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        The sin against the body – it was for that they wept in chief; the centuries of wrong against the muscles and the nerves, and those five portals by which we can alone apprehend – glozing it over with talk of evolution, until the body was white pap, the home of ideas as colourless, last sloshy stirrings of a spirit that had grasped the stars.
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      When he got to the church the age-old sound that had brought him here was still in a regular rhythm. Streets away the bell had sounded like a distant, half-imagined memory, but here it was music; not the Dies Irae it should have been, but a proud, irresistible reveille. A paean to order even now. It was no ordinary chiming of a church bell. It was a signal. A beacon. Issued by a fellow survivor. It rose above the rain like a clarion above a battlefield.

      It was hope.

      He ran past the railings, letting his hand brush along them and grinning like a child, breathless with expectation as much as the exertion of his dash through the empty, rain-lashed streets.

      The church door was open. Despite his excitement, he approached it with caution, breathing heavily, his grin gone. Inside was dark and lifeless. High above the wind was whistling through the rafters, causing the timbers to groan in protest, an eerie sound that was impossible to ignore even with the more dominant clanging of the bell. The unwelcoming feel of the place engulfed him. This was not a house of God any more. No sanctuary was to be found here, no comfort, no incentive to praise the Lord’s name. His senses screamed at him to turn back, to turn on his heel and run back the way he’d come while he still had the chance, but the beacon the bell formed compelled him to keep going.

      He went left, towards the rear of the church and the bell tower. As he passed the rows of pews something brightly coloured standing out against the dark varnished oak it was resting on caught his eye: a child’s soft toy lying on one of the pews. He picked it up. The toy was some cartoon character or other clad in a silver spacesuit, its eyes lifelike and bright above a huge, open-mouthed smile, its hand giving a thumbs up sign. He kept hold of the toy, pressing it to his chest.

      The doors leading to the bell tower were inlaid with stained glass panels depicting the Resurrection, their detail partially obscured by the subdued daylight coming through them. Beyond had to be the bell-ringer. The tapper-out of the beacon. The still-human soul who had used campanology in place of telecommunications out of necessity, all technological avenues having been closed off. One of the doors was slightly ajar. His hand trembled as it reached for the brass handle. Gently he pulled the door towards him, making the hinges creak; he winced, but the ringing continued unabated.

      At first he saw only bare stone wall, but, as his eyeline crept around the stationary door, there followed a window, bell ropes, and then…

      He stared for much longer than was necessary, transfixed by such a freakish sight, his already overburdened heart aching anew as the bell kept tapping out its pointless tune. The bell was not a beacon. It wasn’t a signal from a fellow survivor. It held no meaning at all. It was nothing more than yet another random act of madness.

      Taking great care, he closed the door and backed away, just as shifting clouds outside caused more sunlight to come streaming through the stained glass panels. His eyes saw them as if for the first time, noting the way the light percolated through each coloured pane, taking in every nuance of the flawless workmanship, every scrap of beauty contained in every inch of gleaming glass, and the sadness of this once hallowed place slipped around him like a shroud. There was no fellow survivor here. No solace. No sure and certain hope of resurrection. No hope at all.

      He turned, and the sight that greeted him made him inhale so sharply the sound of it reverberated through the still air. The church doorway and the aisle he had trodden were black – literally black, like a landscape stained by oil – with the silhouettes and shadows of a horde of slowly moving figures. The congregation had arrived, and the truth hit him as surely as the adrenal rush of fear that flooded through his veins. The bell was not a beacon; it was a death knell. His death knell. It tolled for him and him alone; a trap, with he its only possible victim.

      Stumbling to the central aisle, he made his way down the nave, but already he knew it was no use. There were too many of them. Far too many. They were the wretched. The lost. The consumers of life. They were murderous and merciless. They would never stop – could never stop. They flowed through the door as a single, shape-shifting mass, a horrifying tide of death from which there could be no escape.

      He shuffled towards the chancel, hardly daring to look at them head-on, only stopping when he reached the altar, where he stood and looked down at the child’s toy. There was no holding back the tears that rolled down his face at the sight of it. The bright eyes, the gaping smile, the thumbs up – in themselves they were too much to bear, but the real coup de grâce was the spacesuit; had it not been dressed as an astronaut he probably would not have wept.

      Cradling the toy as if it were an infant, he laid down, face up, on the altar. They encircled him silently, their faces hidden from view, their talon-like hands reaching for him. If only he hadn’t hoped. How foolish a thing he had been prey to! It was hope that had brought him here, and hope would be the death of him.

      As they closed around him, piled deep row on row, swarming like insects, his back arched and his head craned backwards, prefiguring the throes of the agonising death that was to come, inverting his field of vision, and his final sight of them was as dark, hazy gods reaching down from the heavens through a veil of tears. And in that moment the final horror became visible: their faces. They were the faces of everyone he had ever known and loved, each one clearly recognisable despite a uniform disfigurement, a distortion caused by the presence of an impostor and a look of rabid vengefulness, a horrifying alienness the familiarity of the features could do nothing to dispel.

      They moved in for the kill – for the feast – as the bell finally stopped, leaving in its wake only the wind and the rain and the moaning of the rafters, and he let the toy astronaut slip from his chest and fall to the floor.

