoping that he’d sliced it off in time to prevent any infection from spreading throughout his body. His blood flowed freely from the self-inflicted wound. He let it drop into the basin for a few minutes. Then, satisfied he’d done all he could to protect himself, he used his first-aid kit to dress the wound as best he could, and drove to the accident and casualty department of the Nab General Hospital.
After a wait of several hours he was finally seen by a doctor, who cleaned the wound with an antiseptic.
“I’m going to have to stitch this up,” said the Doctor. “It’ll be painful, unless I use a local anaesthetic.”.”
“Just get on with it. Don’t bother with the anaesthetic, I’m in a hurry,” said Banner.
“Are you sure?”
Banner nodded.
The Doctor widened his eyes and prepared his needle and thread. He carefully sewed up the wound, pulling the two sides of it together as best he could. Banner didn’t flinch.
“Thanks,” he said when the Doctor was done. “I’ll be on my way now.”
It was 10.00 a.m. by the time he got back to Nobblethwaite. He went to his room in the Ne’er do well and used his laptop to email a detailed report to his handler in MI5. When he’d done that, he packed his bags, put them in the back of his Land Rover, and began the long journey through miles of road works and cones back to London.
As he approached Leicester Forest East, Banner felt an odd sensation. It was a sensation that someone else might have missed, but Banner, being a trained man and an athlete, could discern immediately that all was not well. He decided he ought to take a break from driving, so he pulled off the motorway at the Services and bought a black coffee from the Costa coffee shop. He sat at a table by the window and began to drink his coffee. There was something wrong with it.  It didn’t quite taste the way it should.
Banner felt a tingling sensation to either side of his nose. He touched his hand to his cheek. There were what seemed to be several wires protruding from his skin. He quickly stood up and made his way to the toilets, noticing as he did that heads were turning on all the tables and looking at him as he moved amongst them to the toilet entrance. In fact, they were doing more than just looking at him; jaws were dropping in amazement, or something else — fear, perhaps.
Banner quickened his pace.
He got to the toilets and looked in the mirror. He’d grown a set of whiskers, like a cat, and in the time it’d taken him to get from his table to the toilet, he’d acquired a covering of short ginger fur all over his face.
The other men using the toilets were all looking at him, while trying to look as if they weren’t looking at him. One of them managed to piss himself.
Banner found a vacant cubicle and locked himself in it. He pulled his mobile from his pocket and sent a text message:
My dearest Flagge, I have no choice. Please remember that, and please forgive me when news of what I’ve done reaches you. Above all, remember that I love you, now and forever, with all of my heart. All my love, Daddy xxx
He dropped the mobile which clattered on the tiles at his feet.
He took his magnum .44 from its holster and stuck it in his mouth. He held it at an angle that would ensure that his brain would be thoroughly destroyed.
Then he did the right thing for Queen and country: he squeezed the trigger.

CHAPTER 6


The morning was cold and bright.
Iris Simpson boiled the kettle in the kitchen at the back of the small cottage she and her husband occupied near the top of South Stonker Lane, and made a flask of tea.
“Are you ready Brian?” She shouted.
“I am, luvie,” he replied. “I’ve got me paper and I’m just getting me shoes and coat on.”
Summer was turning to autumn, so they both made sure they were well-wrapped before venturing out and walking the short distance to the wooden bench down the road that overlooked the town of Huddersfield. The bench had a brass plaque on it which said: ‘Queen’s Jubilee Year 1977’.
They sat on the bench and Iris poured them both a cup of tea. The two pensioners liked to spend an hour sitting on this bench every day, weather permitting.
Brian unfolded the newspaper he’d been carrying and began reading it. It was the Huddersfield Examiner. The front page bore the headline: ‘Zombie Festival Comes To Town’.
He read the story with a keen interest.

‘Tarquin Camemblert, the prime Minister, let it be known today through official sources that there will be a series of festivals across the country in honour of the sacrifices made by the town of Huddersfield, which enabled him to put paid to the plague of zombies which was on the verge of bringing the country to its knees. The theme of the festivals will be clog-dancing celebrity chef zombies. The main festival will be held in Huddersfield itself, in the town’s famous St. George’s Square, and will be attended by a number of visiting dignitaries including the Prime Minister and President of the United States of America, Adolf Doughnut.

It is anticipated that the festival will bring much-needed funds into the town, which will help to pay for the rebuilding of the town centre, which had to be bombed as part of the war effort against the zombies.’


Just as he got to the end of the paragraph, Brian felt a sharp object in his ribs. It was his wife’s elbow. Then he heard her voice whispering in his ear.
“Brian, just look at that. There’s some right funny looking people coming down our road.”
Brian lowered his newspaper and peeped over the top of it.
“Don’t make it so obvious, you bloody daft bugger,” she said.
Somewhat confused, he raised the newspaper again, and peered around the side of it. He saw three people on the other side of the street. The first of them had a yellow skinned jaundice look about him, and he had his black hair styled in a magnificent pompadour. The second would have been a strikingly attractive and exotic-looking woman with long jet-black hair, were it not for the fact that she, too, was yellow, which somehow gave the impression of decay; and the third was a burly type, with a bristling moustache, a similar yellow complexion, and the look of a bouncer at a cheap nightclub.
“They look like a right load of weirdos,” said Iris. “I’ll bet yer they’re all immigrants, those three. Probably from somewhere in Eastern Europe.”
The one with the pompadour turned his head and flashed a charming grin at the two pensioners and waved at them, while directing his gaze into Brian’s eyes, which were watching him at an odd angle necessitated by the newspaper he was holding.
“Nice day,” he shouted, in a plummy accent. “I see you’re both enjoying the sunshine.”
Brian reddened. He thought he’d been very discrete. He waved back uncertainly, and watched the three odd-looking people saunter further down the steep road.
“They didn’t sound very foreign,” said Brian.
“No, you’re right. What the bloody hell was going on? Have you ever seen the like?”
“Wait a minute. I know exactly what it was. Look at this.”
Brian held up the front page of his newspaper and pointed to the opening paragraph of the lead article.
“See that? They’re having a festival in the town centre to raise money. They’re getting folk dressed up as clog-dancing zombies to raise the money for us. I bet you those three are in fancy dress and they’re on their way to a rehearsal for the festival.”
“They weren’t wearing clogs.”
“Can you blame ’em? Clogs aren’t right comfortable. They’ll probably be putting their clogs on when they get to the rehearsal room.”
“Aye, happen.”
Iris poured another cup of tea and Brian got back to reading his newspaper. He felt another nudge in his ribs.
“Brian, we’ve got company,” his wife said.
Brian looked up. The three odd-looking yellow people were standing in front of him and his wife.
The one with the flamboyant hairstyle spoke.
“Hello again,” he said. “Please do excuse us for interrupting your time together. We couldn’t help but notice the headline on your newspaper, and all three of us want to take a quick look at the front page, if you don’t mind. Is that all right? We’ll only take a minute.”
Brian turned his head and looked at his wife for guidance as to whether he should mind or not. She shrugged, so he handed the newspaper over.
Floyd Rampant took it and stood reading it, with Fletcher and Divine on either side of him, reading it at the same time as him.
When he finished he removed the front page and returned the rest of the newspaper to Brian.
“I hope you don’t mind if I keep this to study later, at my leisure,” he said.
“Well, actually—”
“Don’t say you won’t let me take this one tiny little piece of your newspaper,” Rampant said. “You’d hurt my feelings if you said that. And my friends don’t like it when people hurt my feelings.”
Fletcher and De Vine both glared at Brian.
“Well, when you put it that way, of course you can take it.”
Iris opened her mouth to speak, but thought the better of it, and kept her feelings to herself.
“Thank you so much,” Rampant said, pinching Brian’s cheek. “You’ve been an absolute little gem. I’m ever so grateful. Toodle-oo.”
He turned and led his two colleagues away.
Brian and Iris looked at each other and they both shrugged. Brian got back to his newspaper and iris poured them both another cup of tea.
“When are we going to get something to eat?” I’m ravenous. Can’t we go back and eat those two?” Fletcher asked.
“No, you silly-arse, we can’t. If we eat someone in broad daylight, we’ll be seen for sure, and before you know it, they’ll be sending in the army to wipe us out again. We have to be subtler than that,” Rampant replied.
“What are we going to do then?”
“When we find somewhere suitable, we’re going to collect some money for charity.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ll see.”



CHAPTER 7


Bob Trotter looked up from his desk, which was in front of a picture window. He lived in one of the few large houses that had been built near the top of South Stonker Lane to take advantage of the views it offered.
Through his window he could see most of Huddersfield sprawled out in the valley far below. It was a view that disturbed him these days, because it always reminded him that the centre of his beloved home town had been flattened by bombs during the military action that had wiped out the zombies.
He watched as people scurried amongst the rubble, operated diggers, and, in a few cases erected scaffolding for the rebuild that would soon be taking place, money permitting.
He lowered his head and began writing again. Having retired the previous year, Bob had taken up writing as a hobby. He liked to write longhand then type it up later. Like every second person on the planet, he believed he had a novel in him, if only he could find it. So far it had proved elusive, but he persisted in looking for it. Having tried and failed to get anywhere with almost every conceivable genre, he’d decided on what was for him a radical approach: he was going to write about zombies.
He was halfway through a sentence on the first page when the doorbell rang. He stood up, left his study, walked through his small library, and then through the magnificent entrance hall to his front door. It was all kept immaculately clean due to the efforts of the cleaner he paid to do his cleaning every day of the week.
Trotter’s front door had a decorative glazed panel set into it. The panel was translucent and it allowed him to see visitors, and allowed visitors to see him, but not very clearly. He peered through the glazed panel. He could tell that there were three people standing in the porch, but they were no more than shadowy figures, seen through a glass darkly. They were an odd colour, and he wasn’t sure he liked the looks of them, insofar as he could see them at all. He was glad he had multiple locks and bolts on his front door.
“Who is it?” He asked.
A plummy voice answered:
“Charity clog-dancing celebrity chef zombies.”
“Charity what?” Trotter asked.
“We’re clog-dancing celebrity chef zombies. We’re collecting money to help with the rebuilding of Huddersfield. We’re part of the festival team.”
Rampant pressed the front page of the Huddersfield Examiner against the glass panel on the front door, and Trotter looked closely at it. He read the headline and the first few paragraphs, and then he pressed his face against the panel so that he could get a better view of his visitors.
They looked like people dressed as zombies all right, and they were collecting for a cause close to his heart, the rebuilding of his home town.
Trotter undid the many bolts securing his front door and unlocked it and pulled it open.
“You better come in,” he said. “I’ll see what I can give you.”
His three visitors followed him in and Rampant shut the door behind them, and secured it with the bolts.
“No need for that,” said Trotter. “You won’t be staying long after all.”
“Oh, but we will,” said Rampant. “This is our new home.”
“What-what do you mean?”
“We were homeless until a few minutes ago. Now we’ve got a home. This is it. That’s what I mean.”
Trotter’s jaw dropped.
“Perhaps you could take us on a guided tour and show us around our new home. We’re very interested in everything about it, especially the kitchen.”
Trotter felt his knees giving way. He forced himself to be brave.
I’ll play along with them, he thought. Make them think I’m not going to take a step out of line. Then, as soon as they’re off guard, I’ll escape or call the police.
He led them up the generously proportioned staircase to the first floor of his house.
“This is the master bedroom,” he said, opening a door.
“That’ll be mine, then,” said Rampant.
Trotter felt himself bridle. He made a sweeping gesture with his hand.
“These are the doors to the other bedrooms. All but one have en-suites, and there’s a family bathroom for good measure. Let’s go back downstairs now. This is the hall of course, library, my study where I do all my work, the lounge, drawing room, snug, kitchen, and utility room, and below this level there’s a large basement and keeping room, and what was the coal cellar in days gone by. That’s it. ”
“It’s perfectly wonderful. My name’s Floyd Rampant by the way, and these are my lovely associates, Kat De Vine and Gary Fletcher. Gary likes to be known as Gaz.”
Rampant extended his hand.
“And you are?” He asked, with a smile on his face.
Against his better instincts, Trotter shook Rampant’s hand, which he found to be rather cold.
“Bob Trotter. You can call me Bob.”
“Splendid. Let’s all be on first name terms. You can call be Floyd. Now then Bob, tell me a bit about yourself.”
“Well, I’m retired,” said Trotter. “And I live here alone.”
He thought he might have made a mistake saying that, so he quickly added:
“I have a cleaner who comes every day, and my son often visits me, and my ex-wife sometimes drops in.”
Rampant nodded and stroked his chin.
“A son, eh?” He said. “Perhaps you could show me a photograph of him.”
Trotter’s heart sank.
“I’m afraid I don’t have any,” he said.
“What? You don’t have any photographs of your son? That’s rather unusual isn’t it, Bob? Most fathers would keep photographs of their sons close to hand, don’t you think? I have a feeling you’ve been making things up, Bob. I’m right, aren’t I?”
He gave Trotter a penetrating red-eyed stare.
Trotter gulped and nodded.
“There is no son, and no ex-wife either, is there Bob?”
“No. Sorry,” said Trotter.
His mouth felt suddenly dry and he had trouble getting the words out.
Rampant grinned.
“Well, don’t you worry,” he said. “I’m going to be very understanding, as long as it doesn’t happen again. Just behave yourself, and do as you’re told from now on, and things will go well for you. But take one step out of line and you’re going to end up in an awful big pickle. Or a stew.”
De Vine and Fletcher both threw back their heads and laughed. Trotter had the feeling that a joke had been made at his expense, but he didn’t quite get it.
“Yes,” he said. “Of course, of course I’ll behave myself and do as I’m told. You can count on me.”
Rampant pinched Trotter’s cheek.
“I always knew I could, Bob. Now let’s lay down a few ground rules, shall we? You’re going to stay at home from now on, and act as if everything is normal. You’re going to pretend you’ve decided to have three house guests. It’s not really pretence, when you think about it, is it? The fact is that you have decided to take in three house guests, because the consequences of not doing so don’t bear thinking about.”
“No, I don’t suppose they do.”
“So that’s your job. Our job is to make sure that you do your job. It’s as simple as that.”
He thrust his face forward so that his nose was no more than an inch from Trotter’s nose.
“Do you think you can handle the job I’ve just given you, Bob?”
Trotter nodded his head vigorously.
“Yes, yes, of course.”
“That’s perfectly splendid.”
“I’m still ravenous. When are we going to eat?” Fletcher asked.
“This evening you two can go on a hunting expedition. I’ll stay here and look after Bob.”
“What will they be hunting?” Trotter asked.
“Fresh supplies of meat for our cooking pots.”
“There’s a Halal butchers a quarter-mile down the road in Birkby, and Tesco if you follow the road into town.”
“We’ll bear that in mind, but I think it’s unlikely that either of them’ll stock what we’re after.”
“The Halal butcher is very good. He sometimes even has mutton which is unusual for a butcher’s shop in Huddersfield.”
Rampant cocked his head to one side and grinned.
“We want the sort of meat that comes on two legs. He won’t stock that.”
“Two-legged meat? What do you mean?” Trotter asked.
Rampant grinned again and did a gesture with the index and middle finger of his right hand, making his hand look like a man taking a walk.
Trotter’s jaw dropped.
“Get it now, do we Bob?”
Trotter felt faint. He turned and fled into his study. As he did so, he heard the peals of laughter of his three new guests ringing in his ears. He stared out of the window for a while, then sat down at his desk, and decided to submerge himself in his writing to take his mind off things. He picked up his pen and read the opening paragraphs of his new novel:

‘Amos Crabtree cowered in his garage as his neighbour Terry Baldwick, whose funeral he had attended the previous Saturday, lumbered towards him with his arms outstretched, as if in expectation of an emotional reunion.

Amos had the disturbing feeling that his former neighbour was after more than a friendly hug, and looked around for a means of escape. Unfortunately, he was standing in the narrow corridor between the side of his car and the concrete wall of his garage, and he’d reversed his car close to the end wall of the garage, leaving no scope to run around the rear of it. There was no escape.

He put his hands on the roof of the car and scrabbled with his legs, trying to climb on top of it. He scratched the paintwork he’d been so proud of with his clumsy kicking, but accomplished little else.

Realising that he wasn’t athletic enough to make it onto the roof of his car, Amos turned to face the apparition that was now only a couple of feet away.

His former neighbour was the last thing on earth he wanted to see, but nevertheless he blurted out:

“Terry, it’s great to see you. How are you keeping?”

A second later, Baldwick’s filth-encrusted arms embraced him; he smelled the rankness of Baldwick’s undead body, and felt Baldwick’s teeth sink into his cheek and tear a strip of his face away. He tried to push his attacker away, but—’


Trotter ripped the page from his notebook, screwed it up, and threw it in the waste bin.
The three zombie chefs paced around Trotter’s front room until night had fallen, and then De Vine and Fletcher went out and walked down the hill into Birkby.
De vine, as usual, was very fetchingly dressed in a red boob-tube, a black leather mini-skirt, and black stockings. Her legs, which were long and shapely, looked longer and shapelier still due to the six-inch heels she was wearing. With each step she took, her hips swayed first one way, then the other.
Fletcher, by comparison, looked coarse and brutish, with his burly bouncer’s physique, his squat frame, and his bristling black moustache.
Eventually they entered the outskirts of Birkby. The shops were all closed and not many people were around. Fletcher hid in the shadows outside one of the shops on Grimscar Avenue, while De Vine stood at the edge of the pavement, and did her best to look interesting. It was something that required very little effort on her part; in fact, it came rather naturally to her.
Quince Roper drove through the darkness towards the red-light district of Huddersfield with feelings of trepidation. He didn’t usually feel this way; in fact, he’d always enjoyed his excursions to the area in the past. But recent events had brought about a change in the way he viewed it.
He’d picked up a ‘whore’ as he liked to call them, and gone back to her place on Canal Street. He’d agreed on the service she’d provide, then he’d slapped her around a bit to make things more interesting, as he liked to think of it. Usually when he did this, he’d be able to offer his victim more money to shut her up, but the last time, he hadn’t been so lucky. She’d started mouthing off and threatening to go to the police. There’d been a scene, and she’d ended up dead.
That was six months ago. Somehow, he’d managed to avoid being caught, or even questioned by the police. As a family man with an impeccable middle-class pedigree, he wasn’t an obvious suspect.
For six months he’d stayed away from the area. He’d gone to other towns to satisfy his needs. But that involved a drive, and he hadn’t got time tonight for a long drive. He needed dick action, and he needed it quick.
As Roper approached the viaduct near Garrard’s Timber Yard where he knew some of the girls would be plying their trade, he wondered if he really should be doing this. He’d abused quite a few of them. What if one of them recognised him, remembered what he’d done to her, and tipped off the police? What if she were to take a photo of him with her mobile and show it to the police?
That was the trouble with modern technology. There was always the possibility of a photograph being taken of you, or — heaven forbid — a video, when you least wanted it.
These concerns began preying on his mind and at the last minute he turned down a side-street, took a couple of turns, and headed away from the viaduct. He couldn’t risk it. But he was horny as hell. What could he do? He considered stopping his car in a quiet lay-by and tossing himself off, but that was a last-resort in Roper’s view, and wouldn’t, in any case, satisfy his cravings for violence with his sex. There was always his wife, but she’d threatened to go to the police when he’d tried his tricks on her a couple of decades ago.
Whichever way he looked at it, he had no alternative but to go out of town. But he couldn’t do that, not tonight. The pressure inside him was building up. It needed relieving quickly.
He drove in no particular direction, hoping he might see someone, anyone, who he could coax into his car, and cart off somewhere quiet. It didn’t have to be a whore, in fact it might be better if she wasn’t; more satisfying, somehow. Funny how he’d never thought of that before.
He drove up Halifax Old Road, cursing at the speed bumps, took a left turn, and found himself driving along Grimscar Avenue. The place seemed deserted. He slowed down, hoping there might be a woman going somewhere on her own.
That was when he saw her.
A startling vision of beauty.
She had black hair, cut-glass cheekbones, and a face that was somehow haughty. She was tall, at least six foot, and the way she was dressed left little to the imagination. Even so, his imagination began working overtime. She saw him driving towards her and smiled at him. Roper couldn’t believe his luck.
That’s a come-on if ever there was one, he thought.
He imagined what he would do to her, and how he would do it. Images of the woman’s haughty face pleading for mercy flashed through his mind.
He pulled up next to her, wound down the side window of his car, and leaned towards her.
“Are you looking for business, love?” He asked.
“Yes,” she purred. “What would you like?”
He looked her up and down.
“Everything you do,” he said. “What would you charge?”
They negotiated and struck up a deal for De Vine’s services. She opened the passenger door and climbed in. The driver put his hand on the handbrake to release it. She covered his hand with hers and stopped him from doing so.
“Not so fast, Mister,” she said.
His eyes widened. He was shocked at how strong she was. He heard the rear door of his car open and turned his head to see Fletcher getting into the back of his car.
“Now just hang on a — ” he said.
Fletcher got hold of the man’s neck and squeezed it between his finger and thumb.
“You hang on,” he said. “You’re going to do exactly as we say, or your head is going to look very silly, because it’s going to be flopping around at the end of a broken neck. Turn your car around and drive back the way you’ve come.”
Roper did as he was told.
De Vine put her hand on his thigh.
“There’s a good boy,” she breathed. “You and I are going to have a good time tonight, if you just do as you’re told.”
Roper felt himself getting aroused and scared at the same time. He was pretty sure that De Vine’s idea of a good time wasn’t quite the same as his idea of a god time.
My steering lock’s in the foot well, he said to himself. I’ll grab it first chance I get and whack them both with it. Then I’ll show the bitch what’s what. I’ll show her who orders who around.
The thought comforted him.
“Turn left here,” said Fletcher, when they reached the T-junction at Halifax Old Road. “Then take the first right turn you come to.”
The right turn was South Stonker Lane. When they were about half-way up it, Fletcher said:
“Stop here and leave the engine running.”
Roper obediently pulled up and De Vine got out of the car.
“Get out,” said Fletcher.
Roper knew it was now or never. He reached into the foot well, grabbed his steering lock, and leapt out of the car taking the two zombies by surprise.
“Come on,” he said, whirling around and swinging the steering lock as if it was a medieval weapon, “I’ll fucking take both of ya on.”
Fletcher opened the back door of the car and climbed out, quite unhurriedly. Roper took up a guard position with the steering lock raised above his head, ready to meet Fletcher’s attack. But Fletcher didn’t attack him. Instead, he got casually into the front of the car and wound down the window.
“See you later, Kat,” he said, and drove off.
Roper was left holding his makeshift club over his head, and wondering how he could get his car back. Kat smiled at him.
“You seem jumpy,” she said. “Whatever is the matter?”
“You know damned well what the matter is. Your friend has just stolen my car and I fucking well want it back.”
“He’s only borrowed it. He’ll bring it back, and in the meantime you and I could get to know each other; how about it, big boy?”
Roper slowly lowered the steering lock.
The woman was a funny sort of colour — he could see that now, even in the darkness — but at the end of the day, she was only a woman, so he surely had nothing to fear from her. He could play along, wait till they were safely off the street, overpower her in private and have a little fun at her expense. Fun of the sort she wouldn’t expect or appreciate. Then, when her friend showed up with the car, he’d get what was coming to him, which was at the very least concussion, courtesy of the steering lock.
“That’s better,” said Kat, when she saw him relax.
She sauntered over to him and linked his arm.
“You’re coming with me,” she said, and Roper felt himself getting excited about what was to come.
She led him through an impressive gateway, down a path to a magnificent house, and put her mouth close to the side of his head.
“This is where I live,” she said, and she stuck her tongue briefly in his ear.
Trotter found her presence intoxicating, and the thought of what they might do, and what he might do to her, even more intoxicating.
“Does your friend live here with you?” Roper asked.
“No,” said Kat. “He lives down the road.”
She opened the door and gently pulled Roper in. He didn’t quite trust her, so he clutched the steering lock in his free hand in case he needed a weapon.
They went inside. The place was quiet.
“No point in putting off the inevitable,” said Kat, unlinking Roper’s arm and taking hold of his hand, “Come with me to my bedroom. We’ll get refreshments later.”
She pulled him upstairs, but, to be fair, he didn’t need much pulling; he bounded up the steps behind her. They entered the bedroom and Roper threw off his clothes. Kat took off her boob tube and skirt. She was wearing only her heels and scanty knickers.
“I like to be on top,” she said.
Roper grabbed hold of her hair.
“If anyone’s going to be on top, it’s me,” he said.
But he was wrong.
In an instant he found himself on his back, on the bed, with Kat on top of him. She somehow wriggled out of her panties and then came his worst nightmare.
At least, he thought it was his worst nightmare until Fletcher entered the room.
“I don’t normally do this sort of thing, you know,” said Fletcher, “but any port in a storm and all that.”
Again, he thought this was his worst nightmare until Rampant entered the room.
After that, Kat looked at his groin and licked her lips.
And somehow he knew that she wasn’t thinking about pleasuring him.