      Then he closed his eyes and screamed the last scream.
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      From the living room window David Lawney scanned the square and the streets beyond it three storeys below. There was no sign of movement. Good. No sign of the bastard Varley. Even better. A whitish mist in the air though, one that seemed to grow thicker the more he tried to peer through it. Not so good. He switched his glasses to infrared and looked around, just to be sure, even though half the time they barely showed up on infrared at all, appearing as little more than ghostly wisps of blue all too easily lost in the static-filled background.

      He was dressed in his “combat” – or outdoor – gear, with a baseball cap on his head and a large holdall strapped to his back. In an inside pocket of his coat, ready to be grabbed at a moment’s notice, was a heavy antique rolling pin made of marble; trial and error had revealed it to be the best instrument for breaking bones he had yet come across. It was just as well the cook whose pin it had once been couldn’t know the dreadful way their instrument had been perverted: from food-preparer to bone-breaker – in the normal world such a thing would have been unconscionable. But a whole host of previously unconscionable things were everyday occurrences now; the forbidden had become the acceptable, the outrageous the norm.

      He checked and double-checked everything was in its place, before saying to the cat, “Wish me luck.”

      The cat – a ginger tom so huge it was almost leonine – sniffed the air, indignation evident in its bearing if you knew what to look for; it was outraged it hadn’t been fed yet.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he groaned. “If you weren’t so fussy I could’ve stayed indoors this morning, you know that?”

      The cat yawned.

      “You cocky little shit. You’re gonna get groomed when I get back.”

      It took him almost a minute to release all the locks on the door to his flat, and that was only the start of the process of extricating himself from the building. There were three more locked doors and two barricades to go. God help him if a fire ever took hold on one of the lower floors. The doors and barricades would prevent a speedy escape, and the barricades could easily end up acting as fuel for the fire. If it ever happened he had already decided he might as well jump. Just be done with it all and let gravity do the rest.

      His flat was on the topmost floor of a complex dominated by the number three: three blocks, three floors per block, three flats per floor; hence its name, Trinity Court. The blocks of flats were arranged in the shape of a U, within which nestled a square patch of garden. Long ago the square had been a playground, back when there had been enough children around to warrant such a thing; now it was just bare grass lined with bushes and low-rising trees. He checked the area again from the landing. All was clear, as far as he could see. He set to work making the first barricade, which consisted mainly of furniture from the other two top-floor flats, passable.

      Seven minutes later he was standing in front of the main door on the ground floor. Its mottled glass was splattered with dried blood and criss-crossed with blooms of cobweb-like cracks, indicators of where it had been struck several times in the past. Despite the battering it had received, the door was still fully functional. It was a good door, built to last, a fact he gave silent thanks for every time he laid eyes on it. There was no telling when one of their number would find a way to remove it from its hinges, a compromise in security he had no idea how he would overcome. Cautiously, moving slowly and breathing shallowly so as to make as little noise as possible, he opened the door and stepped outside.

      It was an overcast day, not warm but not cold either. The mist looked thicker on ground level than it had from upstairs. Not the best day to be venturing out, but what could he do? He stood motionless, listening, for a while. Birds. Trees. A piece of litter blowing in the wind. Nothing else. Even after all these months the silence of the city outdoors still managed to surprise him. It was the feel of it; like a biological antenna, some kind of sixth sense picked up on the lack of sound waves propagating through the vast halls of air surrounding the city streets, sending shock-filled warning signals up and down his spine whether he wanted them or not. Years ago he had always worn earphones whenever he had gone outside, trying to block out all the noise, not the silence. But that was before; to do such a thing now would have been tantamount to suicide.

      He hadn’t gone ten paces before something caught his eye and made him stop: it was the piece of litter he’d heard skimming along the ground. He crouched down to examine it. A photograph, probably a hard copy of an image recorded by somebody’s brainware. Though dog-eared and water-damaged, its subjects were still clearly visible: a dozen handsome-looking people, all bright-eyed, all smiling. It was a family portrait, but there was no telling parent from child, nor great-grandparent from great-grandchild; in vivo genetic engineering had long since eliminated ageing, along with alopecia and myopia and congenital imperfections and anything else parents lobbied hard enough to rid their offspring of. People reached a certain level of development – what would have marked a person as being in their mid-twenties in earlier times – and aged no more. The homogenisation of mankind they had called it, or the Dorian Gray-ing of mankind, implying that somewhere there were billions of portraits slowly withering away while their subjects never aged a day. He stared at the picture. There was something unbearably sad about it. It was the assuredness of their handsome, bright-eyed smiles. They were smiling because they would live forever – or so they had thought. It made him recall something his mother had told him once.

      Nothing haunts like a photograph. Nothing at all. A person in a photograph never moves or hides or dies. They’re a frozen ghost, trapped in two dimensions.

      Emotion rose in his throat; he caught it, pressed it down. Even so, he felt himself tearing up.

      Shit!

      His head whipped back. He hadn’t been paying attention to his surroundings. Looking around wildly, he stood upright again. It was okay, but he had barely gotten ten paces before he’d allowed himself to be distracted by some stupid photograph. It was exactly the sort of thing that would wind up getting him killed.

      Stupid.

      Stupid non-mon, stupid non-mon.

      Concentrate!

      He screwed the picture up in his fist and tossed it. Useful stuff only, he told himself.

      On Ruckholt Road he peered along the rows of silent houses with their rows of silent cars parked neatly on the road, deposited there either by their drivers or the Autoroad system. Disaster had swept through here in the dead of night, when there hadn’t been many people up and about; he had come to realise it was one of the few mercies. He walked in the direction of the city centre, eyes constantly moving behind his glasses, ears alert for any sign of them.

      At the first intersection he quickened his pace, averting his gaze from an area outside a half-demolished house on the corner of the street. It was a practised response, carried out on autopilot. He knew what was there well enough without looking at it; once seen it was never forgotten, its image having burrowed itself deep into his memory, stymieing all attempts at removal, its reproduction in his nightmares possessing all the perfect detail of a hologram. The “atrocity” he called it, though such a term could have been applied to a multitude of things his eyes had borne witness to over the past six months. The distinctive stench of it always managed to find his nose no matter how wide a berth he gave its source, making him gag involuntarily every time. Bloated blowflies – damnable flies, one of the undisputed winners of the new world – flew at him, and he swatted them away with unthinking contempt.

      He turned right on to Oliver Road. Here somebody had pulled up at a traffic light six months earlier. Their car – its windshields deactivated, allowing a clear view of the interior – hadn’t moved since, and neither had they: their sunken corpse still sat there, as oblivious to the unchanging signal as it was to the passage of time, as if a slow, rotting death had been preferable to running a red light.

      Passing the junction, he scanned the blank windows of the houses lining the road, his eyes switching from one side of the road to the other in a regular pattern. Sometimes the only warning you got was a glimpse of movement beyond the windows, where a baleful ghostly memory of the house’s former occupants still haunted the place, eager to be unleashed in his direction if only it could find a way out into the street.

      Obtaining food was becoming increasingly problematic. If he played it safe and stayed close to the flat he would search more only to find less, forcing him to venture deeper into areas of the city he was largely unfamiliar with, where his ignorance of the streets and the distance from the flat combined to ramp up the danger to pulse-pounding proportions. There really was no easy reward without hard risk any more. But what else could he do? The imperative of food was all-conquering, whether he liked it or not. How he had taken micromorphers for granted! Thank God for the people with money to burn who had prized the cachet of “real” food; it was the niche industry developed to cater for them that fed him now. He knew he ought to relocate, move somewhere awash with shops stocked with food. The whole city was open to him now. He could be living in a plush penthouse in the wealthiest part of the West End. If only his flat didn’t feel so much like home. He was attached to the place. Despite everything, it was where he felt safest. What did it say about him as a person, the fact he hadn’t seized the opportunity to move, nor had even felt tempted to? He had no idea, save for the fact it could be nothing good. This knowledge gave him a vague feeling of shame that threatened to mushroom out of all proportion, but he suppressed it with a mental effort so often repeated in the past it verged on being a reflex.

      On Church Road he entered an arcade – the type he normally avoided, but this one had numerous exits so he deemed the risk acceptable – and searched a shop named Frederico’s Finest Foods. He had visited the place many times in the past and had stripped it of anything useful, so he was pleasantly surprised when he found a packet of dried pasta and a couple tins of salmon wedged under an empty display rack. In the real world he never would have been able to afford stuff like this, but in this world that was the cat sorted.

      The next shop had trendy signage featuring one word: Zena’s. He had no idea what the shop sold; it was locked up tight, and its one-way mirrored windows prevented him from seeing inside. He cupped his hands against the glass and leaned in close. No good. He pondered whether it was worth the effort of trying to gain entry as he studied his reflection. Boy, you don’t look good, he thought. Several days’ worth of stubble grew from his pale skin, accentuating his squarish jawline, while curls of greasy black hair hung down from his cap like the tendrils of ailing plants. If he didn’t know better he could have sworn he had aged since the last time he’d caught himself in a mirror. His cheeks definitely had a more hollow look about them, causing him to worry briefly about illness. The threat of disease was ever-present now, the multitude of decomposing bodies dotted everywhere akin to biological dirty bombs, festering factories of contagion only his daily pills might protect him from. It scared him more than he chose to admit to himself. If he fell ill now there would be no one to turn to. No doctor. No expert capable of assuaging his pain. Potentially, he might face a slow, lingering, howling death the likes of which countless people had been forced to endure in the times before cybernetic analgesia.

      Slipping off the holdall, he took the rolling pin from his pocket and raised it, poised, before the shop’s door. He swung with great force, marble striking glass with a loud crashing sound that reverberated around the confines of the arcade like a gunshot in a shooting range. The glass cracked, but didn’t shatter. On the first few occasions he had done something like this, a sense of guilt had seized him, making him look around sheepishly for the appearance of a shopkeeper, or a policeman, or somebody demanding to know what the hell he thought he was doing. He still looked around, but only because he worried about the noise attracting hordes of them. He swung again, producing the same result: cracks but no real breach, nothing that gave him a chance of getting the door open. He swung again, and again, wincing at the effort and the noise, but still the glass refused to yield. What the fuck was this stuff made of?

      Abruptly, he stopped in mid-swing and sagged against the door, breathing hard. The jaws of a terrible feeling of futility clamped around him. What was the point? It was useless. He was useless. He could feel the uselessness coursing inside of him. It flowed in his veins the way shit flowed through sewer pipes: hidden from view but there nonetheless, stinking and repellent and unwanted.

      He straightened up and took a huge, cleansing breath. Get a grip! he exhorted himself. You gotta be stronger than this, for Chrissakes. It’s just a door. No door’s gonna beat you.