CHAPTER 8


Roper had looked after himself; he was lean and muscular — and far too big to fit in a single stew-pot. Rampant made a number of other dishes, some of which were cooked in the oven and some of which were done in a frying pan. When he finished each dish, he carefully dolled it out, ensuring that he and his two companions all got the same amount.
By the time they’d finished eating Roper, they’d each had a substantial meal, but they were still hungry.
“What now?” Fletcher asked, tilting back his head and sucking the marrow from a thigh-bone.
“We lie low,” said Rampant, “we regroup, and we plan. And sooner or later, we claim the world for our own.”
Fletcher belched loudly.
“I meant, what are we eating next?”
“Oh, I see. You and Kat can go out hunting again. See if you can bag a couple, next time. I’ll get Bob to do the washing up.”

CHAPTER 9


It was late evening and Henderson was prowling around the houses on South Stonker Lane. His instincts, or possibly his amazing sense of smell, propelled him in the direction of one house in particular.

CHAPTER 10


There was a meowing at the door. Rampant got up and opened it.
“Oh my goodness, it’s so good to see you again,” he said.
Floyd Rampant stood back and allowed Henderson to enter, then he closed the door. Henderson rubbed himself around Floyd’s legs.
“You remember me, don’t you, boy? Where have you been, you naughty thing? Do you know, I haven’t said anything to my friends, but I’ve been worried sick about you. Anyway, it’s your lucky day, follow me.”
Rampant walked down the corridor into the kitchen and Henderson followed, meowing loudly.
Fletcher and De Vine were sitting at the dining table eating, while Bob Trotter was mopping the floor clean of blood with a glum expression on his face.
“Is there any of that stew left? The whatsit stew?” Rampant asked.
“Do you mean the Ainsley-Dyson stew? There’s stacks. They were both big blokes,” said Fletcher.
Rampant glanced at the hob. There was a huge cooking pot on it with a thick liquid simmering in it and appetising bones sticking up out of it. Several more cooking pots were lined up along the worktop, all of them brim-full.
“Good,” he said. “I’m going to give some to my little friend here.”
“Where did he come from?”
“I don’t know. I suppose he ran off when they bombed St George’s Square, but you know what cats are like. They get wanderlust. They can go missing for weeks and even months and then turn up out of the blue.”
He looked fondly at Henderson.
“That’s right, isn’t it? You chaps are very naughty sometimes, aren’t you?”
He took a small bowl from a kitchen cupboard then put it back and took out a large pasta bowl instead and used a ladle to fill it with Ainsley-Dyson stew, making sure that he scooped up a good few lumps of meat into it. While Rampant was preparing the bowl of stew, Henderson reached up with his forelegs so that his front paws were on Rampant’s right hip, his claws digging into the fabric of Rampant’s cream linen suit, while his hind paws remained in contact with the floor.
“Meow Meow Meeow.”
“For goodness sake, be patient you little devil. You really have very little in the way of manners; do you know that?”
Rampant set down the pasta bowl and Henderson stuck his head in it, quickly lapping up the delicious juices and taking the lumps of meat in his mouth one by one, and chewing them with his head held sideways as he did so. He made little growling noises of pleasure while he ate.
“Do you know, boy, you sound just like my friend Gaz does, when he’s eating. He doesn’t have any manners either,” said Rampant.
Kat laughed loudly and Fletcher rolled his eyes.
When Henderson had finished eating, Rampant picked him up and carried him into the front room. He settled down with Henderson on his lap and used the remote to switch on the television. After a while, Kat and Fletcher joined him, leaving Trotter to clear away their dirty plates and do the washing up. Henderson purred loudly and nodded off. After a while he woke up and jumped off Rampant’s lap. The lounge door was slightly ajar. Henderson pushed it open with his nose then squeezed through into the hall and stood by the front door, meowing loudly.
“What does he want this time?” Kat asked.
“He wants to go out,” Rampant replied.
He went to the door and opened it, and Henderson left to resume his adventures.

CHAPTER 11


Prime Minister Camemblert looked up and frowned. The Times crossword was, as usual, proving too difficult for him. He threw the Times into the bin and opened the Sun, a down market tabloid with a considerably easier crossword to solve. He soon fathomed the clue for one across.
“That’s better,” he said to himself, as he pencilled in the answer.
He was busy mulling over the next clue when the door to his office burst open and his Aide Johnson came in.
“Can’t you bloody well knock, Johnson?” He demanded, hiding his newspaper behind a pile of official documents. “I was in the middle of something important.”
“Sorry Prime Minister, but I’ve got urgent news for you.”
The PM sighed.
“As if I don’t have enough on my plate already, without having urgent news to contend with. All right, what is it, Johnson?”
Johnson’s face looked unsure of what expression it should adopt.
“Good news and bad news, Prime Minister,” he said.
Camemblert frowned.
“I always hate it when people say that. The bad news is always bloody awful, and the good news is slightly less bloody awful.  I suppose it’s traditional to ask for the bad news first. I’m sitting down. You might as well tell me what’s gone on. What is it? Another opinion pollster claiming that the opposition is trouncing us again?”
“No, something worse than that Prime Minister.”
“A backbench revolt?”
“Worse even than that.”
“A leadership bid by one of my rivals?”
Johnson shook his head.
“Well, that’s reassuring,” said the PM. “The one thing I wouldn’t be able to stand is one of my colleagues ousting me from power and crowing that he’d got one over on me. I can take anything but that. Well, anything but that and physical pain. What’s happened, exactly?”
Johnson tightened his upper-lip, British Public school-style.
“It’s Banner, prime Minister. Flagg Banner. He’s dead.”
“What?” asked the PM. “Banner dead? Why didn’t anybody tell me about this before?”
“We’ve only just found out.”
“Fuck me pink. What about the bloody zomcat?”
“That’s the good news, Prime Minister. Banner destroyed the zomcat before he killed himself.”
“Killed himself? You mean he committed suicide?”
“Yes, it’s tragic really. He blew out his brains in a toilet cubicle in the Leicester Forrest services just off the M1. As far as we can see, he’d been drinking a black coffee then he just went and blew his own head off. There’s a theory that the cat bit him and infected him with the zombie virus, and that’s why he took his own life. He was a brave man. He did the right thing.”
“He did. And we’re going to do the right thing.”
“What do you mean, Prime Minister?”
“We’re going to give him a bloody good send off and make sure that everyone has a bloody good knees-up. You know the sort of thing I mean. Get one of the civil servants to organise it.”
“Very good Prime Minister.”
“You know, I’m quite relieved Johnson. For a minute there I thought you were going to tell me that the zomcat was still on the loose and that I’d have to re-think the President’s visit. But now I know it’s been destroyed, the presidential visit can go ahead just as planned. Happy days.”
Johnson turned to leave.
“Wait a minute, I’ve just had a thought.”
Johnson paused.
“In order to make absolutely sure that nothing goes wrong, let’s get the wonks on it. Bring them in here right away, will you? I want a word with them.”
“Very good, Prime Minister.”
“Hang on, there’s something else!”
Johnson raised his eyebrows surreptitiously and turned to face the P.M.
“On second thoughts, don’t get them all in here; just get the ones who I’ll be able to talk to without needing an interpreter to explain what they say.”
The wonks were the super-intelligent people who’d all got first-class honours degrees from Oxford and Cambridge, and gone straight into politics without first experiencing anything remotely resembling real life. They were at the forefront of originating and implementing government policy.
“Very good, Prime Minister.”
Johnson rounded up the dozen or so wonks from Whitehall who, unlike their colleagues, could speak in something that resembled the English language and herded them into the PM’s office. The PM had never seen a wonk before; he was startled by their alien appearance. They were to a man (and woman) thin and spotty, with thick spectacles and ridiculously high foreheads. Amongst their number there was one of black descent and one of Asian descent. Both of them conformed to the wonk stereotype.
The PM stood up and adjusted his tie. Then he jutted out his jaw, as he thought it gave him gravitas and authority, and he began to speak.
“Right then,” he said. “You lot probably know that the American President is paying our country a visit in a few days’ time. We’re going to have a fantastic shindig for him here at Westminster then we’re going to take him up to Huddersfield for the centrepiece of his visit: a northern zombie clog-dancing festival. Nothing can be allowed to go wrong, or we’ll all have egg on our faces, and there’s nothing worse than getting egg on your face, unless it’s getting it on your best shirt and your wife finds out. Right Johnson?”
“Right, Prime Minister.”
“So I want you lot all to leave your normal duties for the time being, and concentrate on the Presidential visit. What I want you to do is to make sure that there is no scope whatsoever for anything to go wrong with the President’s visit. If anything did go wrong, heaven forbid, he’d be gloating about it at my expense, and I want to be the one who’s gloating at his expense. Is that clear?”
One of the wonks picked his nose. Another squeezed one of his many zits. The rest of them seemed to be looking at the ceiling or the floor.
The PM raised his voice.
“HAVE ANY OF YOU LISTENED TO A DAMNED WORD I’VE BEEN SAYING?” He asked.
The wonks looked at him as if they’d noticed him for the first time, and nodded in unison.
“All right, clever dicks. What did I just say?”
They put up their hands.
“Right,” said the PM, looking at each one in turn.
“You, you boy,” he said. “The spotty one in the front row with the spectacles.”
All the wonks in the front row immediately stuck their hands up.
“Bloody hell, this is no good, no good at all. Let’s try again. Er, the spotty one with the spectacles who picked his nose.”
All the airborne hands except one were lowered.
“Please sir,” said the wonk who’d picked his nose. “You said you want us to leave our normal duties for the time being and concentrate on the Presidential visit. You want us to make sure that there is no scope whatsoever for anything to go wrong with his visit. If it did, heaven forbid, he’d be gloating about it at your expense, and you want to be the one who’s gloating at his expense.”
“Very good,” said the Prime Minister. “Now I want you all to go back to your office in Whitehall and get to work.”
The wonks filed out.
“That went rather well Johnson,” said the PM after they’d left. “In fact, I feel as if I’m on a roll. I’ve wiped out the zombies, I’ve got rid of that pesky zomcat, and now I can enjoy being Prime Minister and lording it over my rivals. Best of all, I can be condescending to the American President while he’s over here. Life doesn’t get better than that.”

CHAPTER 12


The wonks were a hard-working lot. They got busy drawing up policy proposals, guidelines, regulations and directives, which they compiled into fifty spiral-bound A4 sized folders, each of them several hundred pages in length. These were boxed up and despatched to Huddersfield to provide guidance to Kirklees Council to make sure that nothing could go wrong during the presidential visit.
The wonks had thought of anything and everything, up to and including interference from zomcats, and had put in place measures to ensure that nothing, not even a plague of zomcats, could possibly derail the President’s sojourn.

CHAPTER 13


Snark Hunter went home just as dawn was breaking. It was six o’clock in the morning and he’d been up all night beast-hunting, but he didn’t go to bed. He went straight to his PC.
Hunter was a fifty-year-old loner who’d spent the last two decades of his life in pursuit of the Beast of Bodmin Moor, the legendary animal that is said to live on remote moorland in Cornwall, England.
Some said that the Beast was like a large cat, while others compared it to a panther. Only one thing was certain: that apart from the odd paw-print and grainy photograph, no-one had produced any concrete evidence that the Beast actually existed.
Hunter had made it his life’s mission to get hold of hard evidence of the Beast’s existence and proudly show it off to the world.
As soon as he was in front of his PC he made a series of internet searches for reported sightings of the Beast. He did this often, as he believed that any mention of it could prove to be a valuable lead which would enable him to achieve his life’s ambition.
For once, he struck gold. There had been sightings of an animal in a village called Nobblethwaite which was up in Yorkshire. The animal had been variously described as a ‘big cat’, a ‘puma’, a ‘were-cat’, and — most tellingly of all — ‘the Beast of Nobble Moor’. More recently, there had been a series of unexplained deaths and disappearances in the northern town of Huddersfield.
Hunter immediately realised that the sightings and the deaths were probably related; he suspected that that there was a Beast — perhaps the Beast of Bodmin Moor itself — that had wreaked havoc in Nobblethwaite, and which was now doing the same thing in Huddersfield.
He looked closely at Google maps of the area and pinpointed the locations of the unexplained deaths. He saw that they had all taken place near Stonker edge. The Edge was cheek-by-jowl with Stonker Moor, beyond which lay Nobble Moor and the village of Nobblethwaite.
The geography convinced Hunter that the Beast had made its lair somewhere near Stonker Edge and that it must be venturing into the town at night to wreak havoc.
Exhausted from lack of sleep, but fired up with excitement at the thought he might at last come face-to-face with the Beast, Hunter packed some food, clothing, and equipment in an old camper van he had on his drive before setting off towards the north.
His camper van could do no more than fifty miles per hour, but since that was the fastest speed anyone could travel on the M5 and the M6 due to the many roadworks, that wasn’t a problem.
It took him until 2.00 a.m. to reach Huddersfield, by which time he felt too tired to go any further. He pulled into a lay-by and climbed into the small bed he had in the back of his camper van and slept.
At 9.00 a.m. he somehow managed to rouse himself and eat some breakfast, and he set off again. Soon he was driving up South Stonker Lane, the road leading up to Stonker Edge. It was so steep that he had to use the first gear of his ageing van all the way up it. Travelling at a speed that was not a great improvement on walking pace, he passed two pensioners sitting on a bench. One of them peered up from behind a newspaper and watched him driving by.
When Hunter reached the top of the hill he headed in the direction of Stonker Edge Farm, keeping his eyes peeled for likely-looking hideouts for a Beast. He noticed that the fields around the farm were overgrown with wild grasses and weeds, and there was neither cattle nor crop to be seen anywhere on any of them.
Hunter had grown up on a farm and he knew what a well-kept farm should look like. It was obvious to him that something was wrong. The farm was either derelict, or — he hardly dared think it — the farmer had been killed by the Beast, and he had stumbled upon its lair.
He found a muddy track leading to the farmhouse. It was gated and guarded by an intimidating sign with a skull and crossbones on it. The sign bore the words: ‘Private. Keep Out. Trespassers will be prosecuted — if they survive being shot.’
Hunter left his camper van, opened the gate, and drove through. At the end of the track he came to a cobbled farmyard on which he parked his van. On one side of the yard stood the farmhouse; opposite that, there was a barn and between them there were a few outbuildings and a tractor.
He climbed from his van and peered through the windows of the farmhouse. It looked spotlessly clean inside, and yet the farm itself had been allowed to go to rack and ruin. It was as if the farmer had gone on a long holiday. But that wasn’t possible; farmers didn’t take holidays.
He stepped away from the window and looked around.
Was it possible that the owner had died, and that the place had been put up for sale by a relative who wasn’t interested in farming? Hunter couldn’t see any sale signs anywhere. Nevertheless, he made a quick online check using his mobile phone and quickly eliminated the possibility that the farm was up for sale.
He concluded that it was highly likely that the farmer had become a victim of the Beast.
It occurred to him that he might become the next victim if he wasn’t careful, so he took his illegally-owned shotgun from his camper van, loaded it, and began to explore.
He headed in the direction of the outbuildings. As he approached them, he noticed stains on the side of the tractor. They were faint, having been weathered somewhat, but he was still able to recognise them as bloodstains. He searched the area around the tractor methodically and found pieces of tattered clothing and chips of white matter which he assumed must be bone.
His heart began to beat faster.
He opened up the doors of each of the outhouses in turn and looked inside. They were all empty.
Finally, he headed for the barn. He had good feelings about the barn. His instincts told him that if he was going to find the Beast anywhere, it would be there.
It had two enormous wooden doors set in an arch. There was a smaller, normal-sized door set into one of the big doors, and it was open.
Hunter stood in front of the opening and peered inside. It was too dark to see anything.
He detected a movement in the darkness and levelled his shotgun. Then he felt something he hadn’t expected to feel: fear. He forced himself to breathe deeply in order to settle his nerves and he stepped back, so that whatever was lurking in the barn wouldn’t be able to take him by surprise.
He saw it again, a subtle movement in the darkness.
Then the thing in the barn came so close that he was able to see it.
It was a cute little tabby cat.
Hunter relaxed and laughed out loud.
All that panic over a cat, he thought. I nearly blew its head off. How stupid of me to imagine that the beast was in there.
Moments later, more cats emerged from the barn. Three of them caught his eye: a huge black one, a ginger one almost as big, with a midsection that was flat and serrated at the edge; and a grey one which had carbon-fibre blades where it should have had hind legs.
The truth dawned on Hunter: he had found the Beast.
But there wasn’t just one Beast; there was a horde of them, and they were taking an unhealthy interest in him.
He raised his weapon, chuckling in spite of his fear at the discovery that the Beast was very different from what he’d expected it to be.
“Right, you little basta-“
That was when Henderson landed on his head and Goliath took him by the legs. He fell off balance while pulling the trigger of his shotgun, discharging it harmlessly into the air. Then he fell to the ground where he became nothing more than a plate of high-quality cat-food, as fresh, appetising and irresistible as catnip.
The undead felines swarmed over him, biting lumps from his limbs, head and torso. Their attack was so ferocious that he was unable to put up any meaningful resistance. As his life ebbed away, Snark Hunter somehow found the strength to mumble a few mysterious and haunting last words:
“In the midst of the word he was trying to say,
In the midst of his laughter and glee,
He had softly and suddenly vanished away –
For the Snark was a Boojum you see.”
Mercifully, he didn’t survive the attack for long.



CHAPTER 14


Owen Blackhead was puzzled. He had two cats, neither of which had left the house for several days, and that was most unlike them. Their names were Muthah and Fuckah. These were Owen’s names for them, anyway; his wife and children called the cats Belle and Marmalade.
Muthah and Fuckah were lazy little sods at the best of times, but they were normally up to making the modest effort required to go outside once in a while. Or they had been until recently. What had changed? Perhaps they just needed a little encouragement.
Owen scooped up Muthah and carried her downstairs. He took her to the door leading from the basement kitchen to the back garden and opened it.
Immediately he’d done so, the cat began to struggle as if possessed. In spite of his best efforts, he couldn’t put her down where he wanted. She squirmed, wriggled, scratched and bit, all the while meowling, until he was forced to let go of her. The animal fled upstairs quicker than he’d ever seen her move before.
He repeated the manoeuvre with Fuckah, with the same result.
It seemed obvious to Owen that there must be something outside that the cats were afraid of, but what? He went into the back garden and looked around. There was nothing he could see that was out of the ordinary. Then he walked around the edge of the garden, carefully inspecting the fence and the privet hedge.
That was when he saw it.
Lying under the privet was the skeleton of a small animal. He guessed it was a cat. Something had eaten it, probably an urban fox, Owen reckoned, and had eaten half of the bones as well as the meat, skin and fur. It must have been a very hungry fox.
Owen got his garden spade and buried the remains in the hope that this might improve matters, but it didn’t. The cats still wouldn’t venture outdoors.
Too bad, he thought. Anyway, the fox won’t be here forever. Sooner or later it’ll go, and when it does, the cats will start going outdoors again.
Then he thought again about the remains he’d seen.
No, it couldn’t have been a fox that did that, he decided. The bones were picked too clean for it to have been a fox. And the cats wouldn’t be scared of a fox; we’ve had foxes before and they didn’t give a monkey’s about them. What could it really be that’s scaring the cats?
He cast his eyes towards Stonker Edge, which reared up on the other side of the valley, overlooking his house. A grassy and near vertical slope, much of it covered with trees; it was one of the most commanding heights of Huddersfield. Then he remembered the were-cat that he’d seen in Nobblethwaite, the village which lay on the other side of the moors beyond Stonker Edge, and shuddered. For some reason, it occurred to him to wonder whether the were-cat had anything to do with the skeletal remains he’d just buried. He quickly dismissed the idea.
Bob Slawit, the Beast of Nobble Moor, or were-cat, or whatever he was, couldn’t be responsible for the dead cat. Still, Owen felt troubled by the thought.
He returned indoors wondering whether the fear that had infected his cats could be contagious, and whether he might have caught it.
When he got back upstairs he found the Huddersfield Examiner waiting for him on his doormat. He had it delivered every evening. He picked it up and went to his lounge, while reading the headline on the front page: “MORE MEN MISSING — FEARED DEAD.” It screeched.
Sensationalist horseshit, thought Owen. Nevertheless, he read the story.
“Quince Roper was the first to disappear.
Next, Bert Fossett was killed by an unknown assailant in his own back garden in Birkby. It seems his attacker could have been an animal. Some are suggesting he was killed by the Beast of Nobble Moor. A spokeswoman for the West Yorkshire Constabulary says that the police regard this theory as highly unlikely but they are keeping an open mind about it. In the meantime, anyone with any information should call the number at the end of this article immediately to discuss the matter.
Shortly after Fossett’s disappearance, Barbados Jones went missing. A neighbour reported seeing a dried bloodstain on the pavement near Jones’s house, lending weight to the theory that the Beast of Nobble Moor may have claimed a second victim. Unfortunately, by the time the police forensic team arrived on the scene, there had been heavy rainfall, and the municipal road cleaner had been at work in the area, with the result that the forensic team could find nothing to assist the police investigation. Jones’s sudden disappearance remains, for now, an unexplained mystery.
Equally puzzling are the disappearances of John Ainsley and Andrew Dyson.
But perhaps the most puzzling and disturbing of all these events is the fate of two men who worked together, Adrian Broadbent and Paul Formby, both whom worked for  Acme TV repairs and Rentals Ltd. Their bodies have never been found, but in a shock development echoing the circumstances of Barbados Jones’s possible demise, bloodstains were discovered in a shed at the Cemetery Road allotment in Birkby. Police analysis has established that the bloodstains were made by the blood of the two missing men, but their bodies have not been found.
Intriguingly, it seems that the shed was used for the breeding of rats, and traces of organic rat and cat matter have been found in the shed, leading to speculation that the men may have been devoured by rats, or by cats, or even — however unlikely it may seem — the Beast of Nobble Moor.”
In spite of his doubts, Owen began to wonder if it was indeed possible that Blind Bob Slawit, whom he knew beyond shadow of a doubt to be the Beast of Nobble Moor, could have trekked across the moor and begum wreaking his terrible brand of havoc on the citizens of Huddersfield. Perhaps he could have done.
If that was the case, then perhaps Owen could get a video of Slawit turning into the Beast, or at least attacking someone while he was the Beast, and this would silence the many doubters who were making life unbearable for Owen, and making mocking comments on his blog.
He looked out of his window at the sinister slope of Stonker Edge rearing up into the sky.
It must be him, he thought. An urban fox might have been   capable of killing that cat in my back garden, but it couldn’t have done for Fossett and Jones, and Broadbent and Formby and the others. And if the police knew what I knew, they’d be taking the Beast of Nobble Moor theory a lot more seriously than they are doing. I know that Bob Slawit is a were-cat, and I’m sure he’s behind the disappearances. And what’s more, I’m going to prove it. I’ve got time on my hands. I’m in-between jobs right now. This is the perfect opportunity to show the world that I’m not a lunatic.
He put on his walking jacket and was about to go out when his wife Kylie saw him.
“Where are you going?” She asked.
“I’m just popping out for a walk,” he replied.
“Where are you really going?”
“What do you mean?”
“Come on, Owen, I can always tell when you’re not telling me the truth. What are you up to?”
“All right, you know that thing I told you about with Bob Slawit in the village of Nobblethwaite — the old bloke who became a shape-shifting were-cat? I think he’s crossed over the moors. I think he’s lurking somewhere up on top of Stonker Edge, and he’s coming down at night and attacking people round here. It makes perfect sense.”
“Owen, I’m beginning to worry about you. You’ve become obsessed with Slawit and were-cats. I want you to drop the subject before you go too far, and — and—”
“And, what?”
“I didn’t want to say this, but now I’m going to have to: get yourself sectioned, that’s what. Honestly, Owen, you should hear yourself speak. I could just about put up with it before when you were going on about the Beast of Nobble Moor killing folk in far away in Nobblethwaite somewhere, but now that you’ve started imagining it’s here in Birkby, well, all I can say is: please don’t tell our friends, and definitely don’t post about it in your blog. Do you remember what happened last time you did that?”
“Of course I remember,” he said. “And no, I’m not going to tell our friends or post about this. But I think I ought to be able to at least expect my own wife to back me, even if nobody else does. I’m going. Goodbye.”
Owen left, slamming the door shut behind him. Kylie sighed. She hoped to God that her man was going to be all right, and that he wasn’t coming down with anything. Incipient madness, for instance.
Owen tramped crossly up the garden path, turned left along Poshton Avenue, and headed down the hill into the middle of Birkby. The leafy and genteel area he lived in with large detached and semi-detached houses soon gave way to streets of small terraced houses packed together, and the occasional cobbled street.
He walked amongst them until he came to Bert Fosset’s house, a small terraced property with an unusually large back garden. He didn’t know what he expected to find there; but he saw little more than a ring of police crime-scene tape cordoning it off from the other properties. He trekked the streets some more and found the area of paving outside 51, Bleardale Avenue that was said to have been smeared with Barbados Jones’s blood. He saw no trace of it.
Finally, he walked to the allotment on Cemetery Road where Adrian Broadbent and his young apprentice Paul Formby had met their terrible end. He soon identified Broadbent’s shed, which was bigger and better than the ramshackle constructions built by the other allotment-owners, and was surrounded by yellow and black police tape.
He ventured as close as he could to the shed and peered at it. He wondered if he might find cat footprints in the soft earth nearby. Then he thought: even if I do, what will that prove? Only that a cat has been prowling around the place. I won’t know if it was a were-cat.
He turned to leave, and found himself face to face with a grey-haired middle-aged man who was wearing, somewhat inappropriately given the autumnal sky, a white cheesecloth shirt and cream linen pants. He had a brown leather satchel slung over one shoulder and a notebook in his hands. He was making copious notes in the notebook. He looked up from his work.
“Good day to you, sir,” he said, with a distinctly French accent. “Jaques Lay-zyoom at your service.”
“Oh, hello,” Owen replied, unsure of what to make of the fact that he’d just bumped into a note-taking Frenchman in the middle of an allotment in Birkby, Huddersfield.
“I’m Owen Blackhead. I’m very pleased to meet you.”
He hesitated for a moment, and then extended his hand, as he thought it was the polite thing to do.
“I cannot shake hands monsieur,” said the Frenchman. “I am busy taking notes, as you can zee.”
“Oh, yes, of course. What are your notes about?”
“Zee murders of course. I am a detective, and I am here to solve these terrible crimes.”
“You’ve come all the way from France to do that?”
“That I have sir, and with God’s help, and with the science of logic, solve them I will.”
“Amazing. How did you get to hear about the goings-on in Huddersfield when you live in France? Are you related to one of the victims?”
“I am a detective and I have my ways, sir.”
“Which murders are you investigating exactly? I assume its Broadbent and Formby you’re interested in.”
“Not just those. There are Fossett and Jones as well, and others, are there not?”
“How do you know they were murdered? The victims might have just, I don’t know, had a series of accidents.”
“As I said, I am a detective and I have my ways, sir.”
“I hope you don’t mind me asking you something. I’m curious about what’s been going on myself. There are suggestions that some kind of animal killed them all. Do you think that’s possible?”
“Anything is possible, Monsieur Blackhead, when you are investigating a death. My first rule as a detective is this: rule nothing out, and rule everything in. That is zee way you find out zee truth.”
“Do you think it was an animal that did all this?”
“For now, I think only that there have been a number of deaths, and I must find out what happened. It could have been an animal, yes; and it could have been a person who behaved like an animal. Now if you will excuse me, I must press on with my investigation.”
He opened his satchel, carefully placed the pen and notepad inside it, and made his way across the soft earth of the allotment back towards Cemetery Road. Owen was left pondering on the detective’s words. It reassured him to think that a man who was obviously a professional in the field of criminal investigation and forensic science did not exclude the possibility that an animal was behind the disappearances (and probable deaths) of Fossett, Jones, Broadbent and Formby et al. He’d actually said: “it could have been an animal, or a man who behaved like an animal.”
Could it be that Lay-zyoom thought, as Owen did, that a were-cat was involved?
It was food for thought, and it gave Owen a renewed confidence in his theory.
He turned his eyes towards Stonker Edge.
Perhaps I’m looking in the wrong place, he thought. Perhaps I need to go up there and search for the were-cat on the top of Stonker Edge, if I dare.
He set off in the direction of South Stonker Lane, the improbably steep and winding road that led to the top of Stonker Edge. He got there in under half an hour and began the ascent. He was a seasoned walker but even so the road was so steep that he was breathing heavily before long.
He reached the top, turned onto Stonker Lane, and walked past the golf course. The road ahead disappeared into the distance with moorland to either side of it.
There was a wall at the side of the road and on the other side of the wall there were the fields belonging to Stonker Edge Farm. He found a gap in the wall which gave access to a path running across the fields in the direction of the farmhouse. He was about to set off walking along the path when a thick mist came rolling in off the moors. Within seconds, the farm buildings disappeared from view and he couldn’t see more than a few yards ahead.
Owen began to shiver, and not just with the low temperature caused by the mist.
Images of Bigfucka losing his foot came into his mind.
What if the bloody were-cat is here now? He thought. It could be watching me, stalking me. And I won’t be able to see it until it’s on me.
He turned around and hurried home.
I’m going to come back, he told himself. I’m sure it’s up here. I’m going to come back and make sure I find it and film it.

CHAPTER 15


Jonathan Badde, of Lowe, Petty and Badde Solicitors, examined the report he’d just received from Title Research and smiled. The report told him that the late Ted Forsyth, of 41 Acacia Avenue, who had died without leaving a valid will, had been survived by a distant relative.
This relative, who in all probability had never heard of Forsyth, was now going to inherit everything that Forsyth had owned in the way of money, assets and property. It amounted to a tidy sum. There was Forsyth’s house at 41 Acacia Avenue, worth quite a lot in view of its proximity to London, and a healthy balance in a bank account.
What it all added up to was a decent payday for Lowe, Petty and Badde Solicitors, if Badde played his cards right.
He got on the telephone and called Wally Pratt, the distant relative of Forsyth who was about to come into an unexpected stroke of good fortune.
“Mr Pratt,” he said.
“Yes?”
“You don’t know me; my name is Jonathan Badde, and I’m with Lowe, Petty and Badde Solicitors.”
“Solicitors? What is it? I haven’t done anything wrong.”
“Relax, Mr. Pratt. This isn’t bad news, it’s good news. Well, there’s some bad news, but it’s mostly good news. You see, a relative of yours has died. That’s the bad bit. The good bit is that you’re going to inherit everything he owned, including a house and some money.”
“Really? That is rather good news. How much will I get?”
“We haven’t had the house valued yet, but given that it’s in the commuter belt, it’ll fetch a fair amount. As for the money, I can’t tell you exactly how much there is, because I haven’t been in touch with the bank yet. But it’s a tidy sum.”
“Approximately how tidy?”
“Approximately one hundred thousand pounds, possibly a smidgin more that will go some way towards paying the legal fees in this difficult probate matter that your relative has burdened you with.”
“What do I need to do?”
“Nothing, Mr. Pratt. Just leave it all in my capable hands and sign a few papers, that’s all.”
“How soon will I get my money?”
“All in good time, Mr Pratt.”
“You don’t understand. I’m really up against it. I’m broke and on the verge of being evicted from my flat. I’m desperate to get my hands on some money.”
So am I, thought Badde.
“You’re on the verge of being evicted?”
“That’s right. I’m three months behind with the rent. The landlord has a Court Order against me. The bailiffs are gonna come round and chuck me out any day now.”
“I’m very sorry to hear that. Still, I’m glad you told me. I may be able to help. If you can meet with me at my office and bring with you some evidence of your identity, including, but not limited to, your passport and photo-card driving licence, and a bank statement, and a Council Tax bill and a utility bill, all with your name and address on them to prove that you are indeed Wally Pratt, I can draw up a document to allow you to reside in the house belonging to your late relative Ted Forsyth. That should sort out your accommodation problems for the time being. While you’re here, you can also sign a binding agreement to pay my fees.”
“All right, that’s something, I suppose. When will I get my money?”
There probably won’t be any by the time I’ve finished with you, Badde thought.
“That won’t come through for some time, Mr. Pratt. Probate is an awfully complicated and slow process, I’m afraid.”
“All right, how soon can I see you?”
“This afternoon, if you can get here that quickly. It’s Lowe, Petty and Badde Solicitors, and we’re off the B272 just down the road from the sewage works.”
“I can get there for two o’clock this afternoon if that’s convenient.”
“That’s ideal, Mr. Pratt. I’ll make sure I have the documents ready for you to sign and a key to the house for you to collect. Bye-bye for now.”
“Good-bye — and thank you so much.”
“Well, thank you so much, Mr. Pratt.”
Pratt met with Badde at the appointed hour, signed up to contract to pay Badde’s eye-watering fees, and left with the keys to 41 Acacia avenue.

CHAPTER 16


In a house in Croydon, Ricard Hoyle was packing a box with crockery. He stopped to wipe the sweat off his bald head.
“This moving malarkey is bloody hard work,” he said. “I can’t wait till it’s all over.”
“You and me both,” said his partner Darren. “Anyway, we don’t have long to wait. It’s all happening tomorrow, and we haven’t got much left to pack. Let’s go out to eat tonight shall we? I don’t think I can face eating in here tonight. The place seems sad and bare now that we’ve taken our pictures down and packed everything away.”
“I was thinking that myself. Let’s go to Rodizio Petro. By the way, do yer know where the estate agent’s brochure is? I want to ’ave another look at our new home.”
Darren took a coloured leaflet from the worktop and handed it to Richard, who opened it and scrutinised the pictures inside.
“We’ll be able to do a lot with this place,” he said. “And I like the name of the road. it’s on. Acacia Avenue. It has a nice ring to it.”
“What number is it again?”
“It’s 43; 43 Acacia Avenue.”

CHAPTER 17


The following morning Pratt had moved into 41 Acacia Avenue and was making use of its former owner’s dilapidated furniture. He unpacked his bag and hung the few clothes he owned in the late Ted Forsyth’s wardrobe before heading downstairs to make tea. While examining the dubious stains in Ted’s tea cups he saw something moving rapidly across the kitchen floor.
He swivelled his skinny head and caught a glimpse of a mouse disappearing beneath one of the kitchen units.
Pratt hated mice.
More; he was frightened of them. He felt himself go all a-quiver. He scurried out to the local hardware shop, bought a dozen mousetraps, and baited them with cooking chocolate and peanut butter. He scattered them beneath the kitchen units.
Then he went out for a walk. As soon as he got back he inspected the traps and was rewarded by the sight of a dead mouse. Its neck had been broken by the spring-loaded metal arm of the mousetrap, it looked up at him from an odd angle with a rueful grin on its face.
He’d noticed a stash of plastic bags in the cupboard under the sink. He selected one of the sturdier bags and put it over his hand like a glove and used it to pick up the mousetrap. Then he went outside and threw the bag together with the mousetrap into the grey waste-bin on his drive.
As Pratt wandered back inside into towards the living room he noticed a door leading to a part of the house he’d not yet explored. He opened it and found himself in front of a flight of stairs. He fumbled around on the wall for a light switch and when he depressed it, the scary black void at the bottom of the steps was transformed into a well-lit and inviting room. He descended the steps and looked around in wonder at the spacious cellar.
It was painted white and was spotlessly clean. Above his head, strip-lights hummed. All around the edges of the cellar there were workbenches covered in tools and scientific equipment.  What really caught his eye was the huge machine that stood in the center of the room. Even though Pratt had no idea what it was, it took his breath away.
It was the Lazarus Machine, the device that Ted Forsyth, Pratt’s distant and dead relative, had used to create Henderson, the first ever zomcat, and Floyd Rampant, the first ever zombie. But Pratt wasn’t to know that.
There was a metal plate bolted to the machine. It was the size and shape of a narrow single bed and it had a scattering of dark blobs on it. Pratt inspected them closely. They were dead wood-lice. He walked around, taking it in from every angle. He was so engrossed that he almost tripped over the various cables extending from the machine.
He walked around the perimeter of the cellar and inspected the workbenches more closely. On one of them there was a computer that was connected to the machine and was evidently used to operate it. He switched it on.
Pratt was an expert with computers, having been trained by a friend who’d taught him the dark art of hacking. He soon got past Ted’s passwords required to access the operating system.
He tapped away at the keyboard. By trial, error, and instinct, he eventually got the Lazarus Machine going. It began to hum. The metal plate slid silently on steel rails into the body of the machine and disappeared from view. The humming got louder and the overhead strip-lights flickered. A strange blue glow emanated from the innards of the machine.
When the machine stopped humming Pratt got up and looked closely at it, wondering what it could all mean. Before his astonished eyes, the dead wood-lice began to move. As he was no great fan of wood-lice, he ran to one of the workbenches and picked up a hammer he’d seen and used it to squash them all flat.
He couldn’t quite believe what had happened.
He rushed upstairs and went outside where he noticed a removal van on the road. The removal men were busy hefting items of furniture into the house next door, number forty-three. He ignored it and opened the grey bin. The mouse was where he’d left it, caught in the trap, its face contorted in a rictus of death. The plastic bag was nearby.
He picked up the bag and got the mouse and trap into it, inadvertently brushing his hand over the mouse and a mouldy sausage that was lying nearby. He grimaced.
As he went back up his drive, bag in hand, a man walked down the drive to meet him. The man was of average height and build, and was startlingly bald. He looked as if he might have been in his sixties. He extended his hand.
“’Ello,” he said. “I’m your new neighbour. My name’s Richard Hoyle. Pleased to meet yer.”
Who the fuck is this and why is he talking in that fucking weird way? Thought Pratt.
The last thing he wanted was to be interrupted in his mission, but he felt compelled to be polite.
“I’m Wally Pratt, and I’m pleased to meet you,” he said, transferring the bag to his left hand so that he could shake Richard’s hand with his right.
When the handshake ended, Richard felt as if he had a layer of slime on his fingers. He resisted the temptation to wipe his hand clean on his pants.
“I’ve just moved into forty-three next door,” he said. “Me and me partner, that is. We bought it off Mrs. Thompson. I expect yer knew her.”
“No, I didn’t. As a matter of fact, I’ve only just moved here myself.”
“Mrs. Thompson moved out because of t’murders.”
“Murders?”
“Oh, I ’ope I ’aven’t put me bloody big size eleven foot in it. I’ve got a habit of doing that. There were some murders in that house of yours. ’Orrible murders by t’sounds of things, and Mrs Thompson found all t’bodies, or what wore left of t’bodies. She never recovered from t’shock, like.”
“Well, there’s no sign of anything amiss now. I suppose the solicitors or police or someone got some cleaners in to sort out the mess.”
“It will ’ave been a mess, a right bloody mess by all accounts.”
“I hope you don’t mind me mentioning it, but you’re not from around here, are you?”
“No, I’m from ’uddersfield. It’s up north.”
“Very interesting, I thought you must come from somewhere of the sort. Anyway, I’m afraid I must dash.”
“We ought to ’ave coffee some time, being as we’re neighbours.”
“Yes, I’ll call round when you’re settled in, shall I?”
Richard looked closely at his new neighbour, who was five feet four inches tall, with downy whiskers, a face so riddled with acne that it resembled the surface of the moon, and a strange militaristic tattoo on the side of his neck which said: “ENGLAND 18 4 EVA.”
Beneath that, in a column, was a series of words:
“INAZ
ZINA
AZIN”
The remaining words in the series, if there were any, were hidden by the collar of his shirt.
“Yer, good idea, do that by all means,” said Richard, wondering, on reflection, whether it was a good idea.
As soon as Pratt had turned his back, Richard wiped his hand on his pants and rushed indoors to wash it clean.
Pratt returned to the cellar.
He put the mouse on the metal plate bolted to the side of the machine and carefully released the spring-loaded killing arm of the trap, making sure that his hand was protected from contact with the mouse by the plastic bag.
He went to the side of the room and operated the computerised controls. The machine began to hum again.

CHAPTER 18


Next door in number forty-three, Richard was enjoying a mug of tea with his partner Darren while the removal men were bustling around them carrying chests and furniture, and boxes full of crockery and knick-knacks.
Richard looked up at the strip-light, which had suddenly begun flickering.
“What’s going on?” He asked.
“It’s probably just the light that needs replacing,” said Darren, in the posh London accent he had acquired through being brought up in the capital by Anglo-Indian parents. “Everything in here needs replacing.”



CHAPTER 19


Back in the cellar at number forty-one, the metal plate was sliding into the innards of the machine with the mouse on it. An eerie blue light bathed the cellar for a minute or two, the metal plate slid out again, and the machine fell silent.
Pratt stared at the mouse. It was still and lifeless. He went to a workbench and rummaged around amongst the tools until he found a screwdriver. He returned to the machine and prodded it a few times. Nothing. It didn’t react at all.
I should have known better, he thought. I can’t believe I was stupid enough to think it might work.
He’d hardly finished forming the words in his head when he noticed something. The mouse seemed to be breathing.
And in close proximity to the mouse, the squashed bodies of the dead woodlice were beginning to twitch.
He gasped and stepped back.
The mouse got unsteadily to its feet, its head bent at a most unnatural angle, and its face maintaining the rictus expression of death it had assumed in the trap. It began to move slowly around, its whiskers twitching horribly. It was deformed and disabled and hideous beyond all description, and yet it lived. Pratt watched it for a moment or two then he picked up the hammer he’d left nearby.
SPLAT!
The mouse’s head was instantly converted into a bloody smear on the metal plate.
SPLAT!
SPLAT!
SPLAT!
SPLAT!
SPLAT!
The woodlice were flattened to such an extent that any hope of further life or re-animation was out of the question.
So it does work, thought Pratt. I don’t know how, but this machine is going to make me very important, and probably very rich, too. I just have to think it through and make sure I make the most of it.
He went upstairs, made a mug of tea, and watched some television while he thought things over and daydreamed of greatness. He emerged from his reveries and looked at the clock that hung on the wall over the fireplace. It was seven o’ clock. He realised with a start that it was time for him to go to his meeting. He rushed outside and jumped into his rusty old car. I won’t be driving this heap of junk for much longer, he told himself before he set off.
He pulled up outside a nondescript brick house on London Road, Croydon, and rushed from his car.
He pressed the doorbell. The door opened, and he was allowed entry to the front room, which was full of his colleagues, who had already arrived.
Pratt was dwarfed by them. They were hulking men for the most part, with a few hulking women amongst them, and they all had tattoos similar to those of Pratt. A flag bearing the cross of St. George was draped across one wall. It had the word ‘National’ in the top-left quadrant and the word ‘socialism’ in the top right quadrant; and the number 1 in the bottom left quadrant and number 8 in the bottom right quadrant. The other walls were covered in pictures of rallies and demonstrations, some of which looked as if they’d been held in pre-war Germany, and more recent ones which could have been held in London, Bradford, or any number of other English cities.
Pratt looked for a seat but they were all taken, so after a moment of hesitation he sat cross-legged on the floor.
“I see you’ve decided to grace us with your presence at last, Pratt,” said the burliest of them, who also had the most ostentatious tattoos.
Pratt hung his head.
“Sorry I’m late Bludge. I’ve had to move house at short notice.”
“And?”
“It’s made things a bit difficult for me.”
“What would folk have said if the Fuhrer had told them: ‘we can’t invade Russia today, I’ve had to move house and it’s made things a bit difficult for me’? Do you think anyone would’ve been impressed?”
“Er, no.”
“Exactly. I don’t want to hear excuses Pratt, I want you to get here on time, same as everyone else, come what may.”
“I’m sorry, Bludge, it won’t happen again.”
“It better not. I’m gagging for a mug of tea. Anyone else want one?”
Hands went up.
“Pratt, you make the tea and bring it in. You know how everybody likes it.”
Pratt got to his feet and slunk off into the kitchen
It’s not fair, he thought. Bludge always picks on me, and I’m always the one who has to make the tea. Someone else should make it for once. I’m one of the longest-standing members of this group. He ought to get one of the newcomers to make the tea for a change.
Nevertheless, he obediently made the tea and brought it into the front room and handed the mugs around the group.
“As you know,” said Bludge. “We have a rally two weeks on Saturday. It’s one of the England Forward events. The official line of those tossers who run the EF is that it’s going to be a peaceful demonstration to let people know that we’re pissed off because England isn’t for the English any more. They think that just by turning up and walking around in areas infested with black muzzie kike scum we’ll make a statement on behalf of the white English race. Well, that’s not my style, and it shouldn’t be the style of any self-respecting member of N.S. 18. We’ll be going there to break some ’eads. So, everyone, make sure that you’re tooled up, and that you break some ’eads while you’re there, and as long as those ’eads are not white and not English, you’ll be doing the country a favour. Oh yeah, you can break pigs’ ’eads too, whatever colour they are. Got that?”
The group nodded enthusiastically. Pratt did the same, but his enthusiasm was feigned. He was thinking about the possibility of being caught up in something beyond his control, and it didn’t sit well with him.
What if they’re armed? He thought. What if they outnumber us? What if I get cornered by someone bigger than me and I get flattened, or worse?
Unwelcome images of his last rally came into his head. He had visions of blood running from wounds, none of it his, thank God, and none of it spilled by him. He’d managed to cower out of sight in a doorway until the worst was over. He’d been roughed up by the police a bit, but nothing too serious. Just enough to give him some bruises he could show off to the other members of N.S. 18 which convinced them he’d done his bit.
“Pratt,” said Bludge, “what weapon are you taking?”
Pratt scratched his head.
“Er, I don’t know Bludge,” he said. “I’m not sure.”
“Fucking hell Pratt, are you fucking gormless or what? Daz, what weapon are you taking?”
“Ball-peen hammer, Bludge.”
“Faz, what are you taking?”
“Flick-knife.”
“Kaz?”
“Stanley knife.”
“Baz?”
“Machete.”
“Gaz?”
“Baseball bat.”
“Laz?”
“Brass-knuckles.”
“See that, Pratt? Everyone knows what they’re gonna be tooled up with, except you. Even Kaz. She’s not even a man, and she’s got bigger balls than you. Now fucking well man up and decide what you’re taking, and tell me what it is.”
Kaz beamed. Pratt noticed her delight at receiving praise from Bludge, and felt a hunger deep inside. He himself craved that praise.
And there was something else.
Kaz filled his fantasies. She cavorted through his dreams, naked more often than not, other than for a few items of suggestive lingerie of the sort he’d seen in the window of the Ann Summers shop in the dated Croydon shopping centre. Pratt desperately wanted Kaz to beam at him.
“Er, an ice-pick?”
“Good choice. It’s what did for Trotsky, the fucking commie bastard. How big is it?”
“Er, I’m not sure.”
“Not fucking sure? It’s your fucking ice-pick, how can you not be sure how big it is?”
“I haven’t bought it yet.”
There were sniggers from around the room.
“You dozy fucking little bastard Pratt. Make sure you ’ave bought it by the time we ’ave the meeting next week. I want you to show it me to prove you’ve got it, and I want you to demonstrate to everyone how you’re going to hide it under your clothes.” Prat, who was cross-legged on the floor in front of Bludge, felt as if he was both literally and metaphorically at the feet of his role-model and leader.
“Yeah, all right Bludge, I will, I’ll do that.”
“Fucking make sure you do.”
He leaned forward and patted Pratt on top of his head.
“That way you might get to be allowed into the Inner Circle one day.”
Pratt longed to be allowed into the Inner Circle. Few were, and he didn’t feel he could ever be one of them. He felt he was lucky to be a member of the Outer Circle. Most of the others in the group barely tolerated him. But he stuck it out because it was the closest thing to family he had. For all of the derision it gave him, the group made him feel he belonged, and it was a feeling he couldn’t get anywhere else.
“You know something?” said Budge, looking around the room. “We’re all committed to the cause, every one of us here, even Pratt, but there are too few of us. We need to recruit more people. We especially need to find a figurehead; someone people will rally around. It’s not going to be me; I’m more of a military man than a politician. I’m not suited to politics. So I want you all to keep your eye out for someone who can be a crowd-pleaser, someone who’ll understand us, and help us to take our organisation to the next level.”
When the meeting came to an end, Pratt waited until Kaz had left and he followed her out, training his eyes on her rear, which was being shown off in a pair of close-fitting jeans. She was a large woman, standing five feet ten inches tall, and she was the owner of a big rear end, having rather more heft than was good for her. It was a rear end that Pratt would have loved to explore, but he knew that he would never be allowed to do that. His height, he was sure, ruled him out of contention. That, and his weasel-like looks. Even he had to admit that his looks were weasel-like.
Kaz halted by her car to climb in, and noticed Pratt standing nearby. She flashed him a grin, her round face framed by a mop of bleached blond hair. He loved the way she grinned at people — people, that is, who were white, English, and neo-Nazi.
“See ya next week, Wally,” she said.
She was one of the few members of their group who called him “Wally” rather than “Pratt” or just “Hey you!” This made him pine for her even more. He reddened. Luckily it was dark by this time, so she was unable to see the colouring of his cheeks.
“Yes, see you next week,” he said lamely.
He wanted to say far more to her than that, but was unable to bring himself to say anything meaningful to her.
He watched her drive off and climbed sadly into his own car.
I’m on the bottom rung of the ladder, he thought. Wait a minute, who am I kidding? I’m not even on the ladder.  I haven’t got a hope in hell of rising anywhere in this organisation. I’m going to be the unofficial tea-boy for the rest of my life. I’m Bludge’s bitch and that’s all I’ll ever be. I want people to respect me. I want Bludge and Kaz to respect me, and I want them to like me. Why can’t I have that? Where has it all gone wrong for me? What can I do to change things? How can I put it right? How can I get to be like Bludge?
He started up his car and drove off into the night towards his new home on forty-one Acacia Avenue. Then, on impulse, he slowed down and doubled back, heading east along the A232. He took a right turn towards New Addington in Croydon. When he got there, he cruised along Castle Hill Avenue, the street that Kaz lived on. It was something he’d taken to doing recently. He’d followed her home once and discovered which of the brick semi-detached houses was hers. Since then, he’d become a stalker.
As he cruised down the road, he saw her crossing directly ahead. He hoped she wouldn’t look his way and recognise him. She didn’t. He put his foot on the brake but it didn’t feel right — and it didn’t slow down his car one iota. He twisted the steering wheel, but too late, there was a sickening bump, and Kaz disappeared beneath the bonnet, giving rise to two further sickening bumps as his wheels ran over her.
Pratt drove on. He had no choice. The brake wasn’t working.
His mind raced with possibilities, none of them good.
Oh fuck. I might have killed her. I love her and I’ve killed her. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. What’s going to happen now? If I get caught for this the police will find out my car hasn’t been serviced or MOT’d or insured. I’ll be arrested and locked up for murder or manslaughter or something. I hope to God that nobody saw me do it. Oh fuck, my driving is a liability. I’m gonna kill myself if I don’t watch it.
He eased his foot from the accelerator and slowed to a crawl so that he could turn a corner safely. Somehow, by a combination of driving slowly and using his handbrake as a footbrake, he made it back to forty-one Acacia Avenue in one piece and parked in the drive. He went indoors with his mind in a turmoil. He wondered whether Kaz had survived, and, if she had, what sort of state she was in; and he worried that he was going to hear a knock at the door at any minute and it was going to be the police.
He tried to recollect what had happened when he’d run over Kaz. With his heart in pieces, he came to the realization that he’d probably killed the one person he loved. He checked the television, radio and internet for news of what might have become of her. News wasn’t long in coming. There was a bulletin on a local TV channel about the killing of a young woman in a hit-and-run incident on Castle Hill Street.
Even though he’d known that was the likely outcome of his actions, Pratt’s heart sank. The one crumb of solace he was able to extract from the report was that so far, no witnesses had come forward. But there had been an appeal for information, which meant he wasn’t home and dry. And even if he was, he’d be burdened for all time with the guilt of what he’d done.
Pratt switched channels and began watching an old political documentary. And while he watched, he thought about Professor Ted Forsyth’s machine in the cellar.
Maybe Kaz is dead, he thought. Maybe I have killed her. But I can make amends. I can bring her back.
He watched the old footage on screen and another thought came into his head.
I knocked her down and ran her over. If I did bring her back to life, she’d be like that mouse. She’d be twisted, deformed and hideous. 
Images of a re-animated Kaz with deformed arms and legs and a half-mashed face with tyre-tread marks running across it came into his head and refused to leave, no matter how hard he tried to evict them.
That’s terrible, he thought. I couldn’t be responsible for bringing something like that into the world.
Then something appeared on the screen that inspired him: an image of a woman who, in a way, represented his idea of female perfection.
Wait a minute, he thought. I could rebuild Kaz and improve her. She was beautiful, but I could make her more beautiful. I could make her into the figurehead that Bludge was talking about, the person that people would rally around. People would stop making fun of me if I did that. They’d sit up and listen. They’d bloody well have to, because I’d be important, maybe as important as Bludge, certainly a lot more important and respected than I am now. I might even get admitted to the Inner Circle.
No, wait, I’m crazy. I can’t do that.
But once having had the thought, he couldn’t let it go.
Yes, I can. What’s stopping me? I’ve got the know-how and the equipment. All I need is her body. But how will I get it? And how will I get hold of the other body parts I need to replace the ones I damaged so that I can rebuild her? Think, man, think.
Then he remembered something he’d heard about a long time ago. He’d seen it on television: a program about body snatchers. He went on the internet and did a search for “Modern-day grave robbers.”
He was pleasantly surprised by the thousands of results he got. The most prominent was an article in the ‘Catholic Media Coalition’:

‘The Return of the Body Snatcher.

‘We now have a new demand for cadavers, or rather the body parts of cadavers and the Resurrectionists are returning. Transplant surgery, which was relatively rare only a few decades ago, is growing at a phenomenal rate. Tissue, bones, skin, heart valves and tendons from corpses are in strong demand.

The advantage of human parts over man-made parts is significant. The new term for these parts is “allograft.” The allograft remodels like an autograft, but doesn’t require a second surgery to harvest tissue from the patient as does the autograft. As in the 19th century, the market keeps growing, and the demand far exceeds the supply. Allografts are used in more than 600,000 surgical procedures in the United States annually.’


The article went on to discuss what it called ‘The Return of the Underworld Characters’.
It was referring to Body Snatchers!
It was then that Pratt realised that what he was considering might yet amount to more than mere idle fantasy.
He knew that if he could make contact with a body snatcher and strike a deal with him (or her), he’d be able to get hold of the items he needed to carry out his plan, and he’d be well on the way to rebuilding Kaz and raising her from the dead.
That positive thought eased his troubled mind, if only for a few moments.

CHAPTER 20


The motorway service coffee shop was busy.
It was noon, and salesmen, truckers, and others who made their living on the road, were beginning to take their midday breaks. Pratt rubbed his eyes. He hadn’t slept. He wondered whether he’d ever sleep again.
He was sitting at a table for four. The other seats around his table were empty. He’d put his jacket on one of them and his hoodie on another to reserve them, and he’d bought a packet of M & M’s which he’d left unopened next to his coffee.
A man with the look of a male model appeared at his table with a stunning Asian woman. They were both wearing business suits. The man looked at Pratt’s packet of M & M’s.
“Do you mind if we sit here?” He asked.
“Be my guest,” Pratt said. He moved his jacket and hoodie to allow them to sit down. He discreetly checked out the Asian woman. He was attracted to her in spite of his beliefs.
She might have been all right if she hadn’t been foreign, he thought. And deep down, he admitted to himself that she was way out of his league.
“Let’s start with the introductions,” the man said. “You can call me Phil. This is Anya.”
Pratt nodded.
“I’m wally,” he said.
“Let’s cut straight to the chase,” said Phil. He lowered his voice. “We harvest the goods as soon as possible after death and refrigerate them until we drop them off with you. Our contacts include some of the biggest undertakers in the country. We choose only the best from what’s available. That means we can guarantee the quality. Everything we supply is medical grade. That’s what you’re paying for. The fees start from five thousand pounds depending on what you want. What is it you’re after?”
Pratt leaned across the table
“Lots of things,” he said. “I want you to source me a woman’s legs, the best pair available. And a woman’s body like no other. I want it really curvy, and stacked with a great pair, but not overweight. I need some arms, too, which have to be strong but feminine. They all have to come from bodies of about the same size, which I reckon ought to be about six foot. I also need a head that looks like this.”
He pulled a folded up piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Phil. Phil showed it to Anya. She gasped when she saw the picture on it.
“I don’t want the original, obviously,” said Pratt. “I want you to find me the best look-alike you can.”
“That’s a very unusual request.”
“I haven’t finished yet,” said Pratt. “There’s one more thing I need, and that’s an entire body.”
The two body snatchers looked at each other.
“A body?” Phil asked.
“That’s right. There’s a young woman who died last night. I want her body.”
“I’ll be honest with you. This sort of request isn’t something we’ve done before. We’d have to think about it.”
“What do you mean? What do you have to think about? I thought this was your business.”
“It is,” said Phil. “But no-one ever asks for a head or a complete body. They specify the part they need and we source that part. When we’ve taken it, we patch up the damage so that no-one can tell that anything’s missing. We could get you your arms and legs, no problem. But taking a head and a body would be a different proposition. You can’t conceal the fact that you’ve taken a head or taken a complete body.”
“Okay,” Pratt said. “What is it? Is it a question of money?”
“It’s risk. But if the money was right we might be prepared to take that risk.”
“What would it cost me?”
Phil leaned over and whispered in Anya’s ear, and she whispered in his, and then she spoke.
“Fifty thousand pounds,” she said. “In used notes. Half up front, half on delivery.”
“Done,” said Pratt, even though he didn’t have the money and didn’t have a clue how he’d get it.
“Okay,” said Phil. “When will you have the cash?”
“I’ll call you when I’ve got it.”
“You’ll need to give me the name, address, and date of birth of the woman who died last night. The one you want the body of.”
“Sure.”
“Don’t leave it too long. We wouldn’t want her to get buried or cremated before we’d had the chance to do the job.”
“I’ll try to get back to you later today.”
“Oh, can I hang on to this?” Phil asked, showing Pratt the piece of paper with the picture on it of the head on it.
“Of course.”
Phil put it in his pocket then he and Anya stood up.
“All right, let us know as soon as you can,” said Anya.
“’Bye for now,” said Phil, and they left.
Pratt felt himself sweating. He’d been under pressure before his meeting with the two body snatchers, but for some reason he felt worse now. Perhaps it was the fact that he’d just learned that he had to lay his hands on fifty thousand pounds at short notice to put his resurrection plan into effect, and he knew that task would be about as straightforward as hitching a ride on the next spaceship heading for planet Punkin.
Then he remembered something that might help.
He took his mobile phone from his pocket.

CHAPTER 21


Pratt took the business card from his wallet that he’d been given by Jonathan Badde, scrutinised it and rang the number. All around him there was the bustle and clamour of a busy coffee house, so he set the volume on his mobile to high.
A secretary answered.
“Hello, this is Wally Pratt. I’d like to speak to Mr. Badde.”
“Mr. Badde is busy right now.”
“But it’s urgent. It’s a matter of life and death.”
“That’s what they all say.”
“For God’s sake,” he mumbled through a mouthful of bleeding finger-ends, “tell him I’ll make it worth his while.”
“In that case it’s different; just putting you through.”
“Hello, Mr. Pratt. I hear you want to talk to me. How can I help?”
Pratt’s mind raced. How could he make it worthwhile for Badde to do anything for him?
“I need some money from my inheritance, Mr. Badde. I need an advance, quick, today if at all possible. I’ll pay the fee if there’s a fee. I’ll do whatever it takes.”
On the other end of the line, Badde leaned back in his office chair and put his feet on his desk with his legs crossed. The light streaming in through the window gleamed on his brightly-polished shoes.
“I’d like to help you, Mr. Pratt, really I would,” he said. “But you see, probate is an awfully complicated business and it takes an awfully long time.”
Pratt’s heart sunk.
“However, I may be able to do a little something to help you.”
Pratt’s heart rose from its nadir to its previous, slightly lesser, nadir.
“How much do you need?”
“Sixty-thousand pounds.”
Badde cupped his hand over the receiver and gestured to his secretary. “Get me the Forsyth file.”
His secretary fumbled around in the filing cabinet and brought him the file. He looked at his notes.
“All right,” he said. “I can let you have what you want, but you must understand that it will mean an increase in the level of fees we’re charging.”
“Anything, as long as you can help me.”
“I’m sure we can sort something out if you’ll just get down here and sign an agreement.”
Pratt rushed out to his car, which was now a death-trap due to the lack of a footbrake, and headed down the motorway.
Badde hung up the phone and called his friend Austin.
“Austin, I’ve another Probate matter for you. If you can get me an advance against the security of the money in the bank account, we can make another killing.”
Somehow Pratt made it to the office in one piece. He rushed inside.
“I’ve got an appointment to see Mr Badde,” he blurted to the woman on reception.
She eyed him cautiously. He was sweaty, scrawny and weasel-like; in other words, a typical Lowe, Petty and Badde client.
“Please take a seat,” she told him. “Mr Badde will be with you shortly.”
Pratt couldn’t take a seat. He was too overwrought. He paced from one side of the reception area to the other and back again like a demented goldfish. He paused only to wring his hands before continuing his pointless journey.
A door opened and Badde appeared.
“Please do come this way, Mr Pratt,” he said, with a vulpine smile on his face.
They entered a windowless magnolia-painted room. It was barren, except for the table and two chairs.
“Please sit down Mr Pratt,” said Badde.
Pratt pulled a wobbly chair from under his side of the desk and sat on it, feeling it lean towards the corner where one of the legs was shorter than the rest. The hard wooden seat and vertical back felt most uncomfortable. In contrast, Badde was sitting on a leather-upholstered swivel chair.
“Now then, Mr Pratt,” he said. “About your money. Probate is a long and difficult process at the best of times, and these are not the best of times, my goodness, no. If we try to short-cut the process, it will cause an awful lot of problems that I will have to clear up at great expense, but short-cut it we must, if you are to have the money you require by close of business today.”
“Did you say ‘close of business today’?”
“I did indeed, Mr Pratt, but as I warned you, it will not be easy. I will have to go to great lengths to secure that money for you, very inordinately great lengths.”
He opened a drawer in the desk and pulled a sheet of paper from it with the word ‘Contract’ at the top of it. Then he took a fountain pen from the inside pocket of his suit jacket, took off the top, and handed the pen to Pratt.
“Just sign here Mr. Pratt at the bottom, on the dotted line where your name is.”
“What am I signing for?”
“To agree to my fees so that you can get your money.”
Pratt looked more closely at the contract. After a while he realised that in order to get hold of sixty thousand pounds, he would have to pay fifty thousand pounds of his inheritance as a fee. He gasped.
“This is extortionate,” he said, wobbling on his treacherous perch.
Badde reached out as if to take the pen from Pratt’s hand.
“Then you don’t have to sign it Mr Pratt,” he said. “I thought I was doing you a favour, but it seems not. If you are unhappy with the advance that I’ve gone to great lengths to arrange for you, you can leave these offices and wait for six months to a year for your money, just like everybody else.”
Pratt thought of poor dead Kaz, all twisted and deformed because of the car accident. Then he pictured her, or his vision of her, coming to life.
But that can never happen unless I agree to be skinned alive by this ghoul of a solicitor, he thought sadly.
For a moment he prevaricated, but his wooden chair was digging painfully into his bony bottom, and the breathless office was making him feel bilious, and somehow it all conspired to break down his resistance.
“I’ll sign,” he said. “But I must have my money by close of play today.”
“You will, Mr Pratt,” said Badde. “And may I congratulate you, by the way, for making the right choice.”
Once again Pratt was led back to the waiting room. He paced, sat down, checked his watch, got up, paced some more, and repeated the cycle endless times until the offices of Lowe, Petty and Badde were about to close. He watched as all the staff left. Eventually Badde appeared with a set of keys in his hand.
“What’s happening?” He asked “Where’s my money?”
“Relax, Mr Pratt. Your money is on its way. But we don’t want everybody to know about it, do we now? Discretion is our watchword at Lowe, Petty and Badde.”
The door outside opened and a man came in with a small attaché case.
“Jonathan,” the man said with a smile. Then, turning to Pratt, he added: “And you must be Mr Pratt, pleased to meet you.”
I’m sure you are, thought Pratt glumly.
“Mr Pratt, don’t look so unhappy. You should have a smile on your face. I’ve got what you came here for.”
He put the attaché case on top of the reception desk, flipped open the two catches on it, and opened the lid. Pratt looked inside at the piles of notes it contained.
“You can count it if you like, but it’s all here. I’ll tell you what, because you’re a valued client of Mr Badde’s, I’ll throw in the attaché case for free so that you have something to carry it in.”
“Just sign here,” said Badde, pushing another sheet of paper in front of Pratt and offering his fountain pen once again.
Pratt signed. Then he picked up the attaché case and left, feeling as if he’d been raped, but nevertheless feeling a strange sort of joy at the prospect of getting his plan underway.
As soon as he was in his car he made a call on his mobile.
“Phil, I’ve got the money you asked for. I can give you twenty-five thousand right now and the other twenty-five on completion of the job.”
“Okay, where can we meet?”
“My place. That’s forty-one Acacia Avenue in Sutton, which is right next door to Croydon.”
“Okay, I’ll be there in an hour.”
Pratt drove home carefully and parked his car on the drive. It would be, he reflected, the last time, or almost the last time, he’d be driving it.
He went indoors into the gloomy kitchen at the back of the house and counted out twenty-five thousand pounds. He’d just finished placing the last note on the table when there was a knock at the door.
He skulked into the front room, parted the curtains at the corner of the window and cautiously peered in the direction of the front door. Unfortunately, whoever was there was outside his field of vision.
He went to the front door dragging his feet and opened it with a fast-beating heart.
Relief.
It was Phil.
“Hi, come in Phil.”
Phil stepped through the doorway and Pratt shut the door behind him and led him into the kitchen. Phil saw the money set out in neat piles on the table top. He looked at Pratt.
“Is something the matter?” He asked.
“No, why, should there be? Anyway, it’s all there, you can count it.”
Phil expertly scooped up the money and rammed it into the pockets of the large coat he was wearing.
“I’m not going to bother counting it. If it’s wrong, I’ll get it from you later. Right, I’ll get to work.”
“How soon can you get everything I need?”
“Within a week, maybe even a couple of days. The only thing that might take longer is the head. To get a head to the specification you want could take some doing. We’ll just have to hope that someone who has the right sort of features dies soon. Very soon.”
“Yes, yes of course. When will you make the delivery?”
“I’ll call you when I’m ready.”
The next day Pratt got the brakes on his car fixed and bought two large chest freezers along with the other items he wanted and installed them in his cellar.
Then he waited for Phil to call.
And waited.
And waited.
Every second that passed by felt as long as an hour, or a day, would have felt before the disaster with Kaz had overwhelmed him. He longed for things to return to normal, but that wouldn’t be possible, not unless Phil could deliver the goods he’d been paid for.

CHAPTER 22


Nigel Gresley headed for the toilets at his place of work.
He visited the toilet several times a day to get some privacy and to let his mind wander. Often when it did, he would fantasise about an alternative life, far happier than the one he had. It would be a life without his nagging wife, without his spoiled and ungrateful children, and most of all, without his mind-numbing job.
He would picture himself in his mind’s eye leaving local authority employment to set up a greengrocery shop in the Huddersfield conservation area of Edgerton, or its near-neighbour Lindley.
All the fruit and vegetables sold in his shop would be imported from Provence and Languedoc and other French regions the names of which escaped him. This would guarantee success, as his English customers would be dazzled by the colours and flavours of the goods on offer. The shop would be called ‘Monsieur Legume’ in recognition of the French origins of the produce sold.
Sometimes, in Nigel’s more extreme flights of fancy, Monsieur Legume would be more than merely a shop; he would become a real person acting out the exciting life that Nigel so desperately wanted in preference to his own miserable existence.
Monsieur Legume, who was a detective, would spend his days fulfilling the dreams of his frustrated creator, wandering around the French countryside, enjoying fine French food and wine, and solving the murder cases that were an all too common part of French rural village life.
At each village Legume would endear himself to the locals by solving a murder case that had proved insoluble to the bumbling efforts of the local Gendarmerie. He would follow a trail of cryptic clues then piece them together with an infallible logic and quickly apprehend the murderer who had been ruining life in the village for its ordinary law-abiding citizens.
Afterwards, Legume would bid a tearful farewell to the simple French villagers whose inbred tears of gratitude were ample reward for the work he had done in putting the villains behind bars.
He would think and he would move on to the next village to deal with the next difficult case, for that is what he did; he philosophised, and he solved murder cases.
It often occurred to Nigel, as he ruminated on the subject of Legume, that the French knew very little about their own language.
French people would pronounce the name “Legume” with a hard g, like the g in the word groom, so that “Legume” would sound like “Lay-goom”.
Nigel disagreed with the name being pronounced in that way. To him, it should always be pronounced with a soft g, more like a z, or the s in the word “casual”, so that it would be spoken as “Lay-zyoom”. That sounded far more sophisticated, and was, to his ear, far more French.
Today, in the toilets on the 8th floor of Kirklees Towers, Legume (“Lay-zyoom”) soon put in an appearance. The Great French Detective, whose reputation stretched from Provence all the way to Normandy and beyond, emerged from the recesses of Nigel’s mind and went about his business, trekking over vividly imagined landscapes and solving murders. But today these were not the landscapes of southern France; they were the landscapes of Huddersfield, Nigel’s hometown, to which Legume had temporarily relocated, in order to apply his talents to solving the recent spate of unsolved murders that had taken place there.
An hour later Nigel emerged from his reveries and realised that he had made no progress with his work for the day. He stood up, left the cubicle, and headed back to his desk.
Waiting for him on his desk there was a box of documents that had been compiled by wonks in Whitehall. On the top was a label which read: ‘Regulations and Guidelines for the President’s visit to Huddersfield’.
Nigel was an LGO (Local Government Officer) who worked for Kirklees Council.
His contribution to the welfare of the citizens of Huddersfield consisted of reading through the endless river of policy documents emanating from central government, digesting the contents of each, then turning them into papers of manageable size for consumption by the directors and decision makers of Kirklees Council.
Typically, a government policy document would run to two hundred pages of densely-packed text, while Nigel’s version of the same documents would consist of only one A4 page, double-spaced for easy reading.
Nigel had once been a member of a large department of Policy Officers within Kirklees Council; due to the cut-backs that had been carried out by central government, he was the only one left. He’d been spared the axe for two reasons: firstly, he was the longest-serving member of the department; and secondly, he was capable of getting through more work than anyone else in the history of Policy Officers.
Even though the department had employed over thirty Policy Officers five years previously, and was now down to only one — Nigel — and the river of documents from Whitehall had not slowed one iota, indeed, if anything, had become faster-flowing than ever, Nigel was able singlehandedly to keep on top of the job. This was because he had developed a unique system which made him more efficient than anyone else.
Nigel never read the documents that were given to him to condense into A4 summaries.
He preferred instead to use two processes which he privately referred to as “assimilation” and “osmosis”.
Assimilation meant reading only the top line and bottom line of each page of a policy document and relying on instinct, experience and judgement to interpolate what the document was getting at. It was an approach that had stood Nigel in good stead for his degree (a third in Communication and Cultural Studies from Oxford Polytechnic) back in the seventies.
Osmosis involved looking at each page of a document (or as many pages as he could bear to look at) without actually ever reading any of the text whatsoever. Nigel believed that at an unconscious level, the meaning of the policy documents would be made apparent to him via Osmosis and would emerge clearly in his A4 summaries.
He frowned and opened the box.
Then he took out the documents it contained and placed them in a neat pile to his left.
He perused them one by one, randomly switching between osmosis and assimilation, and in no time at all he’d condensed hundreds of thousands of words of vital information prepared by the wonks into a handful of A4 pages which he sent upstairs to the executive officers of the council for implementation.

CHAPTER 23


M. T. Dross, the Kirklees Director of Tourism, was on the committee charged with organising the V.O.Z day celebrations in Huddersfield.
The committee met for the first time in the Magic Rock, a pub that was far enough removed from the town centre to have emerged intact from the carpet-bombing a few months previously. The first motion that was carried was that they should all have a pint or two of real ale purchased out of civic funds, as they were all in need of refreshment. Duly refreshed, they got down to business.
“I’ve got a great idea,” said Dross. “When the President comes, we ought to show him our town properly, not just the remains of the town centre. We ought to show him the whole thing because our town will get shown on American TV and that’ll bring tourists to us from all over America.”
“And how do you propose doing that? Just how can we show the president our entire town?”
Dross assumed the knowledgeable expression of a leader.
“I know just the way,” he said. “We’ll arrange a trip for him up to the top of Stonker Edge. We’ll take him right to the precipice. From there he’ll see the entire town spread out below him. And while he’s admiring the view, the American news companies are going to be showing images of it all over America. Huddersfield will become famous and tourists will come flocking.”
The committee members all nodded.
“A trip to Stonker Edge, what a great idea M.T. Motion passed!”
M.T.’s idea was the first to go on the long list the committee came up with that day. The list was duly sent to the council’s chief executive for approval. He read through it then he read through the briefing notes he’d received from Nigel Gresley about the precautions to be taken to ensure that the President’s visit went smoothly. It was clear to him, given the guidelines he’d had from the wonks in central government, as condensed by Gresley, that none of the items on the list posed any threat whatsoever, and he approved it in full and sent it back to the V.O.Z. committee for implementation.