      When he finally managed to get inside, he stifled a humourless laugh at what the shop sold. Clothes. Sartorial concerns weren’t exactly high on his list of priorities. Zena’s now seemed like such an obvious name for a clothes shop he chastised himself, but he might as well check the place out now he was here. The walls were lined with massive blank screens on the right and cubicles on the left. Out the back would be the retail micromorphers for making items of clothing precisely to their buyers’ requirements. The morphers wouldn’t be working any more, of course. In an adjoining room were racks of vintage-style clothes on hangers. Made by loom and hand, these were of lower quality than morpher merchandise, but had come with higher price tags – fashionably high prices for highly unfashionable methods of manufacture. He looked through them. Women’s and children’s. No men’s.

      “Typical,” he said under his breath.

      When he returned to the main area he inhaled sharply, his heart missing a beat.

      A zombie was looking straight at him.
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      No. Its godless eyes may have been fixed in his direction, but it wasn’t seeing him at all, only its own image reflected in the one-way mirror. Seconds passed. He allowed himself to exhale quietly. Had it been attracted by the sound of the pin blows? Probably. The bastard thing.

      He remained absolutely still as he watched the creature, one hand ready to grab the rolling pin should he need it. It was a fully grown male with longish, lank hair and filthy-looking clothes it had undoubtedly been wearing for months. Layers of blood congealed to the colour of damsons covered the lower half of its face, combining with its ghostly white skin to form a grotesque version of a clown’s face paint. But the most striking things about it were the things most striking about all of them: the eyes. The pupils were masked by starbursts of a metallic grey colour, like polished silver, as if mercury eye drops had been dripped into each one. The partially obscured irises were virtually colourless, while the whites were no longer white; they were all but black. The overall effect made them look like photographic negatives of normal eyes, and such a look was truly, unmitigatedly horrible, calling to mind a litany of dreadful things no matter how many times you saw it. Disease. Unnaturalness. Evil. Death.

      The zombie peered at its reflection as if deep in thought, which couldn’t have been further from the truth. The thinking man the thing had once been was gone forever. Now it was just a collection of impulses and processes and reactions to stimuli, the range of which he was still trying to comprehend. He had never seen one attack its own reflection, for example. They didn’t seem capable of mistaking their mirror image for a separate entity the way animals could.

      The thing shuffled off towards the exit, dreary and desolate, with the aimless bovine gait most of them had when they weren’t reacting to something. He watched it go, fairly confident it wouldn’t change course as long as it didn’t see or hear him. After what felt like a reasonable length of time he tiptoed to the window. There was no sign of it.

      Outside, the morning mist had dissipated a little. He couldn’t see the zombie, nor did he know which direction it had gone in. He would have to be careful.

      In a shop further along the street he found three fifty-year-old bottles of real red wine from the south of France. He whistled at the price of them – actual vineyards were all but gone, even in France – before slipping them into his holdall, wrapping them in sheets of plastic so they wouldn’t clang together as he walked. What he really wanted was a gun. Something old-fashioned that would still work. Old things were his lifelines now. He peered out the shop window at the houses and tower blocks nearby. Did they look like the kind of places where antique weapons might be lying around, just waiting to be found? There was no way of telling. He decided against looking today. Just being outside was stressful and he felt drained already. It was time to start backtracking to the flat.
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      On the street leading to Trinity Court he froze when he saw a zombie up ahead. Its back was to him, but several things gave away who it was: the biceps that bulged like overstuffed sausages; the back that was as broad as a billiard table; the enormous hands that called to mind the powerful claws of a mechanical digger. Or, rather, these things gave away who it had once been: Marcus Varley. He hurried to hide himself behind a low garden wall. Varley had hated him in real life, had delighted in making his life a misery. Now the zombified Varley hung around the vicinity of his flat as if it were a starving paparazzo and he were a superstar. Was it a coincidence? Logic told him otherwise, but he couldn’t help feeling that Varley was out to get him. Him, personally.

      My very own stalker, he thought. Just what I always wanted. It would have to be a 250-pound bodybuilding freak turned maniacal zombie though, wouldn’t it? Just my luck.

      Varley’s only saving grace was that his great muscular bulk made him slow. The bastard was built for power, not speed, and he had always been able to outrun him relatively easily. Not that his poor heart had enjoyed the experience. There was no way of knowing what the zombified version of Varley would do if it ever got its hands on him, but he felt he had a pretty good idea; it made him feel sick and light-headed just thinking about it.

      Crouching on his haunches, he peered around the garden wall and watched as Varley’s broad, T-shirt-clad back slowly receded into the vanishing mist like some awful earthbound iceberg.
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      The cat wolfed down the salmon and spent the rest of the day lying motionless on the floor like a stuffed rug, looking pleased with itself. David could barely summon up any appetite and nibbled half-heartedly on some expensive handmade potato chips.

      By the time daylight started to fade he had managed, however, to finish off a whole bottle of wine, the stuff having barely touched the sides going down. Revelling in the devil-may-care mood it gifted him with, he laughed so long and so hard that by the time he stopped he couldn’t remember why he’d started in the first place, which drew yet more laughter from his lips.

      That’s it, smile and the world smiles with you, he thought. Laughter is the best medicine and all that crap. Why couldn’t they remember that?

      “Just ’cause you’re one of the living dead now,” he slurred, pointing at an imaginary zombie in front of him, “it doesn’t mean you’re not still the same great person. Enjoy life!” He threw his head back and roared with laughter.

      Then he sang an old sea shanty, the words dredged up from somewhere he couldn’t identify feeling apposite in the circumstances.