CHAPTER 24


When the call came, it took him by surprise. He was lying in bed completely alert, not having slept for the third night running, when his mobile went off next to him. Even though he was exhausted, he reached over to the bedside cabinet, grabbed the mobile, and put it to his ear.
“Hello,” he said.
The voice at the other end was clipped and business-like.
“It’s Phil. I’ve got your stuff. I’m bringing it round this afternoon.”
“What time is it? I’m in bed.”
“What? You better get up. I’m planning on setting off as soon as I’ve got your goods in my van.”
This news, which should have excited Pratt, had little impact on him because the last few days had left him emotionally drained. He lacked the energy to get excited. The best he could manage was slightly less depressed.
“Don’t worry, I’m getting up now. I’ll see you when you get here.”

CHAPTER 25


They wheeled Kaz’s body into the house on a stretcher. It was wrapped in a body bag. Pratt was grateful for that.
The other goods that he’d ordered came bagged-up, each in its own zip-up plastic container.
Pratt asked them to put everything in the two big freezers he’d recently installed in his cellar.
He didn’t have the money ready for them; he’d assumed that he’d been ripped off and that he’d never see either of them again. This meant he had to laboriously count it out on the kitchen table while they waited. When Pratt was done, Phil scooped up the money, just like he’d done before.
“It’s been nice doing business with you,” said Anya, extending her hand.
She smiled. Her attractive features were more beguiling than ever when she smiled. Pratt couldn’t help but be won over by her smile. Nevertheless, he hesitated for a moment before shaking her hand. His principles forced him to wonder whether he ought to be in physical contact with a member of an inferior race. Her hand, when he shook it, felt the same as any other, which surprised him. He’d been conditioned into thinking it ought to feel different. Nevertheless, he resolved to stick by his principles.
“Yeah, nice doing business with you,” Phil added, and Pratt shook hands with Phil too.
“Call us if you need anything else,” said Anya as they left.
“I will,” said Pratt.
After they’d gone, he made a mug of tea and prepared himself for the task that lay ahead.

CHAPTER 26


He visited the local DIY warehouse, and bought ten cylinders of extra-powerful ‘No More Nails’ adhesive and a caulking gun to apply it with. He bought some nylon ‘Everlasting’ twine and a pack of sewing needles in varying sizes. Then he visited the Ann Summers shop in the St. Nicholas Shopping Centre in Sutton. He bought a black basque with a red trim, a lacy black G-string; black stockings, black leather boots with six-inch silver heels, leather wrist bands that were studded with silver studs, and a leather neck band to match. His final purchase was a bull-whip.
He drove home and took his many purchases to the cellar. Once there, he removed the body parts from the freezers.  He had two arms, two legs, a body and a head.
They were all to his exact specification. The legs were exquisite; the arms were strong and shapely; the body curvaceous; and the head was an exact match for the photograph he’d given to Phil and Anya.
He removed the end of one of the cylinders of ‘No More Nails’ and inserted it into his caulking gun. He applied a liberal layer to the top of the right leg and the right hip joint. He left them for a minute to allow the adhesive to get tacky, and then he pressed the two parts together. He repeated the process with the other body parts and the head. Next, for good measure, he used his needle and everlasting twine to stitch the skin together at the joints with his ‘Everlasting Twine’.
Pratt was a patient and thorough worker. The end result was presentable, if somewhat shocking.
Finally, he came to the main event. He used one of Forsyth’s hacksaws to cut off the top of the head and remove the brain, taking care not to inflict too much damage on its blond hair.
Then he opened the head end of the body bag which contained Kaz’s lifeless body. As he’d feared, her face was half-crushed. He could only hope that her brain wasn’t too badly mangled, and that the machine he had at his disposal would miraculously repair the damage to it.
As carefully as he could, he sawed off the top of Kaz’s head while she was still in the freezer and removed her brain. Then he tripped on one of the many cables that covered the floor and he fell, dropping the brain. It went flying. It bounced soggily a couple of times, bringing to Pratt’s mind the surreal image of a large grey frog jumping across the floor.
He got to his feet and picked up the brain. He put it into the open skull of the body he’d just built and glued the top of the head back into place. Then he did his best to repair the skin with a neat line of stitching.
He dressed the body in the lingerie he’d purchased and proudly cast his eye over it, feeling pleased with the result.
At last he was ready.
This would be a new Kaz, he promised himself, and she would be better, stronger, and more powerful than the one that had died in a tragic car accident on Castle Hill Avenue a few days previously.
He went upstairs, had another mug of tea, and prepared himself for what he knew would be the most challenging aspect of his enterprise: the re-animation of the woman he loved.

CHAPTER 27


Pratt held his breath for a moment, and then he operated the computer on the bench at the side of the cellar.
All was silent for a second or two before he heard hum of the machine coming to life.
The metal plate with the body on it slid smoothly into the body of the machine, disappearing from view.
Next, the cellar was bathed in an eerie blue light.

CHAPTER 28


Next door, in number forty-three, Richard Hoyle looked up at the kitchen ceiling.
“T’bloody strip light, it’s playin’ up again,” he said. “It’ll drive me bloody mad if it keeps doing that.”
Darren glanced at the flickering light.
“The sooner we replace it, the better,” he said.
After a minute or two, the flickering stopped as mysteriously as it had started.
“Why does it only happen now and again?” Darren asked. “Why not all the time?”
“I don’t know but I’ve ’ad enough of it. It’s going in t’bloody bin as soon as it does it again. That’ll teach it a lesson it won’t bloody forget.”

CHAPTER 29


Back in 41 Acacia Avenue, the metal plate with the body on it slid slowly from the interior of the machine. With a pounding heart, Pratt stood over it and observed it for signs of life. There were none. As the minutes passed, tears began to well up in his eyes. All he had to show for his hard work and financial sacrifices was a lifeless body which he’d somehow have to dispose of. He couldn’t face doing that, not right away, maybe not ever. This was his perfect woman after all, with the perfect brain.
Thinking sadly of Kaz, the former unrequited, love of his life, Pratt sloped off upstairs, wondering what he should do. He wandered into the kitchen and did what he usually did when he was confused: he made a mug of tea and sat at the kitchen table sipping it in a sort of depressed daze. He finished his tea and went out into the front garden. By then it was evening, and dusk had fallen.
A good-looking man wandered up the drive Pratt shared with number forty-three. He had dark skin and black hair which seemed to have faint highlights in it, and was neatly parted on the left side of his head.
“Evening,” said the man when he saw Pratt. “You must be our new neighbour. I’ve just come out for a breath of fresh air; I don’t get out much during the day. That’s the price I pay for working in a school, I suppose.”
The man walked up to Pratt and extended his hand.
“Are you-are you Richard Hoyle’s..er…partner?”
“That’s right. You met him the other day didn’t you?”
“Yes I did.”
Pratt felt the same sort of confusion he’d felt when Anya had done the same earlier in the day, only more so, because it was apparent to him that his new neighbour was not only racially inferior, he was gay to boot. He wondered if he’d catch something by shaking Darren’s hand, homosexuality perhaps, if it was contagious. For a moment he prevaricated, and then he shook hands out of the polite hypocrisy which is of prime importance in Britain. He broke off the handshake as soon as he could and forced himself to say:
“I’m very pleased to meet you,” even though he wasn’t.
“Thank you,” said Darren. “It’s good to get to know your neighbours, don’t you think?”
“Yes, of course. I’m sorry, I must dash.”
He hastened indoors, where he wiped his hand on his pants, and then, to be sure he was free of all possibility of racial or sexual infection, washed them thoroughly in the basin in the downstairs toilet.

CHAPTER 30


“I’ve just met our next door neighbour, whatsisname. He seems a nice chap,” Darren said to Richard.“Yeah he does. Mind you, he could wash his hands more often. Worris ’is name? I’ve forgotten.”
“I didn’t ask. Anyway, we must have him round for coffee sometime.”
“You’re right. I’ll ask ’im first chance I get. Or maybe we could pop round there. He’s new round ’ere, same as us. We could take ’im a moving-in present.”
“What a good idea.”

CHAPTER 31


When his hands were properly clean and, he felt, free of all racial and homosexual infection, Pratt ambled through to the kitchen in a state of despair, trying to focus his mind on what to do about the two bodies in the cellar; those of his creation and of the now brainless Kaz.
His thoughts were interrupted by a crashing sound coming from downstairs. He thought at first he’d imagined it, but then he heard it again. With his heart racing, he opened the cellar floor and descended the steep flight of steps.
When he got there he saw that his creature was on her feet staggering around and crashing into things, as if she had little sense of balance. She caught her foot on a cable and went sprawling to the floor with a sickening bump. It didn’t seem to do her any harm. She got to her feet again and started staggering around once more.
Pratt didn’t know what to do. He went back upstairs in a state of confusion.
He wondered if she might be hungry, so he made a hurried meal of microwaved bangers and mash from a packet and took it downstairs. He held the plate out with both hands, offering it to his creature. She looked at it. He raised it towards her face. She sniffed it like an animal, and with the back of her hand she slapped it away. The blow was so powerful that the plate was knocked from Pratt’s grasp and sent flying across the cellar. It smashed against the far wall, leaving a residue of mash sticking to the plaster.
His creature then spoke her first word:
“Meat!”
Pratt hurried back upstairs. He put on his jacket to go out to the butcher, and then he realised that the noise in the cellar had stopped. Wondering what was going on, he returned to the cellar and found her next to one of the chest freezers. It was the one containing Kaz’s body. The lid was open. His creature had something in her hands. It was a brain. She raised it to her mouth, took a bite out of it, and began chewing. She looked at him and grinned happily.
“Meat!” She said. She let go of the brain with one hand and pointed at it. “Meat!”
Pratt turned around and dashed back up the stairs. He rushed into the downstairs toilet and threw up forcefully.
He rinsed his mouth out and brushed his teeth to get rid of the taste.
I ought to look on the bright side, he thought. At least she’s eaten, and I don’t have to worry about making her a meal for a while.
He went to the cellar again and found her still enjoying her meal of raw brain.
Well, he thought. I might as well put the rest of the plan into effect.
He switched on the televisions he’d installed in the cellar. They were connected to computers which he’d programmed with non-stop political footage he’d downloaded from the internet.
She looked up from her meal. Everywhere she turned, there was a television showing the same political footage, which was intended to help her to attain a mastery of politics and oratory.
She seemed happy to watch it while she ate. Pratt couldn’t be sure, but he thought she was taking it in. After a while she stood up and walked to side of the cellar. Pratt noticed that her walking had much improved. She looked in one of the mirrors he’d attached to the wall and. studied her face from a number of angles, and then she looked quizzically at the images on one of the televisions.
Pratt felt he could leave her and went to the butcher to get some meat. He bought a joint of beef, roasted it in the oven, and served it up with gravy and veg. When he took it downstairs, it met with the same fate as the bangers and mash he’d given her earlier.
She glared at him, and he felt intimidated and retreated hastily to the safety of the upstairs front room, where he sat pondering what he should feed to his creation, and when she would next be hungry.
Then a disturbing thought occurred to him. He hurried out to the hardware shop and bought four sturdy bolts and two locks, and fitted them to the cellar door.

CHAPTER 32


It was a mystery.
Brian Philpott couldn’t understand why anyone would break into his factory, far less why they would break into it without taking anything much of value. But that’s just what they’d done. A burglar had smashed open the back door, presumably late at night, entered, and stolen only three items, or six items, depending on which way you looked at it.
Philpott was the last clog-maker in Huddersfield, and the burglar had stolen three pairs of his finest clogs. Philpott wouldn’t miss them, and he wasn’t concerned about the cost of repairing his back door. He could afford to cover these minor losses. Business had been brisk lately. He’d been taking orders for clogs from all over the country, as people prepared for the nationwide flurry of zombie clog-dancing festivals that were soon to be held in every city, town, village and hamlet in the United Kingdom.
Still, he couldn’t help but wonder what possible motive the thief could have had for his rather peculiar crime.



CHAPTER 33


A C-17 Globemaster III touched down at Heathrow. It was one of the largest transport aircraft available to the American military. As it pulled up on the tarmac a group of airmen emerged, opened the doors of the hold and went inside. They emerged a few minutes later driving the specially adapted Cadillac limousines that were to be used for the President’s motorcade. There were ten in all. The men went into the hold again, and this time appeared on Harley Davidson police motorbikes that would drive ahead and at the flanks of the motorcade. They parked all the vehicles in a neat line on the landing strip next to the huge aircraft.
An hour later, the President’s personal airplane — Air Force One — touched down on the same airstrip and taxied up close behind the C-17 Globemaster. Members of the American Press climbed out — all of them male — followed by an army of CIA men wearing their usual uniforms of dark suits, white shirts and dark ties, dark glasses and earpieces. Then the President himself emerged and stood at the top of the steps, posing and waving his hat. For once, there was no waiting band of admirers on the ground below, just a bunch of members of the American and British media, but he made the most of it, smiling and looking upbeat.
He turned his head so that he could speak to Tyler, who was just behind him.
“Why didn’t you arrange to have a crowd of admirers waiting for me Tyler? God-dammit, you’ve made me look like an unpopular ass-hole!”
He turned to look at the press once again, a beaming smile on his flabby face, and descended the steps. When he got to the bottom, he cast his eye approvingly over the long line of cars.  “This better be the biggest motorcade any American President ever had, Tyler.”
“It is, Mr. President. I made sure of that.”
They climbed into the lead car and the motorcade set off for the gates in the Heathrow fence that were open to let them through. British police on British cop bikes were waiting for them outside the gates. Doughnut nudged Tyler and pointed at them.
“See that,” he said. “Those Brit cop bikes aren’t anywhere near as cool as our American Harleys. We’re winning the P.R. war already.”
The motorcade proceeded through London with great fanfare to Buckingham Palace, where Doughnut was met by the queen. She was waiting for him at the doors of the palace. He climbed from his limo and headed confidently over to her, and then realised that he wasn’t sure whether he should shake hands or bow, as he hadn’t listened to the briefing he’d been given on Presidential protocol when meeting other heads of state.
I don’t know what I’m meant to do, but I’m certainly not going to be obsequious, he told himself.
He reached the doors of the palace and held out his hand, and the queen looked puzzled for a moment before taking it, and even more puzzled as he shook it vigorously.
“I’m pleased to meet you, Queen Elizabeth” he said, fumbling in his trouser pocket for his mobile with his free hand. It slipped from his grasp and he got frustrated.
“Tyler, get my mobile and take a picture, will you?” He said.
Tyler stuck his hand in the President’s trouser pocket and grimaced as he probed with his fingers, a look of mild disgust crossing his face for a moment. Eventually he got hold of the mobile, pulled it out, and took a picture of the queen and President together.
Doughnut and the queen then went inside the palace and the Queen did the meaningless small talk with him at which she exceled after decades of practice, then she gave a discrete signal to one of her uniformed courtiers who politely informed Doughnut that his audience with the Queen was at an end. Doughnut stood up and despite himself did a sort of half-bow and left, escorted by the courtier.
He got back in his car and the motorcade proceeded along Whitehall to Downing Street.
“I think that went very well Tyler,” said Doughnut. “The Queen is real nice, unlike Their Prime Minister. She talked to me about her dogs and she even let me pet one of them, and she got one of her butlers to make me a cup of tea. They have uniforms, you know. As soon as we get back to America, I’m going to get some uniformed butlers in the White House.”
The motorcade proceeded along Whitehall without difficulty as the police had made sure that no other traffic could enter the road while the President was on it. This caused untold fury all around London, as thousands of cars backed up in every direction unable to move. Eventually the procession reached Downing Street, and the gates to the street were opened to accommodate Doughnut’s limo. The rest of the limos had to wait outside because there wasn’t room for them.
Tyler passed his laptop to Doughnut as their car drew to a halt.
“Look at this Mr President,” he said.
Doughnut scrutinised the screen. There was a news bulletin on it:
“Anonymous Government sources have today confirmed that the President is having an emergency briefing from the British Prime Minister to assist him with domestic policy affairs at home.”
His brow furrowed.
“Why, that treacherous limey bastard. He’s done exactly what we didn’t want him to do. Get onto the White House right away. Tell my P.R. men to deal with this.”
He noticed something else on the screen, a news item about a tragic incident in Jacksonville. A huge explosion had destroyed several buildings near the famous Jacksonville beach, including restaurants and shops. There had been scores of casualties.
“My God, Tyler,” said Doughnut. “We have to get this over with and get back to Washington before that lunatic Havoc blows up the entire eastern seaboard.”
He climbed from the limo all smiles as cameras flashed. The press were eager to talk to him, but lines of police held them back. He walked to the door of number 10 with Tyler following a few paces behind.
“Is it true you’ve got problems in America that you can’t handle?” One of reporters shouted.
“Why do you need our help?” Another shouted.
Doughnut gave them a bland smile and waived.
Camemblert was waiting on the steps of number 10. Doughnut paused just before he got there and turned to face the press.
“This is just a regular state visit to cement relations between our two great countries!” He shouted. “It’s nothing to get excited about!”
Then he grinned and waived again, and shook hands with the PM for the cameras. The two men jostled with each other, each one wanting the other to enter first. They both knew that the first to enter is seen as being less important than the second to enter. The PM had height on his side, but the President had weight on his side. After a savage contest lasting well over a minute, they both got stuck in the doorway for a moment, then somehow got free of it and staggered through into the entrance hall at the same time.
Tyler followed closely behind.
Johnson was waiting inside, and he swiftly closed the door behind them.
“Are you satisfied, Prime Minister?” He asked under his breath.
“What? What was that?” The PM wheezed crossly. He was red-faced and out of breath, as was the President.
“Nothing, Prime Minister.”
“Right then” said the PM turning to Doughnut, who was mopping his sweating brow with a white handkerchief, “Let’s go through to the drawing room, shall we? Follow me.”
He led Doughnut and Tyler along the hall, past the many portraits of glorious former Prime Ministers such as Margaret Thatcher and David Cameron and Tony Blair, which lined the walls, and through a door into an impressive lounge. Johnson followed them in.
“Take a seat,” said the PM.
Doughnut collapsed into a chair, which groaned with the effort of supporting his weight. Johnson shuddered. Then Doughnut wrung out his sweaty handkerchief onto the expensive carpet, and Johnson shuddered again. Doughnut thrust the handkerchief back in his pocket and he looked around the room, frowning.
“The stuff in here looks like it went out with the Ark,” he said.
Johnson raised an eyebrow.
“It’s got history,” said the PM. “I suppose you don’t appreciate that, because you don’t have much of that sort of thing in America.”
“History is bunk. Anyway, that’s enough of the small talk. Let’s talk about my problem, that is, er, my situation.”
The PM smiled.
“Let’s have some drinks, shall we?” He replied. “It’s a bit early for gin and tonic, how about a tea or coffee?”
“I’ll have a large Cappuccino,” Said Doughnut.
“I’ll have an Americano please,” said Tyler.
“Johnson, did you hear that? Get the American President a large Cappuccino whatever that is, and get me my usual tea.”
“Very good Prime Minister.”
Johnson left the room.
Doughnut glared at Tyler.
“Don’t just sit there, make yourself useful, that’s what you get paid for. Go and help the man make some coffee,” he said. “That way I might get it done the way I actually like it.”
Tyler reddened and followed Johnson into the kitchen.
“Where’s your Gaggia?” He asked.
“My what?” Said Johnson.
“Sorry, I meant: where’s your coffee espresso machine.”
“We don’t have one,” said Johnson. “We have this instead.”
He opened a battered-looking cupboard and took out a catering-sized tin of Nescafe coffee powder.
“Cutbacks, you know,” he explained.
Tyler stared at it in disgust.
“You mean; you don’t grind your own coffee from coffee beans?”
“No,” said Johnson. “We get the kindly people at the Nescafe factory to do it for us.”
“Your boss the Prime Minister seems okay. Can’t you persuade him to get a decent coffee machine to entertain his guests with?”
“I’m afraid I can’t. The Prime Minister is a capital fellow, but at times he’s a bit of an arse. What’s your chap like? The President I mean?”
“Doughnut? He’s pretty much a full-on ass-hole all the time.”
While this conversation was taking place, the P.M. and Doughnut were continuing with their Summit Meeting in the lounge.
“Now, where were we? Oh yes, your little problem,” said the PM.
“Situation,” said Doughnut. “My situation. It’s not a problem. I’m dealing with it. I’ve got zombies in my country and I’ve got an exterminator on their case. But it won’t hurt me to hear how you got rid of yours.”
The PM smiled again.
“Oh, you mean you yanks might be able to learn something useful from us brits, do you? That makes a change.”
“Why don’t you just cut the crap and get on with telling me what I crossed the Atlantic to hear?” Doughnut growled.
“With pleasure,” said the PM, making his pleasure all too evident. “The zombies are pretty hard to kill, as you may have found out. I’m told you can take them out with a head shot if you have the firepower, but that takes time, as you have to track them down and deal with them carefully one-by-one, and time isn’t on your side. Apart from that, the only solution seems to be high explosive, but that causes collateral damage, and people don’t like that, not if they’re your own people who’re suffering the collateral damage. It’s bad for the ratings. If you were to do that, you might not get elected for a second term”
“So? What’s the answer?”
“Well, what I did was this: I got in touch with their leader. I told him we were willing to live side-by-side with the zombies as long as they didn’t try to take over, and that we’d let them have a town they could call their own. I gave them a place that’s not very important in the scheme of things. It’s called Huddersfield, and I gave them an incentive to go there by laying on a supply of fresh food for them.”
“Fresh food?”
“The two-legged variety. I got some dangerous prisoners released from gaol and I had them bussed in to Huddersfield. The zombies loved it. Then I arranged an air-strike and wiped them all out.”
“What about your own people? Didn’t the bombing kill a lot of them, too?”
“I managed to get most of them evacuated, so it was mainly zombies that were killed. And anyway, it was only Huddersfield. We chose it because it’s a place that doesn’t really matter. The really important thing you need to know is that I’ve thought of a way of buttering up the survivors. I’m holding a zombie clog-dancing festival in the town, or what’s left of it.”
Doughnut’s eyes widened.
“What the hell are you talking about?” He asked.
Just then the door to the lounge opened and Johnson came in carrying a silver tray with tea, coffee, milk and sugar on it. He set it down on an occasional table in front of the PM and handed a mug each to Doughnut and Johnson, and a delicate bone china cup on a saucer to the PM, who took a sip from the cup.
“Let me explain,” he said with a sigh, putting his cup on the saucer and placing it carefully back on the tray. “After we bombed Huddersfield, the residents could have been a little peeved. Some of them might have decided not to vote for me at the next election, not that I would have been bothered because most of them didn’t vote for me anyway. But the point is, we couldn’t blow the town up without putting in place measures to rebuild it. The trouble is, that sort of thing costs money. So I’ve come up with a way of doing it on the cheap.”
The P.M. paused for dramatic effect. He could see that Doughnut and Tyler were hanging on his every word, and he intended to keep them dangling to make the most of it.
“What way?” Doughnut asked after a while.
The P.M. smiled. It was a smile that was calculated to irritate, and it did. Doughnut scowled.
“I’m going to hold a festival there to commemorate our great victory in the war against the zombies. That’ll attract inward investment, get money spent in the shops — well, those shops that’re still standing, anyway — and generate revenue to enable the townsfolk to rebuild their town. And just to make sure that everyone gets the message, and most of them get out to vote for me at the next election, I’m staging these festivals all over the country.
Now, I know what you’re thinking: what’s clog-dancing and what’s it got to do with zombies?”
He paused to take another sip of his tea.
“The people of Huddersfield have this special form of dancing they do, called clog-dancing. I’ll spare you the details. Suffice it to say that it’s quite barbaric, but it seems to keep them happy. Anyway, I wanted to tie in zombies with something local to Huddersfield, as the town had played an instrumental role in getting rid of the zombies, so I came up with a festival featuring people in fancy dress as clog-dancing zombies. Do you see?”
“I’m beginning to. Tyler, are you taking notes?”
Tyler, who had been busy drinking his coffee, quickly put it down and took a pen and notepad from his pocket.
“Yes, Mr President.”
“Get this down. I want you to find me a hick town that votes Democrat and won’t be missed if we blow it up.”
“How about somewhere in the Appalachians?”
“Perfect, as long as it has roads on it that can take a greyhound bus full of prisoners. Plus, we need to think of a theme for a festival we can hold afterwards to make the survivors feel good about what we’ve done to them. A theme that’ll make them feel involved, and celebrated. After all, they’re the ones who’ll have made all the sacrifices.”
“How about getting some banjo players Mr President?”
“What?”
“You know, like in the movie ‘Deliverance’. That’s what they all do in these hick settlements in the Appalachians. They all play the banjo. So we could have a festival with Zombie banjo players. We could call it ‘Duelling Zombie Banjos’.”
“I’ve seen that movie, it’s terrific. Yeah, you know something? We might even get a hit single out of this, or an album. ‘Duelling Zombie Banjos’, I like it. Get that down, Tyler.”
“I’m going to show you how it all works in practice,” said the PM. “We’re going to visit the town of Huddersfield tomorrow and show you the celebrations taking place. But you’ll know that already, from your itinerary of course.”
“Of course,” said Doughnut. “Excuse me, where are your facilities?”
“Down the corridor.”
Doughnut stood up and motioned with his head for Tyler to go with him. Tyler followed Doughnut into the corridor. They went together into a pokey little room with only three cubicles in it, one of which had the words ‘Prime Minister’ on the door. Doughnut went in.
Oh no, please God, no, thought Tyler.
He breathed a sigh of relief when Doughnut unzipped his pants without dropping them.
“What’s this about an itinerary, Tyler?” Doughnut asked.
“I gave it to you, Mr President, don’t you remember? It was that morning you were going out to play golf with the Speaker of the House of Representatives.”
Doughnut cast his mind back to that day. He remembered Tyler giving him a piece of paper. As he’d been in a rush, he’d thrust it in his pocket without reading it.
“Oh yeah,” he said. “That itinerary.”
He turned around to face Tyler.
“Why didn’t you tell me it was important?” He growled.
“I thought you knew. I—”
Doughnut pushed past him and washed his hands in a basin on the wall.
“Next time make sure you tell me,” he snarled. “Now give me another one, so that I know what’s going on around here.”
Tyler gave the President another copy and they returned to the lounge.
“We’ve got a bit of a bash arranged for you in London tonight,” said the PM as they entered. “But what you’ll really want to see is Huddersfield. We’ll be heading up there first thing tomorrow, but first things first. You fellows have just had a long journey and you haven’t had the chance to freshen up. Would you like me to get one of my chaps to bring in your bags, and you can both take a shower and relax before we go to the first event on the itinerary?”
“That sounds good to me,” said Doughnut, who was still sweaty from his wrestling match with the PM in the doorway of number 10.
“Very good. Johnson, do the honours for the President, will you? There’s a good chap.”
Johnson went outside and got Tyler’s bag and one of Doughnut’s bags from the limo and brought them inside, and put them on the upstairs landing. When the PM heard him, he nodded approvingly.
“Just go to the top of the stairs. You’ll find your bags waiting for you, and you’ll easily work out where the bathrooms are.”
Doughnut and Tyler looked at each other and left the room, passing Johnson as he came back in.
The PM put his hand to his ear and listened to their movements carefully. When he heard the bathroom doors close, and he was sure the President and his Aide couldn’t hear what he was saying, he turned to Johnson.
“They’ve brought over that bloody big motorcade to make us look like the poor relations Johnson,” he said. “We’ve got to do something that’ll make us look better than them. What can we do? Give me some ideas.”
“How about something ceremonial Prime Minister? We’re good at that.”
“What do you mean?”
“We could have the horse guards out on parade, the ones with the shiny boots and helmets.”
“Capital idea, Johnson. The Yanks don’t have anything like that, do they? We could get that other lot out too, the ones with the big furry hats.”
“Bearskins, Prime Minister.”
“There’s no need to show off Johnson.”