      
        
        
        I’ll never make old bones

        But I don’t care

        I’ll hurry to God’s gate

        And meet Him there

      

        

      
        I’ll never make old bones

        But who’s to say

        We’re not all destined

        To go the same way?

      

      

      

      He sang it as a sea shanty should be sung: loudly and heartily, with a fist punching the air. But such forced levity was unsustainable, and the singing abruptly stopped when his chin fell on to his chest. Breathing heavily through his nose, his thoughts darkened. They deserved it, the zombies. Sometimes he chose not to admit this to himself, but a part of him believed it. They had brought it on themselves. The bastards deserved to have been struck down by the one thing they had treasured the most. They had loathed, persecuted and made fun of him and his kind, but what they would give to be like him now. The irony of it! But then his thoughts turned to his parents and his grandparents and his great-grandparents and his friend Michael – who had been his friend no matter what, no matter how hard the tide of society must have pushed against him – and grief mingled with the anger, causing sudden tears to well in his eyes. But even his mother … even his dear sweet dead mother … even she had called him a–

      His mind was far more receptive to anger than sorrow. With all his strength, he pitched the empty wine bottle across the room. It flew end over end and shattered against the wall, sending the cat sprawling for the door.

      When the ill effects of the wine hit, they hit hard, uncoiling inside him with all the spitefulness of a spurned lover. He ran to the bathroom and vomited. It wasn’t long before an empty stomach left him retching helplessly.

      I’m not used to wine, he thought feebly. I should never have brought it back here.

      After the retching had subsided he went to his bed and lay down. The cat was there, its bottlebrush tail still proof of the fright it had received.

      “Sorry cat,” he mumbled. God only knew how sorry he was. In every sense of the word.

      Taking great care, he rested his head on the pillow and closed his eyes. His head spun so violently it was as if a torture device had been implanted directly into his brain.

      Oh God! If only he weren’t so alone. This whole thing might have been bearable if only he had a friend. Just one. Somebody to rely on. Somebody to talk to. Other than the cat. A fellow human being.

      Gradually, he drifted off into a restless sleep, and dreamt of the start of it.
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      The lights came on automatically when he opened the door to his flat, just as the music in his earphones was replaced by a voice saying “Mum is calling”. He tapped one of the earphones.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello love,” his mother said cheerily. “I’m just calling to see what you thought.”

      Closing the door, he dumped his shoulder bag on the floor. “About what?”

      “You haven’t heard?”

      “About what?” he said, more irritably than he’d intended. “Sorry. I’ve just been stuck in a basement all day cataloguing crap.”

      “Aw, no fun?”

      “It was hell.”

      “Oh, love! Have you eaten?”

      “I just got in.”

      “At this time?”

      “There’s something wrong with the Tube.”

      “Oh dear! I hope it’s nothing to do with the news.”

      In the living room he was met by a rare sight in this day and age: a television screen. It sensed his presence and turned on. He switched it to a news channel with a wave of his hand. In the top right corner a holographic representation of Earth showed a red dot pulsing over the area of the Balkan Peninsula, while a ticker below the newsreader scrolled one message: Level 12 Cybernetic Virus Alert.

      “Level twelve?” he said. “What’s that mean?”

      “That’s the thing: there’s never been a twelve. The highest was a ten nearly fifty years ago.”

      He went into the kitchen, where a smaller holographic television came on, tuned to the same news channel. Beyond the window shone the distant, hazy lights of Canary Wharf and the City of London.

      “It’ll turn out to be nothing,” he said with confidence. As he talked, he took a brick-like block wrapped in a label marked Blox from a cupboard, placed it on a plate and put it in the morpher. “There’ll be reports of a couple people being lobotomised for ten seconds, a big hoo-ha, and then the whole thing’ll be forgotten about.”

      “I expect so.”

      The news programme was now showing a map of Europe with a red swathe sweeping across it.

      “You should fix something to eat, love,” she said.

      “I’m doing it now.”

      His morpher was a “special” one with a touchscreen, an addition that was unnecessary for the vast majority of people. He flicked through the different options, made his selection and pressed the start button; it bleeped confirmation and whirred into life.

      “What are you having?” she asked.

      “Fish and chips.”

      “Lovely.”

      “Anyway, I don’t have to worry, do I?”

      His mother hesitated a moment before she said, “Well, that’s the good thing about it, isn’t it?”

      Even she didn’t sound convinced by her own words. He decided to change the subject.

      “How’s Dad?”

      “Oh, you know what he’s like: always working. He was complaining he couldn’t get through to anyone in Budapest and thought it might have something to do with this level twelve thing. It’s very odd. I tried calling Marcia in Munich, just to see, and no joy there either.”

      The morpher gave out a chime and died.

      “It’ll be a satellite thing,” he said. “Look, my dinner’s ready.”

      “Yes, you should have eaten by now, and make sure you wrap up warm tomorrow ’cause it’ll be cold.”

      “Mum, I’m ninety-eight years old,” he said tonelessly. He couldn’t think how many times he’d had to remind her of his age.

      “I know, but you’ll always be a baby to me, won’t you? Look after yourself.”

      “I always do. Bye, Mum.”

      “Bye, love.”

      He hung up and opened the morpher’s door. Where the Blox had been placed sat a steaming fishcake in breadcrumbs, chips and a mixed vegetable purée. He took the meal and sat at the dining table, his eyes on the TV. The newsreader was saying something about equipment malfunctions.

      It’s always the same, he thought. They made such a big fuss over nothing; it was almost a form of entertainment for the listless ranks of after-work viewers.