CHAPTER 34


The following morning the President’s motorcade had to drive very slowly through the streets of London, flanked as it was by soldiers and officers of the Royal Horse Guards in full ceremonial dress. The President himself was called upon to inspect lines of soldiers in their ceremonial clothes at the front of Buckingham Palace while the world’s press looked on. He didn’t have a clue what to do, but he did his best not to look foolish. The PM observed the proceedings with a satisfied smile.
“Adolf thought he’d got one over on us Johnson,” he said. “He was mistaken. We’re the ones who’ve got one over on him.”

CHAPTER 35


Due to the many road-works on the M1, one lane of the motorway had to be cleared of all traffic to enable the President’s motorcade to make the journey to Huddersfield in reasonable time. The PM also had a motorcade, although the two Rover cars it consisted of looked battered and ancient next to the presidential Cadillacs. All along the roads leading to the motorway there were miles and miles of log-jammed motorists who were unable to reach their destinations, or even move at all, because they were side-lined by the two motorcades. These motorists were all fuming. The PM smiled at them when he saw them lined up on the slip-roads.
As they passed Newport Pagnell services, Johnson held out his tablet.
“I think you should take a look at this Prime Minister,” he said.
There was a news bulletin on the screen.

‘Revealed: the real reason for the President’s visit to England. Anonymous sources have confirmed that Prime Minister Camembert is so worried by his flagging popularity that he has invited over President Doughnut in the hope of improving his ratings. If this doesn’t work, he could be gone before the next election, ousted from office by his own party, many of whom are expressing rumblings of discontent….’


“What a load of tosh,” said Camemblert. “Where did that come from?”
“Don’t you know, Prime Minister?”
“No I bloody well don’t, otherwise I wouldn’t have asked you, would I?”
“I’m pretty sure it came from someone briefed by the White House, Prime Minister.”
For an instant the PM looked puzzled; then he reddened.
“That back-stabbing Yank bastard,” he said.

CHAPTER 36


Meanwhile, in Birkby, Huddersfield, Floyd Rampant was browsing through the books on Trotter’s bookshelves. His eye fell on something familiar — a cookbook by none other than himself. It was one he’d written in his heyday: ‘Rampant in Italy.’
He pulled the book from its place amongst the rest of Trotter’s cookbooks and looked at the photo of himself on the cover, standing on a fishing vessel, grinning to camera, with a plate of seafood pasta on a table in front of him, and a coastal scene with a blue sky to his rear. He remembered something about the book and opened it at a particular page. Yes, he’d remembered correctly. There was a colour photograph of him and his wife together on that page. He had his arm around her waist, and it was obvious that they were in love. They’d never had children, and the fact that they only had each other had somehow, over the years, brought them closer together.
He’d been bereft when she’d contracted cancer and died, leaving him only with memories of her. It had been a hard blow which he’d taken years to get over. If he could have somehow brought her back as a zombie, he would have done, or he’d at least have tried it. But there was no prospect of that. His late wife had been cremated.
Rampant tore the photograph from the book, folded it up, and put it in the inside pocket of his jacket next to his heart. Then a thought occurred to him and he checked his watch. Next he looked in the mirror and adjusted his bow-tie which he wore around his bare neck, with the collar of his white shirt open to accommodate it. This unusual dress code was, or had been in days gone by, his gimmick as a celebrity chef.
He walked through to the lounge where he found Kat watching the TV with Fletcher.
“Right,” he said. “Time to get your clogs on, everybody. I’m looking forward to this.”

CHAPTER 37


The motorcade entered the outskirts of Huddersfield. The President looked on in wonder at the tiny houses and the cobbled streets. The cars proceeded along Wakefield Road to the ring road then entered the town centre. Here, the President was amazed by the sight of bombed-out buildings which looked somehow familiar. He vaguely remembered seeing documentary footage of Berlin at the end of World War II. Yes, that’s what this scene reminded him of.
The townsfolk had, by this time, cleared the streets of rubble, so his motorcade was able to proceed via Viaduct Street and John William Street to St George’s Square.
A stage had been set up at one end of the square; and at the other end there was a marquee for the VIP’s to shelter in. The ordinary townsfolk were expected to make do with the open air.
Everything was in place for the clog-dancing zombie festival.
The CIA men climbed from their cars and assembled around the president’s car. The President slowly climbed out of his vehicle and took in the sight of the marquee, and behind it the once-glorious railway station which had been reduced to a heap of rubble.
The Mayor, who was wearing his tricorn hat, black velvet cloak, and ceremonial gold chain, rushed up to greet the president, closely followed by the burghers of the town, who were determined not to be left out. The CIA men immediately closed ranks to block their path.
“It’s all right, let them through,” said Doughnut, who knew how and when to be populist.
The two men shook hands warmly, with the burghers standing nearby, and cameras on scaffolding at various strategic points filmed the event.
“It’s an honour to meet you, sir,” said the mayor. “I ’ope you’ll like our town and the entertainment we’ve laid on for yer.”
“I’m sure I will. Clog-dancing zombies, isn’t it?”
“That’s right Mr. President, and they’re very good. But first we have some ’at else to show you. Stonker Edge.”
“What the hell is Stonker Edge? It sounds obscene.”
“It’s a geographical feature at the edge of the plateau overlooking our town. We want to take you up there so that you’ll see our town properly. If you look you’ll see it’s on your itinerary.”
“Tyler!”
“He’s right, Mr. President, that’s where we’re going next.”
“Then we’re coming back to the centre to sit in the marquee over there with the town’s Big Nobs and enjoy the zombie clog dancing festivities.”
“All right, I gotcha.”
Everyone got back in their cars. The Mayor climbed into his black mayoral Rolls-Royce, which was a 1950s model, and led the way. M. T. Dross was in the back of the Rolls-Royce with him.
The long line of cars proceeded along John William Street and up Westgate into Castlegate, then headed into Birkby and climbed the steep hill that led to the top of Stonker Edge.
They followed Stonker Lane past the golf club. There was nothing to be seen in any direction other than for a wall at either side of the road, and, in the far distance, the occasional cow in a field.
The mayor’s car pulled up, the Presidential motorcade pulled up behind it, the P.M.’s rather smaller motorcade pulled up behind that, and the vehicles carrying the world’s press and media reporters came to a halt at the rear.
M. T. Dross climbed out of the mayoral Rolls-Royce followed by the Mayor himself in all his finery.
The president’s armed guards left their cars and formed a protective cordon around the President, who then left his own car, wearing his trademark red baseball cap. Police on motorcycles straddled their stationary bikes and looked around in wonder at the desolate plateau that Dross had taken them to.
The President removed his baseball cap for a moment to scratch the top of his head. A chill gust of Yorkshire wind whipped up his comb-over in spite of the powerful glue that had been applied by his personal hairdresser that very morning to hold it in place. He quickly jammed his baseball hat back on again.
M. T. Dross was charged with leading the group to Stonker Edge to admire the view. He looked at his O.S. map.
“This way,” he said confidently, marching up the road to where he knew there would be an opening in the wall giving access to the footpath leading to Stonker Edge.
When he got there, he stopped. The wall looked as though it had once had an opening in it which had been blocked up with breeze-blocks cemented in place. Dross looked over the wall. There appeared to have once been a footpath on the other side of it, but the path had barbed-wire fences at intervals along its length which would prevent anyone from using it. Dross checked his map and turned it upside down. Then he turned it the right way up again.
“What are you doing, for God’s sake?” The Mayor asked. “We’ve got the President of America and the Prime Minister with us. We’re meant to be showcasing our town to the world. Nothing better be going wrong, Dross.”
Dross felt beads of perspiration forming on his forehead and on his body beneath his clothes. He couldn’t make sense of the map. He couldn’t relate what was on the map to what he saw in front of him. He raised his head and looked further along the road. About fifty yards ahead he saw an opening in the wall. There was a man in a red walking jacket standing next to the opening.
“We go this way,” Dross said with a confidence he didn’t feel. “The footpath to the edge is just up there.”
He set off walking, with a long line of people trailing behind him. He quickened his pace and left the mayor behind. He reached the opening in the wall and saw that there was a neat footpath leading from it across the field on the other side, just as he’d hoped. It was in a different place to the path marked on the map, but it seemed to lead in the right direction, towards Stonker Edge.
The man next to the opening was wearing the sort of outfit that walkers wear. That was a good omen. Dross turned to the man, who happened to be Owen Blackhead.
“Do you know if this is the path to Stonker Edge?” He asked.
“It must be,” Owen replied. “It’s heading in the right direction and there aren’t any other paths going that way.”
Dross breathed a sigh of relief.
A few cameramen and sound men ran up to join him at the head of the line of people, as did a number of the CIA men.
What can possibly go wrong? Dross asked himself. It’s only a field and we’re only a short distance from the Edge and I’ve just been told by a walker that it’s the right path.
Nevertheless, he felt a stirring of disquiet in the pit of his stomach.
“This way,” he said cheerfully, in the most upbeat tone he could muster.
He’d gone twenty yards or so along the path when he noticed that the grass in the field was unusually long and full of thistles. He glanced around. All the fields on Stonker Edge Farm were full of long grass and weeds. That seemed somehow wrong to him. He felt another stirring of disquiet.
“Is something the matter, Dross?” It was the Mayor.
Dross felt more beads of perspiration forming on his forehead in spite of the chill wind that was blowing. He wiped it with the back of his hand.
“No, no. Everything’s just hunky-dory,” he replied.
They forged ahead, the cameramen and sound crews forming little groups around the line, mainly in the vicinity of the PM and the President. The CIA men fanned out. The police remained astride their bikes on Stonker lane.
Soon, the entire crocodile of men and women and equipment was in the field, either on the path, or to either side of it, with Dross and the mayor leading the way.
It occurred to Dross that there were no cows in the fields around Stonker Edge Farm. He wondered why. He’d noticed cows in the fields belonging to the neighbouring farms. He could see them in the distance. He’d even heard a mooing sound from far away. But there were no cows nearby.
The knot in his stomach tightened. His instincts were telling him that the lack of cows betokened something sinister. He told himself it was nothing to worry about, and that the farmer must have got rid of his cows for some reason; or that he must be keeping them in a shed somewhere. He forged ahead, face set.
Behind him, Owen watched as the column of people and equipment made their way across the field. It was a journey he’d been planning on making himself, but in the end, he hadn’t been able to pluck up the courage to. He’d been so worried about the possibility of being attacked by a were-cat in the fields surrounding Stonker Edge farm that all he’d been able to do was to keep watch, and so far, he hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary.
Dross saw something in the grass, something white, like a cage. He paused.
“Dross, what is it?” The Mayor asked.
Dross realised that what he’d seen was a cow’s ribcage. What could it mean?
“Nothing,” he said with false confidence. “This way.”
He started walking again, becoming aware now of faint movements in the grass, as if small animals were scuttling around in it.
Must be the wind, he thought, until he noticed that some of the movements seemed to be in the opposite direction to the wind. Then he thought: it could be badgers, if they have badgers around here.
Then he and the mayor heard a howl of pain.

CHAPTER 38


Everybody turned their heads to see a CIA man at the edge of their column fall into the long grass and disappear from view. Two of his colleagues ran over to help him.
“Aaargh!”
“Aaaaargh!”
Then they were gone, too, unaccountably, as if the grass had somehow swallowed them up. The rest of the CIA team drew their guns and surrounded the President, forming a circle around him, all of them facing away from him, pointing their weapons into the grass.
“We’re going to escort you out of here, Mr President,” one of them said, “head back towards that hole in the wall we came in by.”
The motorcycle cops who’d been waiting by the cars heard the screams and saw the CIA men going down. They revved up their bikes and headed through the opening in the wall and set off like the cavalry in the grass at either side of the path.
Owen looked on, his heart beating rapidly. He was sure that this was a were-cat attack and that he was going to record it on video, and prove to the world, and, most importantly to his wife, that he wasn’t going mad.
As he looked on, one of the motorcyclists in the grass went down, seemingly acquiring some sort of furry coat just before he did. Owen took out his mobile phone. His hands were trembling with excitement. Or was it fear? Whatever it was, the mobile dropped from his grip. By the time he’d picked it up, three more of the motorcycle cops had gone down. He raised the mobile to begin filming and then he saw a movement in the grass a few yards away. He dropped the mobile and ran for it as fast as he could, past the long line of limousines parked by the side of the road, past the golf club, and even though he had dodgy knees, and even though running hadn’t been his thing for many years, he somehow kept going until he’d reached the comforting streets of Birkby far below Stonker Edge.
Behind him, events were taking an unplanned turn.
Doughnut turned around and walked back the way he’d come. His praetorian guard of CIA men barged the cameramen and sound crews who were filming them to one side in order to get through. A news reporter ran forward to get the President’s comments on the situation and was pushed aside to enable the President and his men to make quick progress.
At the head of the line, the Mayor turned to Dross. On the periphery of his vision he noticed a motorbike cop falling sideways into some thistles.
“You better not ’ave fucked things up for the town of ’Uddersfield, young man,” he said.
Dross felt his heart beating rapidly, and it wasn’t just because of the Mayor’s words. His instincts were telling him that he was facing the biggest threat of his life, but he had no idea what that threat might be. He spread out his arms.
“I haven’t,” he said. “I swear to God that I haven’t fucked things up. This has got nothing to do with me, whatever it is.”
The Mayor wagged a plump forefinger in Dross’ face.
“No lad, it ’asn’t got owt to do with you,” he said. “But you’re the one who thought of it and led us all up ’ere. And I ’ave this funny feeling that we’re all going to be fucked because of you.”
The Mayor looked around and noticed the same thing that Dross had noticed a couple of minutes earlier: that the grass seemed to be moving here and there, as if small animals were concealing themselves in it, and — the thought made him shudder — stalking them.
“I’m getting out of ’ere,” he said.
He turned and began walking back the way he’d come..
Camemblert, who had been a few yards behind the mayor and Dross, looked at his aide.
“What the devil is going on, Johnson?” he asked.
“I don’t know Prime Minister,” said Johnson, “But common sense would suggest that we ought to leave, quickly.”
They turned around, noting as they did so that the entire column of people that had been following them was doing the same, and in the process were colliding into each other. Some were falling over, mainly cameramen and sound men, who were disadvantaged by having things to carry, and being brutally pushed to one side by the CIA.
The CIA team soon got to what had formerly been the rear of the column, and was now the front, largely because two of them had gone to either side of the President and done their best to propel him along the path at speed. They were now only fifty yards or so from the exit back to Stonker Lane, and, following in their wake, there was a long line of people, including eight very pissed-off TV crews.
The CIA men abruptly came to a halt and everyone behind them collided into each other.
The people at the back couldn’t see what had caused the CIA team halt.
“Why has everybody stopped?” Camemblert asked.
“Heaven alone knows, prime Minister,” said Johnson. “Our American cousins have always been a flighty and unpredictable lot, as you know.”
Two gunshots rang out across the field.
“What the devil was that?” Cameblert asked.
“I believe it was gunfire, Prime Minister,” said Johnson.

CHAPTER 39


At the head of the line there was a dead CIA man lying next to the path. Two cats were on top of him. They’d been ripping chunks from his face until two of his colleagues had shot them.
The cats had both been hit in the torso, but apart from having holes that ran clean through them, they appeared unhurt. What’s more, they looked very pissed off.
One of the CIA men turned to the other. “Oh my fucking God,” he said.
The cats crouched low and wiggled their backsides.
“They’re about to pounce,” said his colleague. “Quick, take a head shot.”
They aimed and shot. The heads of both cats exploded. The headless torsos collapsed to the ground, their legs twitching.
“What the hell were they?” Doughnut asked.
“I don’t know sir,” said one of the two CIA men at his side. “But don’t worry. We’ve just got rid of the problem.”
As the words left his mouth, the grass ahead of them parted in various places and heads began to stick out of it. Cat heads. Two cats appeared on the path in front of them: Henderson and Goliath.
“Oh my fucking God,” Said the CIA man again. He directed his gaze at Henderson, running his eye over his curiously flattened and spiked midriff. “What in the name of fuck is that?”
“Quick,” said a voice behind him, “take the president back the other way.”
The two men who were either side of the president turned and wheeled him around with them. They marched back the way they’d come, with a protective cordon of CIA operatives surrounding them. Just as they’d done before, they barged TV crews out of their way as they headed down the path to safety.
Meanwhile, at the head of the queue, the two men who’d been leading the way to the gap in the wall had been left behind as a rear-guard. Each had twenty or thirty zomcats attached to various parts of his body by their teeth and claws.
They both cried out the famous last words that have been spoken countless times before during the grim history of our species:
“Aaaaaargh!”
The last of the motorbike cops drove past them as they went down, retreating towards the gap in the wall as fast as his bike could carry him. Before he got within twenty yards of it, something came bounding across the field towards him. It had blades where it should have had hind legs, and the way it moved was suggestive of a giant flea, or the marvel-comic book character known as the ‘Hulk’. It hit the biker with the force of a cannonball and sent him flying out of sight into a huge clump of thistles. He was never seen again.