      He tucked into his dinner, never suspecting it might be the last of its kind he would ever taste. Not knowing that by morning his mother and his father and everyone else he had ever known would be dead.
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      He woke feeling as if he’d just been in a car crash. A dizzying turmoil clouded his brain. A jarring sensation reverberated deep in his bones. A fuzzy-headed acceptance of death gave way to an awe at still being alive. He had never been in a car crash, but this was how waking from one felt – in his imagination at least. It happened every morning, this car crash malaise. It was really quite appropriate when he thought about it; the whole world was one big car wreck now – why should he feel any different?

      This morning the malaise was joined by something else: a hangover. He had forgotten how much he hated them. They had always enflamed his envy of everyone else, the normal masses who had been freed from the burden of physical pain, a state that persisted in their zombified state. They never cried out in pain, no matter what. You could plunge a knife into them or set them on fire and they wouldn’t even react to it. This, of course, only served to make them more terrifying.

      He felt awful. Eyes firmly shut, head pressed against pillow, he lay listening with one ear to the sounds that drifted from an air vent high up near the ceiling. A dog barking in the distance. The hush of a few spare trees swaying in the wind. The sound of a zombie as it wandered the streets outside. This last one was merely vocalised gibberish, uninhibited and incoherent, one random outburst after another, like a stream of Morse code tapped out by a madman. The guttural, staccato tone of it contained suggestions of the human, the animal and the machine, with no one of these was sufficient to categorise it on its own. It was a horribly unnerving sound, the effect made even worse by the eerie way in which it echoed off concrete and timber in the still city air. As awful as it was, the vent had offered up far worse for his senses and his imagination over the past six months. Especially late at night. They never slept, as far as he could tell. Instead they roamed the city in numbers like angry nightclub rejects, making sounds so scary even the toughest guy would have hidden, quaking, beneath his bedclothes, wishing himself deaf, for each was such a stark reminder that the world had descended into – quite literally – stark raving madness. Sometimes he felt quite certain that the sounds alone were driving him as insane as the rest of them. Only on rare occasions did they wash over him, leaving him untouched, as simple to ignore as the sound of his own breathing. He hated the vent. He would block it up as soon as winter bit.

      Opening his eyes made the pain throbbing in his forehead double, so he closed them again. Gregor Samsa must have had better mornings than this, he thought bitterly. Even after The Metamorphosis.

      He wondered what time it was – until he remembered how it didn’t matter. Keeping his eyes closed, he shifted into a sitting position very slowly, like the kind of long-gone old-timer who’d had to mind his ageing bones. Water, he thought. I need water.

      He clambered out of bed and padded through to the kitchen in his underwear, stretching his arms as he went, trying to shrug off the car crash malaise and the hangover as if they were heavy overcoats. In the kitchen, which was far too small for all the accoutrements of food-making he’d had to accumulate since the disaster – refrigerator, microwave oven, electric grill and hotplate combination, pots and pans and utensils of every description – he downed glass after glass of water while the cat let out a high-pitched mew and rubbed itself against his arm. The cleansing liquid sloshed around his distended belly, but he started to feel better at once. A compulsion to pour the remaining bottles of wine down the drain nagged at him, but he resisted it. It wasn’t the wine’s fault; he had to learn some self-control.

      After feeding the cat he rooted around in a cupboard for his prophylactic pills. For decades he had kept them in a special dispenser, dutifully sorting them into compartments labelled with the days of the week – until the calamity had struck, when he’d stopped using the dispenser and lost track of the days, making pill-sorting a useless gesture, a thing of the past. He thought today might have been a Tuesday, but there was no way of knowing for sure. Neither knowing nor caring what day it was felt strangely pleasant. Every day was as nameless and dateless as the days before human history.

      He swept up the pieces of the broken wine bottle like an automaton, his jaded eyes barely focused on the task, taking care not to cut himself out of habit more than anything else. Then he took a seat in front of the living room window and sat for a long while staring out over the familiar skyline of the sepulchral city. London: the great metropolis turned necropolis he called home.

      Poor old Londinium, he thought. After all you’ve been through. To end up like this. It broke his heart to think of St Paul’s, the Tower of London and Westminster Abbey wreathed in zombies, but wreathed in zombies they were. The cathedral was especially galling. He had always loved the elegant dome that had risen from the ashes of the Great Fire, a constant on the London skyline despite the procession of world wars, a sight he had particularly enjoyed at night, when its illuminated facade seemed to him like an edifice to all human aspiration. Of course, there was no going there at night any more, but he kept the image of it in his mind like a photograph of someone special tucked into a locket, one he chose to gaze upon now and again while immersed in mournful daydreams, allowing himself to swim in the bittersweet remembrance of a much sweeter time.

      As he watched, smoke from some unseen fire drifted into the air a long way off, near the Thames. In the beginning he had dared to hope such fires were signs of other survivors. He had imagined people like himself setting them as a smoke signal, a kind of forced regression for the children of a ruined technological age. But now he knew better. The fires were started by electrical shortages, or the sun’s rays, or perhaps by the zombies themselves.

      Besides, there were no other survivors.
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      After a lunch of corned beef and crispbread followed by tinned peaches, all of which he’d had to force down as if they had been laced with strychnine, he went back to bed. He usually took a short nap in the afternoon, but today’s nap lasted for hours courtesy of his hung-over state.