CHAPTER 40


The CIA men moved as quickly as they could, given the age and weight of their Commander-in-Chief. It was quick enough to spread confusion amongst those ahead of them, who found themselves having to change direction for a second time to get away from the threat they faced.
The PM was forced to stop because the people ahead of him were suddenly coming towards him. The mayor, who was to his rear, barged into his back.
“I’m very sorry Prime Minister,” he said, doffing his tricorn hat apologetically.
The P.M. ignored him.
“What the devil can be happening now, Johnson?” The PM asked crossly, as panic-stricken news broadcasters and media men streamed past him, some of them jostling him in their eagerness to get away from some hidden danger that the PM hadn’t yet seen.
“I haven’t the foggiest, Prime Minister,” Johnson replied.
“Well, I think this is bloody shameful,” said the PM, as the CIA men flanking Doughnut barged him out of the way. “They ought to show some backbone. Stiff upper lip and all that.”
There was now no-one left in front of Johnson and the PM. This gave them a clear view of the path ahead all the way to the opening in the wall that they had originally entered by, but neither of them was looking at the opening. They both had their eyes fixed on what looked like a mountain of domestic cats devouring something.
Could it be, could it possibly be? Thought the PM. He looked more closely. Yes, yes it is. It’s two of the CIA men. Those bloody cats are eating the CIA men.
One of the cats raised its head.
It was a big ginger brute of a cat, with a midsection that looked like a circular saw. Its evil eyes seemed to glow a bright red colour.
“Johnson,” he said. “Do you see what I see?”
“Yes, prime Minister. I think so.”
“What do you think we should do?”
“I think we should bloody well run.”
“So do I.”
Both men turned and ran back along the path, quickly catching up with the mayor, who was somewhat corpulent, and then overtaking the President and his men. The PM made a point of barging into the CIA men as he overtook them.
To either side of the path there were expensive cameras and sound booms that had been abandoned by the TV crews who had decided that survival was more important than preserving the equipment of their employers. The TV crews were running as fast as they could away from the Zomcats, as was everyone else. The path couldn’t accommodate everyone, so many of them were forced to run in the long grass at either side of the path.
“Aaaargh!”
The PM, who was tiring, turned his head to see a sound man go down with one cat on his head, three hanging from his back, and countless others attached to his legs. The PM found extra reserves of energy and began to run faster.
“Aaaargh!”
Another sound man went down.
The once-orderly line of people was now a panic-stricken rabble charging towards Stonker Edge Farm. Not many of them were on the path any more. They had formed an amorphous mass on the path and to either side of it, and with every few second that passed, another cry went up, as someone on the fringes of the rabble was brought down by the zomcats:
“Aaaaargh!”
A cameraman disappeared into the grass.
“Aaaaargh!”
The mayor’s chauffeur fell, never to be seen again.
“Aaaaargh!”
The mayor went down, his tricorn hat spinning from his head.
The rabble had become a fleeing herd of wild animals being attacked by ruthless predators. The PM, who, in spite of the timber around his middle, jogged on most days, and was therefore quite fit, was near the front of the herd. Johnson, who also kept reasonably fit, was at his side. Just behind them were the fittest of the media men; and to their rear was the president and the CIA. At the very back were the Fleet-street reporters who spent their lives listening to gossip in pubs, getting drunk, and smoking. All these groups had others to either side of them who were being picked off by the zomcats.
It wasn’t long before the amorphous mass of people had been reduced to a line once again, because all of the people on the flanks had been taken down and mauled and eaten by zomcats. The survivors redoubled their efforts to run faster.
“Aaaaaargh!”
From the corner of his eye, the president saw that one of his CIA bodyguards had somehow turned into a strange kind of Yeti; he’d become larger, and covered in fur, and he’d unaccountably slowed to walking pace. He fell on his back, the fur that covered him seeming to writhe in glee.
The PM could see that there were cats — zomcats he now realised — heading their way from the grass at the side of them. But he could also see an escape route. Directly ahead there was a large patch of bare earth. On the other side of the patch there were zomcats which, by rights, should have been crossing the bare earth to attack them. Instead they carefully walked through the grass at the edges of the bare earth, taking the long way around in order to get into position to attack.
It was as if they were somehow frightened of crossing the patch of bare earth.
The PM realised that if only he could reach the bare earth before the zomcats got to him, he’d be safe.
He suddenly became aware of a vile smell. It was like the smell of silage, or manure, but rather worse. Still, this was hardly the time to worry about bad smells.
He accelerated, as did Johnson. They were side-by-side, arms pumping and chests heaving.
He was only five yards away from the safe patch of bare earth.
Four yards.
Three yards.
Two yards.
One big stride.
He’d made it.
Then a curious and most unexpected thing happened.
The ground seemed to open up and swallow him.
Too late, he realised that he was up to his neck in shit.
Behind them, a TV crew saw what had happened and tried to stop, but the people behind them rushed forward and pushed them in. The President, when he got there, could see that there was a pool of shit right in front of him, but as the last of his CIA protectors went down covered in zomcats, he felt he had no choice. He took the plunge, with Tyler at his side, and began to flail around desperately.
“Help!” He called out at the top of his voice. “I’m drowning in shit!”
This was typical of the reaction of most of those who made it to the cesspool.
The P.M. wasn’t at all worried about it though. Like most British Prime Ministers, he seemed to have an instinctive knack for swimming in shit. It was as if he’d born to swim in it. He doggy-paddled around in it quite happily, barking orders to his Aide.
“Johnson, take out your mobile and call Whitehall. Get them to send a fleet of Chinook helicopters over here right away equipped with rescue facilities. Tell them to get the army up here while they’re at it.”
Of the two hundred plus people who’d ventured up to Stonker Edge, only twenty-four survived to jump into the cess-pit. The rest were taken down by the zomcats before they got anywhere near it.
The twenty-four survivors now paddled around calling for help. The cess-pit was circular, with zomcats perched all around the perimeter of it, watching the proceedings. Occasionally someone would think to paddle near to the edge, hoping to cling to the shore for support, but would soon change his mind when confronted by a snarling zomcat.
After what seemed like a very long wait, the Chinook helicopters arrived. They’d been summoned from RAF Oldham, and they were manned by teams of rescue specialists. They winched everyone on board and took them to the Huddersfield Royal Infirmary.
Unfortunately, due to the PM’s policies, the Accident and Casualty department had been closed at the Huddersfield Royal infirmary, and after an annoying delay while the P.M. remonstrated with the medics for their refusal to treat him on the grounds that they lacked the facilities, the Chinooks took off again and landed in the car park of the Calderdale Royal Hospital in Halifax, which had the only accident department for miles around.
An airman ran into the hospital and organised a porter with a hosepipe to hose down the casualties with jets of cold water. Due to the fact that they were caked in smelly stuff from head to toe, which had got right into their clothing, the medics insisted that they all had to strip off their clothes for the hosing session, before being allowed to enter the hospital. Once in casualty, they were all sent to triage, where it was determined that none of them was a priority for treatment. Doughnut discovered to his dismay that this meant that he had to wait for over six hours before an NHS doctor would see him.
“God-damned limey medics,” he snarled. “What kind of a cockamamie set-up is this? I would’ve got treated more quickly if I’d flown back to the states and got admitted to a hospital there.”
He, the PM and the rest were given white hospital gowns to wear while they waited for their treatment. They were told to sit in the waiting room with the rest of the patients. These included a group of drunken Halifax Town football supporters who were proudly sporting various injuries from a fight they’d been in; a man who’d self-medicated with LSD, and was intermittently charging around the room on all fours, while snarling like a dog, and a young man who’d got his penis stuck in a bottle. Doughnut heard the young man offering up an explanation for his condition to the doctor. He could tell by the look on his face that the doctor found it as implausible as he did.
“What kind of an operation are you running here, Tarquin?” Doughnut asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean it’s far too slow and the place is full of god-damned lunatics.”
A football supporter overheard Doughnut and glared at him.
“Are you fuckin’ startin’ pal?” He asked.
Doughnut shook his head and turned away.
“Hey, ball-brain, I asked you a fucking question. Don’t you fucking ignore me. Are you fucking starting, pal?”
“Gentlemen,” said Johnson in his patrician tones. “There is no need for any unpleasantness. The American president was simply being….er….rather American.”
The football supporter stood up, and this time he glared at Johnson.
“Are you a puff?” He demanded.
“I don’t think so,” said Johnson. “But what exactly is a puff? Do kindly tell me, and I’ll let you know.”
“Oh,” said the football supporter. “Fucking clever bastard, are we? Fucking clever bastard, eh? Well, we’ll see how clever you are when I get me fucking hands on yer.”
He raised his fists and started hopping towards Johnson, a mode of locomotion necessitated by the fact that he’d broken his ankle in the fracas he’d been in. As he was drunk, he soon fell over and concussed himself on a low table covered in old magazines that had been provided as entertainment for the patients. He opened his eyes briefly and looked at the table.
“That table shouldn’t ’ave been there,” he said. “Ah’m gonna fucking sue this place for every penny it’s got.”
Then he passed out.
“It’s probably best to speak Soto voce,” Johnson said to Doughnut.
“What the hell do you mean?” Doughnut asked.
Tyler leaned close to Doughnut and whispered in his ear.
“He means you should speak quietly so as to avoid trouble, Mr President. Just remember we don’t have the CIA with us and it’s like downtown Baghdad in here.”
“You mean we’re in a war zone?”
“We might as well be, Mr President.”
Doughnut turned to the P.M. again.
“What were those things that attacked us Tarquin? Were they pumas or something?  Because I didn’t know you had things like that in England.”
The PM wasn’t sure how to respond. He didn’t want to admit that they were zombie-related.
“They were,” said the PM. “They were…er...let me see..”
He turned to his aide.
“What do you think they were, Johnson?”
There was a long and embarrassing silence as Johnson racked his brains.
“They were beasts, Mr President,” he said at last.
“Beasts?”
“You’ve heard of the Beast of Bodmin Moor?”
“No, what the hell’s that?”
“It’s a modern English legend Mr President,” said Tyler. “There’s this place in England called Bodmin Moor. The legend has it that there’s a beast that lives there which resembles a large cat. It’s known as the Beast of Bodmin Moor.”
“Precisely,” said Johnson. “And today we discovered that there are beasts on Stonker Moor as well. We were attacked by the Beasts of Stonker moor.”
“Adolf Doughnut!” A nurse’s voice rang out.
Doughnut stood up and went for his treatment, followed by Tyler.
The P.M. leaned close to Johnson.
“Genius, Johnson,” he said. “That’s how we’ll sell it to the public. We’ll tell them there are beasts on Stonker Moor. That way we don’t have to admit that there are zomcats on the loose. If we did, Johnny Public might flap a bit. But if we tell him there are beasts on the moor, he’ll keep calm and just stay away from the moor.”
At that moment the man who had self-medicated came charging past.
“Apart from one or two lunatics of course,” he added.
Eventually, the casualties of the cess-pit were all treated for their immersion in ordure, and were able to leave the Calderdale Royal Hospital.
Doughnut, Camemblert and the other survivors of the ill-fated trip to Stonker Edge  missed the Huddersfield zombie clog-dancing festival which had to go ahead without them, and was a great success, apart from the absence of the expected VIP’s, and apart from the fact that five more Huddersfield residents vanished without trace during the festivities.
Doughnut and Camemblert and their aides were helicoptered to Heathrow, where Doughnut and Tyler said farewell to Camemblert and Johnson. The American contingent then took off in Air Force One, heading for Washington DC.
Camemblert turned to Johnson as Air Force One ascended towards the grey blanket of cloud high above their heads.
“I think that all went rather spiffingly well in the end, don’t you Johnson?” He said.

CHAPTER 41


Meanwhile, up in Huddersfield near Stonker Moor, a British Army Colonel was stubbing a cigarette out on the side of a tank.
“All right lads. Let’s get up to Stonker Moor and show those zomcats who’s the guv’nor round here.”
He climbed into the tank. It moved forward with a column of armoured vehicles following close behind.

CHAPTER 42


Dave Sykes and Dawn Parker were two young people who had been at the centre of events when the zombies had launched their audacious bid to take over the United Kingdom a few months earlier. They’d been lucky to escape from the zombies with their lives.
Dave looked around the cramped little flat they now rented in the London Borough of Bexley. It amounted to two tiny rooms plus a cramped bathroom, but he was happy with it.
“You know something?” He said. “In some ways the zombies did us a favour. They brought us closer together.”
Dawn, who was sitting next to him on their sofa, grinned.
“You’re right,” she said. “But I’m glad we’ve seen the back of them. Oh, by the way, I’ve got something to tell you.”
Dave’s heart missed a beat. Was his girlfriend pregnant? If so, how could they afford to bring up a child?
“What-what-what is it?” He asked.
“I’m thinking of getting a cat,” she said. She squeezed his hand. “I’ve always liked cats.”

CHAPTER 43


An elderly caretaker was sitting in his office in the basement of an impressive glass and steel apartment building in Notting Hill. Opposite him, on the other side of his desk there was a tall middle-aged man.
“I haven’t heard from him for months and it’s just not like him,” said the man. “That’s why I’m convinced something’s wrong.”
“And he’s your brother, you say?” The caretaker asked.
“That’s right. I haven’t been able to ring him or skype him or get in touch with him in any way for ages. His Facebook account has gone dead. It’s just not like him. We’re not in each other’s pockets or anything, but we usually exchange a text once a week at the very least. That’s why I need to get access to his apartment. I’m convinced that something is very wrong.”
“I have keys to all the apartments for emergencies,” said the caretaker. “I suppose I could take you up there and let you in, under the circumstances. I’ll have to accompany you, mind. I can’t let you in on your own.”
“I understand.”
The caretaker swivelled around in his revolving chair. Behind him, on the wall, there was a steel cupboard with a lock on it. He took a key from his pocket and unlocked it and opened the door, revealing a series of numbered hooks, each of which had a set of keys draping from it. He selected one of the sets of keys and closed and locked the steel cupboard.
“Let’s go,” he said.
They took the lift to the top floor and walked along a wide hallway and stopped at a door. The caretaker inserted one of the keys into the keyhole and opened the door. He entered, followed by the middle-aged man.
“Oh my God, what’s that terrible smell?”
They both tried not to breathe too deeply.
They went through the hallway into the lounge. The floor of the lounge was covered with a priceless Dartmoor Plain Royal Borough Wilton Collection carpet, which had a number of blobs of something dirty-looking dotted here and there on it. A good number of the blobs had greenish-white mould erupting from them.
“What the hell is that?” The man asked.
The caretaker bent down close to one of the blobs, but not too close.
“I think it’s cat shit,” he said. “It looks as if your brother was breaking the rules of our apartment building. You’re not allowed to keep pets in here, not apart from fish, anyway.”
The man raised his eyebrows.
“Now I know that something is very wrong,” he said. “My brother would never have kept a cat in here. He hated them, and he was allergic to them. With the best will in the world, he couldn’t have shared an apartment with a cat.”

CHAPTER 44


When Pratt next plucked up the courage to visit his creation, he found her bent over the freezer containing Kaz’s body. He couldn’t see what she was up to, because she’d opened it and the upright lid masked her actions from view.
He walked around to her side of the freezer and found, to his horror, that she was taking bites out of Kaz’s body and chewing them with gusto.
He grabbed her arm and pulled her away.
“No!” He shouted. “You mustn’t do that! It’s cannibalism!”
She turned and glared at him with a look that made his blood run cold, then she gave him a backhand that sent him flying across the cellar.
Pratt knew better than to try to stop her again. He crawled back upstairs wondering where he was going to get a regular supply of the kind of food that she so clearly needed. At that moment there was a knock on the front door. Fearful that it might be the police, he opened it a fraction and peered around it to see who his visitor was.
There, on the doorstep, he saw his two neighbours — the odd bald one and the younger, handsome, racially inferior one. They were both smiling.
The bald one had three mugs of coffee on a tray; the handsome one had three scones on a tray.
“Surprise,” said Darren. “We’ve brought you a housewarming present.”
Pratt pondered for a moment.
Then he realised that one of his problems, at least for a brief period, might be over.
He smiled.
“Please do come in,” he said.

CHAPTER 45


Pratt led them down the dank hallway to the kitchen.
“Please excuse the terrible state this place is in,” he said.
“It’s just like ours,” said Darren. “It’s a mirror image of our house, and it looks like it hasn’t been done up for years, just like ours. I expect you bought it as a doer-upper like us.”
“I did,” said Pratt. “Wait till you see the kitchen.”
He led them through and invited them to sit at the table. Richard looked around in wonder.
“It looks like some’at out of t’fifties,” he said. “No, t’thirties. Look at that Belfast sink. I bet it’s an original.”
Richard took one of the mugs of coffee from the tray and put it in front of Pratt.
“I ’ope that’s all right for yer,” he said. “We ’aven’t put any sugar in. We thought it best to leave that to you.”
“It’s perfect as it is,” said Pratt. He took a sip. “Just how I like it,” he added.
Darren pushed the plate of scones to the middle of the table.
“Help yourself to one,” he said.
Pratt picked one up and took a bite. He realised that he’d been so busy and fretful that he hadn’t eaten properly for days.
“That’s delicious,” he said, polishing it off in one rapid mouthful, and speaking while he chewed.
Darren and Richard looked at each other.
“Have another,” said Darren.
“Don’t mind if I do.”
Pratt stuffed a second one in his mouth and devoured it as quickly as he had done the first.
He reached out for the third.
“May I?” He asked.
“Of course,” said Darren.
The third and final scone didn’t survive his assault for long.
“Mmmm,” he said, licking his fingers. “How are you finding life round here?”
“Its early days, but it seems all right,” said Darren.
“I reckon I like it. It’s not as good as up north of course, but it’s probably as good as it gets down south.” Said Richard.
Just then there was a noise. It was a loud crack, almost like a gunshot. All three men started.
“What t’fuck wore that? It sounded as if it wore some’at down there.”
He pointed to the floor. “’Have yer got a cellar in this ’ouse?”
“I have,” said Pratt.
“Then we ought ter go down there to investigate. It could be some’at important like a burst pipe.”
Pratt smiled. “Come downstairs,” he said. “It’s not a burst pipe. I’ve got something to show you.”

CHAPTER 46


Back in number 10 Downing Street, Johnson made himself and the P.M. a cup of tea.
“That was a bit of a sticky situation for a while Prime Minister,” he said. “We were lucky to get out of it.”
“Too true,” said the P.M. “Anyway, at least we’ve only got the one problem to deal with. The zomcats. It’s a good job we got rid of the zombies themselves, as soon as they posed a threat. I wouldn’t want to be dealing with both problems at the same time, Johnson.”

CHAPTER 47


“We have a well-stocked larder for a change,” said Rampant, switching on the television.
Kat and Fletcher sat up in their chairs, eager to see the show. It was called MasterChef, and was a competition for amateur cooks, which gave them the opportunity, if they won, to achieve fame, and perhaps even fortune.
“I’ve been thinking,” said Fletcher, as the show drew to an end. “What are we going to do? You know, in the long-term? We can’t just stay here forever.”
Rampant looked intently at the television. The camera was on the three competitors, who were standing in line. The woman in the middle was told she’d just won that week’s competition. She whooped for joy and clapped her hands in delight. The camera moved in for a close-up of her face, and once she’d calmed down, she assumed an expression of the utmost hauteur.
“We’re going to take over, of course,” said Rampant. “We’re going to use an army of chefs, just like we did before. Only they won’t be celebrity chefs this time. There are other chefs we can recruit. What’s more, we’re going to learn from our mistakes. We’re going to use better tactics. This time we’ll make sure that no-one knows what we’re doing until it’s too late to stop us.”

CHAPTER 48


“I’ll tell you something else Johnson. At least these confounded zomcat things all seem to be in the north. Imagine what a kerfuffle there’d be if we had them in the south.”

CHAPTER 49


At that precise moment there was a faint, almost indistinguishable sound from somewhere in an apartment in an exclusive development in Notting Hill.
“What was that?”
“I couldn’t swear to it, but it sounded like a cat.”
The noise came again, feeble but a little louder this time.
“Meeow.”
“It’s definitely a cat. Probably the cat that shat all over your brother’s carpet.”
They followed the noise. Around the back of one of the armchairs, they found a cat lying on the floor. It looked as if it had been starved to the point of death, but had not quite expired. It raised its ginger head and looked pleadingly at the two men and meowed again, then lowered its head back to the floor.
One of the men picked it up and cradled it in his arms. It lay there limply, too feeble to struggle or even to move.
“I’m not like my brother,” he said. “I don’t mind cats. I’m going to take this one home and look after it and get it back on its feet. It looks like it’s been stuck in this room and nearly starved to death. As for my brother, I’m going to report him as a missing person. The fact that there’s a cat here confirms that there’s something horribly wrong. I intend to find out what.”
“Right you are. What did you say your name was again?”
“Myers Bartholomew. Call me Myers.”
Bartholomew carried the fur-covered bag of skin and bone he held in his arms to the door.
“Don’t worry, boy,” he said, tickling it under the chin. “I’ll see that you’re all right. I don’t know what your name is, but your face reminds me of my brother Sydney, so that’s what I’m going to call you —  Sydney. What do you think of that?”
Myers Bartholomew couldn’t be certain, but he thought he  heard a faint purring noise when he said that.

CHAPTER 50


“Anyway, looking back on the events of the last few months, we have to be grateful that it was only chefs that were turned into zombies. Can you imagine what would have happened if we’d had zombie politicians or some similar hellish creation? That would’ve caused utter chaos, don’t you think, Johnson?”
“It would, Prime Minister.”

CHAPTER 51


Pratt stood up.
His two guests looked at each other then they both stood up as well.
Pratt walked out of the kitchen into the dark hall with Richard and Darren following close behind. He stopped at a door.
“It’s down here,” he said.
He unfastened the four hefty bolts on the door.
“Why have you got so many bolts on that door?” Darren asked.
“Security,” Pratt replied. “You know, to stop people getting into the house if they break into the cellar.”
“That might be what the noise was. Someone might have broken into your cellar.”
“No, it wasn’t caused by anything like that,” Pratt said confidently, taking a couple of keys from his pocket.
He unlocked the two locks on his cellar door. Darren frowned.
“Isn’t that a bit over the top?” He said. “I mean, you have more locks and bolts on your cellar door than you have on your front door.”
“You can’t be too careful,” said Pratt.
Behind his back, Richard pointed his index finger at his own temple and made a circling motion with it, and Darren nodded.
Pratt opened the cellar door to reveal a flight of stairs leading into a pool of gloom. Something could be heard moving in the gloom.
“What the bloody hell is that?” Said Richard.
“You’ll see,” Pratt replied, flicking on the light switch.
He descended the steep flight of stairs. Richard and Darren hung back, unsure as to whether they should follow him. He looked over his shoulder at them.
“Come on,” he said. “There’s nothing down here to be scared of, and you’ll be amazed by what you see, I promise you.”
“In for a penny in for a pound, I suppose,” said Richard.
He began to descend the stairs himself.
Darren shook his head, but still, he followed suit.
They all entered the brightly-lit basement and Pratt stood to one side, ushering Richard and Darren ahead of him, as if to show them a prized work of art.
They both stepped forward. Then they saw it.
Darren felt his knees begin to shake and he clutched Richard’s arm for support, but Richard was barely capable of giving support. The blood had drained from his face and he was feeling faint himself.
The creature in front of them had hair that seemed to be set like concrete, a vicious, beak-like nose, and a sneeringly twisted upper lip.
She had the body and legs of a model. She was wearing black leather boots with impossibly high heels, black stockings, a black basque with red trim, a leather collar set with pointed silver studs, and leather wristbands to match. In her right hand she held a whip. She cracked it, and it made a terrifying sound, like the report from a gun, only sharper, and if possible, louder and more terrifying.
As the pair cowered in terror, she opened her mouth and spoke. Her voice was deeper than might have been expected for a woman, and horribly familiar.
“Who are these two fucking piss-pots?” She demanded.
Her voice was unmistakable. Both Darren and Richard had heard it before.
“No,” said Darren, “it can’t be. Surely to God, it’s not possible.”
Richard turned to Pratt. Pratt’s shirt collar was wide open, exposing to view, for the first time, the entire column of words that were tattooed on it:
“INAZ
ZINA
AZIN
NAZI”
“I know who it sounds like. But it can’t be her. So who — or what — is she? I mean, what is IT?” Richard asked.
But in his heart of hearts he already knew the answer. Even so, the answer, when it came, stunned him.
“You mean my fascinating little creation?” Pratt replied proudly. “I call her…. THATCHENSTEIN.”
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CHAPTER ONE


It was the middle of the afternoon and Robert Turner was busy taking in the finer points of his boss’s latest incentive scheme.
“You’ve got seven days,” his boss was saying. “If you haven’t got what I want by then, you’re fired. Got that? Fired!”
Robert’s boss was an ass-hole who loved nothing more than to point his finger at his staff and tell them they were fired, so he knew that his boss wasn’t bluffing. He did his best to appear positive.
“Yes, Geoff, I’ve got it. I’ll think of something, don’t worry.”
His boss smiled.
“I’m not worried,” he said. “You’re the one who should be worrying, not me. It’s your job that’s on the line.”
Robert felt his guts twist into a knot.
“You’re right Geoff,” he said through gritted teeth. “I’m the one who should be worrying, not you.”
As Robert stood up to leave, his boss smiled again, “Oh, one more thing, Robert, run along and get me a cup of coffee, will you? There’s a good chap.”
“Of course, Geoff,” Robert said meekly.
He went into the corridor and bought a coffee from the vending machine, white with two sugars, just how his boss liked it. He paid for it with his own money, as he always did, in a vain attempt to curry favour. His boss’s coffee habit was costing Robert twenty-five pounds every week. He knew that he ought to ask his boss for the money to pay for the drink but he couldn’t. The pattern was now too firmly established to break it.
Freddy Barnes was hanging around near the vending machine. He grinned when he saw Robert.
“Paying for our boss’s coffee again, are we Robert?” He asked.
Robert glared.
“Geoff paid for mine this time,” he said. “We take it in turns.”
Barnes sneered.
“Course you do,” he replied, his voice laced with sarcasm.
“We do take it in turns,” Robert insisted.
“Yeah, what-ever,”
Robert lowered his head and silently mouthed the word “tosser.”
He was fed up of Barnes making remarks about his loserish behaviour but there was nothing he could do about it because Barnes had been promoted over him. When the vending machine had done its job, Robert took his drinks and walked away with as much dignity as he could muster. He briefly considered pissing in the coffee he’d just bought, but he knew deep down that he was too much of a suck-up to ever do a thing like that. Instead, he took the coffee to his boss, then, cursing himself for his grovelling behaviour, he went back to his own office to contemplate the task he’d just been given. It’s impossible, he thought sadly.
The organisation he worked for, Fave Repeats TV, (known as ‘FRTV’), was an obscure digital channel sandwiched between ‘Naked Babes Live’ and ‘Gay Rabbit Chat and Date’. It was dedicated to the endless re-running of ancient TV shows which it bought on the cheap. FRTV never wasted its own money on the production of new shows.
No-one in their right mind would ever have watched the repeats shown on FRTV, as every man, woman and child in the country had seen all of those shows at least a dozen times already. Anyone who clicked on that channel by mistake would usually click off it right away, without even waiting so much as a second to see whether they liked it or not. This made Robert’s job near impossible. He was charged with coming up with gimmicks to make the repeat shows appear fresh and interesting, so as to entice people into watching them, and to make the air time more appealing to advertisers.
His boss’s latest demand was insane, or at least that’s how Robert saw it.
FRTV had just bought the rights to the shows of the former TV celebrity chef Floyd Rampant as a job lot from a liquidator. Rampant had once been a big name in the telly chef industry, but he’d died in tragic circumstances and had long since been forgotten.
Robert’s boss had just told him that he had seven days to come up with a proposal to make Rampant’s cooking shows seem fresh, new and exciting. As those shows had first aired in the early eighties, and had been re-run countless times already, this was like asking Robert to skate up the north Face of the Eiger, backwards, while stark ballock naked and blindfolded.
Robert racked his brains until it was time to leave, but he couldn’t come up with a single idea that might possibly persuade anyone to watch the former celebrity chef’s exploits yet again. He couldn’t see any older viewers tuning in, because they’d all seen Rampant’s shows at least a dozen times already, and he couldn’t see any younger viewers tuning in, because the shows, which had been ground-breaking in their time, were now no more than quaint anachronisms from a bygone age.
At five o’clock he tidied up his desk and left the building. He climbed into his car and glanced at his place of work through the windscreen. FRTV was housed in a soulless box on an industrial estate on the outskirts of Croydon. It depressed him just to look at it. He desperately wanted a job in one of the more successful TV companies that could afford to work from sexy premises in central London, but he knew that he had no chance of landing one of those jobs unless he somehow made a success of his present job. This was an unlikely prospect. Indeed, in his heart of hearts Robert knew that he would probably be sacked by this time next week.
He thought about his growing mountain of debt, his rent, his never-ending struggle to pay his bills, and wondered how he would cope without his job. He imagined himself being evicted from his house, saying a tearful farewell to his housemates, and joining the ranks of the homeless on the cruel streets of Croydon. He felt as if he was standing in the path of a juggernaut and there was nothing he could do to get out of the way. If only I had some power to change the course of my life, he thought. I’m not asking for a lot. I just want enough money to get by for now, and a career with prospects. That’s not too much to ask, is it? Then he shook his head and put his key into the ignition.
He was about to turn the key when he heard a bleeping noise from his mobile, informing him that he’d just received a text message.

CHAPTER TWO


Henderson loved his early evening naps. This was because they were preceded by a stroll down the road which allowed him to watch his neighbours as they arrived home from work. There was something he found wonderfully gratifying about seeing them all looking exhausted from their labours when he’d spent his entire day lolling around and doing very little.
In particular, he enjoyed the sight of Brian Cartwright staggering wearily up his garden path. Henderson took a delight in the fact that Brian was a sewage contractor who always arrived home caked in shit and looking pissed off. Even though Brian lived at number seven, which was at the other end of the road, at least ninety yards away, Henderson could smell him keenly, and he kept his distance.
When Brian had gone indoors, Henderson chuckled to himself and made his way back to his own drive at number forty- three, which he shared with forty- one.
Seeing Brian had reminded him of how tired he was.
It was nap time.

CHAPTER THREE


Robert let go of his ignition key and took his mobile from his pocket. It was likely that the message he’d just received was nothing important, he told himself, but he ought to check it before he set off, all the same.
He swiped the screen and opened the message. It was from his uncle Ted.
“Done it!!!!!”
Robert was puzzled by these words. He racked his brains to work out what they could possibly mean. It was a long time since he’d seen his uncle and he couldn’t remember what they’d last talked about, so he had no idea what he was referring to, or what he might have done.
Robert felt guilty at his recollection of their last meeting, which had been many months ago. He knew that he ought to make an effort to see his uncle Ted more often.
Ted was a lifelong bachelor who’d never had children and he often spoke of Robert as if he was his son. Robert was the only family that Ted had left.
Robert promised himself that he’d visit Ted more frequently in future, perhaps once a month, or even once a week if he could stand it, just to make sure that the old guy was okay and that he had company now and again. Then he racked his brains. What was it that his reclusive uncle, Professor Ted Forsythe, could possibly have done? What could have got him so excited that he’d felt compelled to send a message about it to his nephew which ended with five exclamation marks?
It was a hot June evening and it looked as if it was going to be one of those rare evenings that remained hot until midnight. Robert’s car, which had been baking in the sun all day, was like the inside of a gas oven which had been turned up to the maximum setting. He was sweating profusely in his pin-striped suit, even though he’d been sitting in the car for less than a minute. As soon as he got the engine going he switched on the air-conditioning and turned it to ‘chill’, then he put the car into gear and set off on the A232 towards his home on the other side of Croydon.
The air-con unit needed pressurizing and even when he turned the fan up to full, Robert found that it didn’t make a blind bit of difference to the temperature in his car. If anything, it seemed to make the car warmer instead of cooler, so he switched the air-conditioning off and wound down a couple of windows instead.
It was the rush hour; there were delays at every set of traffic lights, every junction and every roundabout. Most of the journey proceeded at a crawl. This forced Robert to inhale huge quantities of exhaust fumes. It also gave him plenty of opportunity to dwell on things: his job, the insane project he’d just been given by his boss, and his uncle’s enigmatic message.
Gradually, during the course of the journey, Robert was able to make sense of the message.
Uncle Ted was a retired scientist. When Robert had last seen him, he’d had a crazed look in his eye. He’d told Robert something that he had found implausible, although admittedly very interesting.
Uncle Ted had claimed that he’d been on the verge of making an astonishing medical breakthrough — namely, bringing the dead back to life. He’d been working on a machine to put his theories into practice. He’d referred to it as the ‘Lazarus Engine.’
Robert could only assume that Ted’s message meant that he’d finished work on the Lazarus Engine and that he believed that he was now in a position to raise the dead.
Robert shook his head at the thought of his deluded old uncle Ted.
That’s what comes of being a recluse and living alone, he told himself. You go stir crazy.
Robert was a natural sceptic. He didn’t believe a word his uncle had said on the subject of the Lazarus Engine. He tried to forget about his crazy uncle and his crazy uncle’s crazy machine, but he couldn’t. For some reason his mind kept coming back to it and giving him crazy ideas of his own.
What if, he wondered, my uncle really can raise the dead? What wondrous things might be possible?
There was one possibility he could think of which would work to his advantage.
If the dead really can be brought back to life, Robert thought, I could use Uncle Ted’s machine to raise Floyd Rampant from the dead. Then I could give Rampant a contract to appear on FRTV to introduce his own ancient cooking shows, the shows that FRTV has just bought the rights to. Having a dead chef as a front man would be a television first and it’d be a sensation. It’d pull in viewers by the hundreds of thousands, maybe even by the million.
Equally importantly, it’s a gimmick that’d cost very little to put into effect. The only new footage I’d need would be Rampant talking to camera. That could be done on the cheap.
Rampant last worked twenty or thirty years ago. He won’t know how much the world has changed since then. If I can sign him up as soon as he’s been resurrected, he’ll probably agree to do the job for ’80s money, which will be chump change.
Robert smiled to himself at the thought of all of this. He knew it was all nonsense, of course, and nonsense on stilts at that. No-one, not even his phenomenally clever uncle, could possibly bring the dead back to life. But it amused Robert to think about it, and the more he thought about raising the dead, the more that Robert felt that he ought to visit his uncle and look into it, just in case.
Raising the dead might be impossible, but if there was even a small chance of it happening, Robert wanted in on it.
After all, the Lazarus Engine, if it worked, could be used to resurrect more than the dead.
It could be used to resurrect Robert’s ailing career.

CHAPTER FOUR


Henderson opened his eyes and looked around his garden. All was well with the world. His only problem was that he’d slept for far longer than he’d intended, but he still felt tired. As he had nothing pressing to do, he yawned and stretched, and shut his eyes, and drifted off again.

CHAPTER FIVE


Robert was about to turn into his street when curiosity got the better of him.
He decided that however far-fetched it might seem that his uncle’s ideas could bear fruit, he had to investigate the possibility. He drove past the turning he normally took and proceeded further along the A232 towards Sutton, the district of Croydon his uncle lived in. He didn’t bother calling ahead to check whether his uncle would be at home, because he was always at home. Uncle Ted never went out, except to the local shops to buy food and toilet paper. His larder was always bulging and he had a cupboard under the stairs which was jam-packed with Andrex, but still he insisted on venturing out and buying more. Occasionally he hinted that he was preparing for some kind of apocalypse and Robert should do the same. Anyway, he was seldom gone for more than half-an-hour. Ted didn’t like to be parted from his precious work for long.
The sky was a cloudless powder-blue, which somehow made Robert feel optimistic, although, as he would have been the first to admit, he had little reason to be.
The engine in his rusting Ford Focus spluttered now and again because the car needed a service. Robert had been putting that off for months because of the expense. He dared not hope that his uncle’s discovery would be of any use, but if it was, he told himself, he’d be able to afford more than a service. He’d be able to afford a brand new car, and a bloody good one at that.
He allowed himself the luxury of a few fantasies about being promoted over his arch-rival Freddy Barnes and his tyrannical boss Geoff, and making their lives miserable, then buying an Aston Martin with his pay rise and parking it ostentatiously in the company car park between Freddy’s and Geoff’s cars. He pictured himself rising to become the Managing Director of FRTV, and, on the back of that, landing a new job as the Head of BBC or Sky. The televisual world would be his oyster, he thought, if he could just get those old Floyd Rampant cookery shows to pull in the viewers. It wouldn’t be long before the networks would be fighting over him and he’d be able to name his own terms.
By the time that Robert had reached the road that his uncle lived on, he’d worked himself up into such a lather of excitement with his fantasies about being promoted over Freddy Barnes and his Boss Geoff that he pulled into his uncle’s drive at number forty-one Acacia Avenue a little too quickly, and he veered onto the half of the drive that belonged to his uncle’s neighbour who lived at number forty-three.

CHAPTER SIX


Henderson was old and had gone a bit deaf, so he didn’t hear the danger coming. He saw it only at the last instant when he opened his eyes, and by then it was too late to do anything about it, far too late even for him to cry out in alarm.

CHAPTER SEVEN


Robert had no idea that there was a ginger tomcat sprawled across the drive of number forty-three, right in the path of his car. If he had known about it, he would have been horrified and would have put his foot on the brake far sooner than he did. As it was, he only became aware of the cat because of the soggy bump he felt as his onside front wheel ran over it, accompanied by a wet squelching sound which was audible even above the spluttering of his car’s pathetic one litre engine. At that point, he had no idea what he might have run over, but he was aware that he must have run over something. He put on the handbrake and pulled his key from the ignition and got out to investigate.
What Robert saw on the drive made him feel quite ill. It was a ginger cat which had a smug expression on its face, in spite of the fact that everything between its front legs and its hind legs had been squashed completely flat. There were the tell-tale tread-marks of Grip- Performer tyres running across the plate-like middle portion of the cat. Grip-Performers were the cheap brand of tyre which Robert always bought. A red pool was slowly forming beneath the body of Robert’s feline victim. The pool was circular and about two feet in diameter, and it was steadily getting bigger.
Robert felt guilty, almost as if he was now a murderer. He desperately wondered how he might be able to hide the evidence of his slaying of someone’s beloved pet. He noticed a privet hedge running along the side of his uncle’s half of the drive. Because Robert’s uncle was somewhat other-worldly, it seldom got trimmed and had become somewhat overgrown. Robert realised that he could conceal the cat beneath the privet hedge for the time being, and he thought that he might perhaps find a better way of dealing with the situation later, when he’d had more time to think.
He looked around to make sure that no-one could see what he was doing, and then he bent down to pick the cat up. He hesitated, because he didn’t like the thought of touching Henderson and possibly getting blood on his only suit. He straightened up and decided on a different approach.
Robert had been a promising winger when he’d played football at school. He now put his old footballing skills to good use. He quickly dribbled what remained of Henderson up the drive, and with a deft flick of his left foot, he booted Henderson under the privet hedge, where the dead cat was concealed beneath a patchwork of leaves, branches and shadows.
There was a zig-zag trail of blood pointing towards Henderson’s temporary resting place, but Robert reasoned that the blood would soon dry out in the evening sun, and would become almost invisible against the black tarmac of the drive.
Robert wiped his shoes clean on his uncle’s overgrown lawn and went up to the front door of the Victorian semi that his uncle lived in. He rang the bell and waited. He rang the bell again. He waited some more. He wasn’t worried by the length of time that his uncle was taking to come to the door. It was always like this. Uncle Ted found it so difficult to tear himself away from his projects that Robert sometimes had to pound on the windows and even telephone his uncle before he’d be let in. As it happened, on this occasion uncle Ted appeared at the door after only the fourth ringing of the bell.
When he saw Robert, he grinned and embraced him.
“Robert, my dear boy,” he said. “How delightful it is to see you. Do please come in.”
Robert followed his uncle into the gloomy hallway of the house. It smelled of damp, and, so far as Robert knew, it had never been decorated, at least not by his uncle. Everything in the house that wasn’t an item of technical equipment looked old and shabby, except for the basement, which his uncle had converted into a laboratory. That, at least, always looked freshly painted and was kept spotlessly clean.
“I got your text message, Uncle Ted,” Robert said. “It sounded like exciting news, so I thought I better come and see for myself what you’ve been up to.”
Uncle Ted led Robert through the hall to the dark kitchen at the back of the house.
“Thank you for coming to see me, Robert,” he said. “It is very exciting news. I can’t wait to show you my machine. I don’t know who else I’m going to show it to, though. I don’t know whether the world is ready yet for this sort of innovation.”
“The world probably isn’t ready, Uncle Ted,” said Robert. “It’s best to keep your discovery under wraps for now. There’s no telling how people would behave if they knew you could raise the dead. They’d probably all come clamouring to your door, wanting you to resurrect their dead friends and relatives for them, and that’s the last thing you want.”
Ted nodded.
“Good thinking,” he said. “I knew I could rely on you for sound advice, Robert. Would you like a cup of tea?”
Robert was bursting with curiosity about his Uncle’s invention, even though he thought it wouldn’t work. He didn’t want to waste any time on tea and idle chatter, because he couldn’t wait to see the machine in action. However, he still wanted to appear sociable.
“Yes, please, Uncle. I’ll have it white with no sugar.”
While Ted was brewing up, Robert took advantage of the opportunity to study him.
He was bald on top and had clumps of white hair sprouting from the sides of his head. He stooped slightly, and was wearing a white lab coat. Most importantly, he seemed no madder than Robert had remembered him from their last meeting, so perhaps there was just a glimmer of hope that Uncle Ted might not be completely out of his mind, and that he might even be onto something.
“Here you are, young man,” said Ted, putting two cracked and grubby mugs on the table.
“Thank you Uncle,” said Robert.
He raised one of the mugs to his lips then noticed the stains around the rim and put it down again.
“Now, about this invention of yours, The Lazarus Engine,” Robert said. “You’ve obviously finished it. How do you know that it works?”
“Because I’ve followed the scientific principles necessary to make sure that it will work,” said Uncle Ted.
“What I mean,” said Robert, “is this: have you tested it? If so, who have you raised from the dead?”
“No-one, of course,” said Uncle Ted. “You can’t go around raising people from the dead, can you? It wouldn’t be right, would it? There’s no telling where you’d end up. It’s like you’ve said, the next thing you’d know is that half of Croydon would be hammering at my door wanting me to resurrect their dead relatives.”
Robert’s heart sank. Now that he knew that the Lazarus Engine had never been tested, he knew that his fantasies of success in the TV industry would remain just that: idle fantasies.
Still, he was so desperate to hold onto his job that he felt he ought to push his uncle into testing the machine, even though he knew, deep down, that it was doomed to failure.
“I agree,” said Robert. “I’m not suggesting for an instant that you should go around raising all and sundry from the dead, but don’t you think you should conduct at least two full tests of your machine, in secret, to make sure that it works?”
“I suppose you’re right, Robert,” said Uncle Ted. “But why do we need two tests? Why not just one?”
“Well,” said Robert, “It wouldn’t be right to test it on a person straight away, because the process might go horribly wrong and cause distress. What we ought to do is to test it on an animal, a bit like the big cosmetic companies do with makeup. Then, if it all goes wrong, at least it’s only an animal that you’ve messed up, and you know not to test your machine on a human being. On the other hand, if it works on an animal, and the animal suffers no harm, we could go ahead and test it on a person.”
“Jolly good,” said Uncle Ted. “I like your approach, Robert. Now all we need to do is to find a dead animal.”
“I’ve already got one,” said Robert, helpfully.

CHAPTER EIGHT


“Do you have some gardening gloves and a cardboard box please, uncle?” Robert asked.
Uncle Ted went to the cupboard where he kept his gardening gloves stored next to the crockery. He opened the cupboard and Robert immediately smelled something unpleasant. He made a mental note not to drink any of his uncle’s tea.
“I last used them to clean up after Henderson messed in the kitchen,” said Uncle Ted.
“Who’s Henderson?” Robert asked.
“The neighbour’s cat,” said Uncle Ted.
Uncle Ted handed the gloves to Robert. They were ancient and covered in something that looked dubious. Robert took the gloves from his uncle, being careful to avoid touching the worst of the mucky looking stuff that was clinging to them, and put them on.
“I have a few boxes in the spare room,” said Ted, leaving the kitchen and walking down the hall. Robert followed him.
Uncle Ted was a brilliant scientist but he was also absent minded, so he often forgot to take a bag with him when he went out shopping. When this happened, he’d ask the shopkeeper to give him a box to carry the shopping home in. After emptying the box in his kitchen, Uncle Ted would tell himself that he might find a use for the box someday, and he’d store the box in the spare room. Consequently, when Uncle Ted opened the door to the spare room and showed Robert in, he was confronted by a mountain of boxes. He selected one and went out into the garden and picked Henderson up and placed him carefully in the box.
“Oh dear,” said Uncle Ted, when he looked into the box and saw its ghastly contents. “That looks like Henderson. I do hope that my machine does work, otherwise Mrs. Thompson is going to be most upset.”
“Who’s Mrs. Thompson?” Robert asked anxiously.
“She lives at number forty-three,” said Uncle Ted. “Henderson is her pet cat and she loves him. He’s the only company she has, most of the time.”
Robert felt fresh waves of guilt pass over him when he heard about Mrs. Thompson and he fervently prayed that his Uncle’s machine would do what it was supposed to.
“Your machine will work, won’t it, Uncle?” He said. “I don’t want this on my conscience.”
“What on your conscience?” Uncle Ted asked.
“I’m afraid that Henderson looks like an extra-large dinner plate because of me,” said Robert. “I ran over him a little while ago.”
Robert’s Uncle smiled reassuringly.
“Yes, I’m sure it will work, Robert,” he said. “Follow me down to the laboratory.”
He opened the door to the cellar and they both descended the stone stairs.
The walls and ceiling of the cellar were painted brilliant white, and the floor was covered in white tiles. It was brightly lit by an array of strip-lights on the ceiling.
There were workbenches around the perimeter of the cellar, and on top of the workbenches there were power tools, circuit boards, copper pipes, electronic measuring devices, welding torches and computer screens. In the middle of the cellar there was a huge machine made of steel, plastic, and copper, with cables and tubes trailing from it in all directions. It resembled a CT scanner and it incorporated a metal bed that looked as if it might have been made for someone to lie on.
Uncle Ted pointed to the metal bed.
“You can put Henderson there for now,” he said.
Robert put the box containing Henderson onto the metal bed.
His uncle went to one of the computers around the perimeter of the room and switched it on and typed a set of coded instructions on the keyboard.
The Lazarus Engine began to hum. The metal bed slid silently on steel rails into the body of the machine and Henderson disappeared from view. The humming got louder and the strip-lights flickered due to the amount of power that the machine consumed. A strange blue glow emanated from the innards of the machine. After a few minutes the humming subsided, and the metal bed slid back into view, with Henderson still on it, lying motionless in his box.
Robert peered into the box. Henderson looked as stiff and lifeless as a fossil.
“He’s dead,” Robert bleated. “Henderson’s still dead.”
“Give it time,” said his uncle. “It may take a few minutes.”

CHAPTER NINE


Robert paced up and down the cellar anxiously, being careful not to trip up over any of the cables and tubes that covered the floor like a nest of vipers. Every time he passed the box containing Henderson he peered inside it, hoping to see signs of life, but there were none. After five minutes he wailed, “What’s going on, Uncle Ted? Why isn’t it working?”
His Uncle smiled enigmatically.
“It is working, Robert,” he replied. “I can feel in my bones. It doesn’t happen all at once, it’s a process. Even as we speak, the cells in Henderson’s little body are regenerating. As more and more of them regenerate, they’ll give life to his tissues, and as the tissues come to life, they’ll regenerate his organs. Once Henderson’s organs, including his tiny brain, are all tickety-boo, he’ll be a living creature once again.”
Robert didn’t believe his uncle. He felt he should have trusted his instincts and dismissed the Lazarus Engine as the insane project of a senile old man. He should never have come here thinking that it might work, and that it might deliver him from his wretched existence. But he’d made the mistake of pinning his hopes on it, and now he felt bitterly disappointed.
“I’m going outside for a minute,” he said, turning his face away so that his uncle Ted wouldn’t be able to see the tears that were forming at the corners of his eyes.
He went back up the cellar stairs and hurried outside and took a pack of Marlborough and a box of Swan Vesta matches from his pocket. He was trying to give up smoking, but this was a situation which definitely called for a cigarette.
He lit a Marlborough and then took a fevered pull on it which seemed to convert almost the entire length of the cigarette into ash. He blew the smoke nervously into the air, and he thought about the prospect of being sacked, and of being unable to pay the absurdly high rent that was demanded for the hovel he lived in, a hovel which was in a poor area on the outskirts of Croydon, where property prices had been driven sky-high by the boom in London.
That’s it, I’m fucked, he thought to himself. I’m going to get sacked and I’ll lose my only source of income. I won’t be able to pay my rent and I’ll have to live with smelly students for the rest of my days. My Landlord’s a twat and he won’t cut me any slack. 
He took another pull on the cigarette which finished it off completely, and then he threw it onto the drive and ground it forcibly under his heel, imagining that the cigarette butt was Geoff’s face being smashed into the pavement, and he returned to the cellar.
Even though he knew that the Lazarus Engine was a miserable failure, Robert couldn’t resist looking in the box again.
That was when the miracle happened.
Henderson was lying on his side. Robert noticed that his flattened midsection was pumping in and out slightly, like a pair of bellows being used to breathe life into a dying fire. Henderson was breathing. Henderson was actually breathing!
Henderson stretched as if awakening from a long slumber. He stuck out his forelegs and his hind legs, so that they were as straight as metal rods, his legs shivered and then his entire body quivered. After that, Henderson relaxed and yawned, and, while still lying on his side, he raised his head and licked a foreleg and began washing his face. When he’d done that, he stood up. His front end and back end looked just the same as they always had done, but the area from his shoulders to his hips resembled the blade of a circular saw.
Uncle Ted stroked Henderson on the top of his head. He didn’t dare stroke Henderson on his back for fear of cutting his hand on one of Henderson’s vertebrae, which looked as sharp as the teeth of a cutting device designed to slice through titanium steel.
Henderson soon began rubbing his nose against Ted’s hand and purring loudly. When he turned to his side the cat appeared to have a monster erection. Robert thought that this was a bit odd, but he dismissed it as an insignificant side-effect of the resurrection process.
“There you are, Robert,” said Uncle Ted. “Good as new.”
“That’s fantastic, Uncle Ted,” said Robert enthusiastically. “No-one will be any the wiser about Henderson’s little accident.”

CHAPTER TEN


“EEEEEEAAAAAEEEEEAAAARRRRGGGHH!”
That was Mrs. Thompson, the elderly widow who owned Henderson, later that evening when Henderson came indoors for his late evening nap in front of the gas fire.
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1. How much is a pint of blood; I mean milk?
Let’s stick with blood. I agree with Tony Hancock: it’s almost an armful. At least, that’s how much there seemed to be in the last arm I severed.
2. What inspired Zomcats?
I saw this crazy cat in a video attacking an alligator. I thought, if this is what a normal cat is capable of, just imagine what a zombie cat could do. And I did.
3. What’s the best part of Zomcats?
All of it. There’s never a dull moment.
4. Who is your favourite Zomcat & why?
That’s hard to say. I suppose it has to be Henderson, as I created him first. But Oscar has a lot going for him too. (I don’t want to say what exactly — that’d be too much of a plot spoiler!)
5. Are you a cat lover & if so what do you like most about cats?
I am a cat lover, big time. Their best quality is that they’re so mysterious. I think they’re far more intelligent than most people give them credit for. I’m sure that Ripley (my former pet cat, now sadly deceased) was a match for any philosopher that has lived. She seemed to spend a lot of her time deep in thought, anyway.
6. Zomcats is very scary and funny at the same time, what scares you Jack Strange, and makes you laugh?
The things that scare me are pain and the anticipation of pain, psychological or physical. You can imagine falling from a great height and having the time to anticipate the pain you’ll feel when you hit the ground. This is the basis of all horror: The anticipation of the bad things to come. The teeth tearing into the victim’s flesh are bad enough, but often only the beginning of the dreadful fate that awaits him. That’s why we squirm. What makes me laugh is when an author leads me to expect one thing, but another, entirely different, thing happens. It’s a technique I use myself in ZOMCATS! — but I’m still not giving you any plot spoilers!
7. This would make a great film, can see an animation or live action, who would you want to voice or be the main cats & why?
My cats don’t talk, so I wouldn’t get an actor to play them. They’d have to be animated in some way. Or maybe we should create some zombie cats who’d star in the movie. That’d at least have the virtue of being realistic. I wouldn’t fancy the job of stuntman in that movie, though.
8. What’s your favourite horror movie?
That’s so hard to say. I have quite a few favourites. but my top-rated one might have to be John Carpenter’s remake of The Thing. I love the line: “I don’t know what the hell’s in there, but it’s weird and pissed off, whatever it is!” It combines horror and humour brilliantly.
9. Zomcats is scary and at the same time biting satire. What do you want readers to take away from Zomcats?
First and foremost, I want them to be entertained by it. I want them to think its a compelling page-turner that they can’t put down. That’s what I’ve written it to be. If they take away anything else, that’s a bonus. My view is that the prime duty of an author is to make sure that his book is enjoyable. That’s what I aim to do.
10. Your first book CCZA was about Zombie chefs. Will you be writing more Zomcats or other zombie animals in the pipeline?
At present I see another book with Zomcats in it, but I don’t see myself writing about any other zombie animals. Mind you, I wouldn’t rule it out. Never say never! (Well, almost never say never).
Thanks for your time Jack Strange, it’s always interesting to see what’s in your warped and twisted mind. Zomcats! Was published on 1st of October by KGHH Publishing and you should be reading it right now so any feedback do feel free to get in touch.
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