      When he woke he got up and drew back the curtains. A zombie was walking along on the opposite side of the street. He had seen this one many times. It was one of the few he had a name for, since there was one thing that made it fairly distinctive: it had a permanent erection. He was sure he’d seen the man before the catastrophe on train platforms and City streets, looking immaculately groomed and important in designer suits and long winter coats. In life, he had probably been a banker or a stockbroker or an underwriter. He had probably been organised and businesslike, private and proud. In death, he was a satyr made real, as oblivious to the fact he was naked from the waist down as he was to the engorged member standing up from his groin.

      David couldn’t help but christen him “Everard”.

      Depending on his mood, he was either amused or enraged by Everard. Sometimes he could laugh at him and feel no shame over it, while other times he was angered by the zombie’s obscene parade, and angered even more by the fact he’d ever seen fit to laugh at it. Whichever was the case, he was always rooted to the spot by the sight of him. He had found that, no matter how often you saw a man walking around in broad daylight fully aroused, you never really got used to it. The spectacle demanded your complete attention every time.

      At dinnertime he ate a light meal and listened to some music (a compilation of classics: Mahler, Elgar, Satie) on one of the few old-style discs that would play on his ancient entertainment centre. The discs had been collectors’ items and were like gold dust. At least he had music. And hot water. And lighting. And something to cook with. He was lucky there was no problem when it came to power. The micromorphers and televisions and everything else had power in them; the problem was there was simply no way of utilising that power. Likewise with vehicles, whose mass converters lasted for a thousand years. It was another of the cruel ironies: there was limitless power, but he was powerless to control it, like having a thousand workhorses and not a single harness. Despite everything, he understood there were things he ought to feel grateful for. But gratitude was difficult when everything, every waking moment, was such a tortuous reminder of all that had been lost. The bleakness of it was unremitting. No respite. Like a permanent winter. He longed for the days when cataloguing in a basement all day had been his concept of hell.

      As daylight failed he allowed himself half a glass of wine. Another day had passed. Another day to add to all the rest. Listening to the music’s gentle tides, he felt more relaxed and serene than he had in a long while. But, once he’d drifted off to sleep in his armchair, it wasn’t long before the music ebbed entirely and he dreamt of something that made him twist and turn and cry out in terror.
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      With one eye he watched the blurred ringer clanging furiously against the squat brass bells. It was a quaint little thing, his alarm clock. People marvelled at it. They also sniggered at his need for it, of course. It was a wind-up anachronism in a world full of brain-based computers tuned to atomic clock signals. He switched off the alarm and rose from his bed, a part of him aware of the strange silence left in the alarm’s wake, while a more dominant part of him chose to ignore it.

      In the kitchen he took a Blox from the cupboard and placed it in the morpher. Work was going to be a bitch today, he could tell. He had that feeling: a sense of foreboding. Whenever Varley was on the warpath he could almost feel it in his bones.

      What have I done to deserve someone like Marcus Varley? he asked himself bitterly. Nothing, that’s what.

      The morpher’s screen didn’t react to the proximity of his hand as was customary, remaining blank except for a single row of glowing blue dots. It failed to respond to his touch too, his fingers producing nothing but dampish clicking sounds. Frowning hard, he stared at the device. It had never done this before. Ever. Mystified, he kept tinkering with the morpher’s screen for much longer than was necessary to ascertain it no longer worked.

      Slowly it clicked. The level twelve? Surely it couldn’t be that.

      In the living room he grabbed his mobile from the cluttered coffee table. It was the same as the morpher: nothing but damp clicks and dots.

      This was serious, he thought. This might mean a day off work.

      Drawing back the living room curtains, he peered outside. He couldn’t see anyone or anything moving, but a thick grey haze was obscuring everything, so he suspected it was just a false impression of stillness. He showered and dressed hurriedly, debating with himself whether to bother with a tie, deciding to wear one in the end. He had to at least try getting to work, but if morphers and mobiles were out of order what would the trains be like?

      Gripping his shoulder bag by its carrying handle, he ran down the stairs of his block. Outside, the sound of the front door slamming shut behind him was like a cannon shot, magnified by a silence that closed in on him as if it were a physical thing, bringing him to a standstill, freezing him in place as firmly as an encasement of ice. A strong smell of burning was in the air, but for some reason he wondered whether he was imagining it. All around him everything was cold, grey and lifeless, the lack of sound and colour making it seem as if the world had been drained of its energy overnight, the very essence of an ordinary workday made conspicuous by its absence. Eyes searching the area, mouth hanging open, he looked like somebody who was only just realising they had taken a wrong turn, and had inadvertently stumbled into a strange and dangerous place. What was going on? Where was everybody? Where were all the cars? He could hear no type of traffic at all. No cars. No trains. No aircars. No delivery drones. It took a conscious effort to break out of his frozen state and disrupt the all-engulfing silence, which he did as he made his way down Dunedin Road towards the Tube station, his footsteps echoing off the pavement in a way he had never heard before, even in the early hours of the morning when most of the city had been tucked up and sleeping.

      When he got to the main High Road, which led to the station via a bridge over train tracks and the motorway, two cars were motionless in the road. They had been travelling in opposite directions and had come to rest about fifty feet apart, facing away from each other, a box junction between them. He approached the nearest one, a frown fixed on his face, craning his neck to get a good look at the driver.

      God! The silence! It was unreal and dreamlike. Moving through it gave him a feeling of floating.

      The nearest car’s driver was a casually dressed woman with long dark hair tied back in a ponytail. Her hands were folded neatly in her lap, her head flopped to one side against the headrest. There was no one else in the car. He edged himself nearer slowly, as if wary of invading the woman’s space.

      When he got closer he could see her eyes were open. His first thought was that she was in some sort of trance. An expression of vague contentment was on her face, as if she were immersed in private reverie. It took him a moment to realise her features were actually set in an attitude of attentiveness – the kind of expression normally worn while watching the road from a driver’s seat. On the face of someone in a stationary vehicle, it had been out of context just enough for it to be hard to recognise. He waved a hand in front of the driver’s-side window, feeling foolish despite himself. The woman didn’t react. She looked like a statue. She didn’t even appear to be breathing.

      He started for the other car, but something made him stop; he was being drawn in the opposite direction, towards the bridge and the station. He had no idea why. He turned, and at that moment a dog started barking somewhere up ahead, the sound of it echoing through the ghostly grey mist like a baleful warning. The road seemed to telescope before him, drawing the bridge further away, the houses on either side crowding in menacingly like sentinels intent on blocking his path. The effect was more than nerve-jangling; it was the most eerie combination of sight and sound he could ever recall, so much so he was conscious of his senses imprinting it in his memory.

      He started walking towards the bridge, slowly at first as if his legs wouldn’t cooperate, and then gradually accelerating. The invisible dog kept up its barking. The smell of burning got even stronger. By the time he reached the gently arching bridge he was almost sprinting.

      “Jesus!” he said under his breath.

      Below him, stretching away towards the urban sprawl of central London as far as the eye could see into the mist, were vehicles stopped haphazardly this way and that. Vehicles of all types and makes: cars, lorries, buses, vans. Some had rolled into the backs of others or had jammed up against the central reservation. One had crashed into the back of a large truck and was billowing thick black smoke from a crumpled bonnet. Never before had he seen vehicles so outrageously out of place; normally the Autoroad system kept every vehicle within a set path via sensors inlaid into the road or strung from cables above it. The Autoroad system had clearly suffered a complete failure. This was why he had been drawn in this direction: the motorway was always busy, the noise from it forming a kind of constant background drone you grew accustomed to and ignored. Now the drone was gone.

      He crossed the road, knowing before his eyes provided confirmation that it was exactly the same story in the opposite direction leading out of the city.

      What the hell was happening? Was he going mad? Or was he, in fact, in a dream?

      Leaning over the railing, he could see into a car stopped almost directly under the bridge. It was a small blue transporter with three seats – a two-generation family car. Most family units consisted of no more than three members. Like all the other vehicles, the car’s one-way windshields weren’t activated, allowing him to see the occupants clearly: husband driving, wife in the passenger seat, a child of about three, a girl, in the back. He couldn’t remember the last time he had seen a child so young. None of them moved.

      He looked more closely at the other traffic. As varied as the vehicles were, they all had one thing in common: motionless occupants. People sitting in front seats. People slumped over desks or lying in bed. And everyone was as statuesque as the first woman he’d seen back at the junction, as if playing a game of dead lions while waiting for their vehicles to shunt back into life.

      It hit him then.

      “No!” he gasped.

      He had known before that moment, but his conscious mind had refused to countenance it. Such a thing couldn’t happen. There were too many safeguards in place. It wasn’t possible! Never in a million years could it happen. Never.

      Never! Never! Never!

      Stumbling away from the railing, he turned and ran.

      The streets were littered with stationary car after stationary car, and occasionally a person lying prone on the pavement. He didn’t stop. He barely looked at them. He ran and ran, his slapping footfalls echoing off concrete and tarmac, the dog’s incessant barking receding behind him. It seemed to him as if he were running through a cold and misty dreamworld. None of it seemed real.

      By the time he reached his parents’ house he was out of breath and sweating profusely. He struggled to make his key work, but it wouldn’t. Unlike his cheap flat, his parents’ house was completely computerised – a smarthome. He pounded on the door with clenched fists, but silence was the only response.

      Around the back he hurried to open the conservatory door, which had an old-style lock, all the while thinking how pointless it was: the back door of the house was sure to be locked up tight. He hesitated a moment before pushing down on the handle. To his astonishment and relief, the door opened.

      He called out for his parents as he went from room to room on the ground floor. Everything looked as it always did. The bowl of plastic fruit on the kitchen windowsill. The foot-high china lions either side of the fireplace. His father’s architecture printouts piled neatly on the dining room table. The only things noticeably changed were the picture-less digital photo frames dotted all over the place. It was only an illusion of normality and he knew it. Even so, he couldn’t stop himself from noting every normal little detail, as if the accumulation of enough of them might stave off some terrible aberration.

      He found them upstairs, lying in bed, looking as if they were sleeping; his mother with her long dark hair and fresh face, his father who, with no ageing process to distinguish him, looked so like David they might have been mistaken for twin brothers.

      “Mum..?” he said, in a low voice that sounded horribly loud. “Dad..?”

      He reached out and touched the back of his hand to his mother’s cheek. It was stone cold. He tried to find a pulse in her wrist, but there was none. Then he did the same with his father.

      They were dead.

      Inhaling a huge lungful of air, he backed away from the bed as quickly as he would have done had it just burst into flames. What should he do? Who was there to call? He didn’t even have a working phone. He checked his mobile; it was still useless. His breathing came rapid and deep, though he knew at the back of his head this was something he was contriving with himself to do. What he really wanted was to sit down and try to think, or maybe lie down and close his eyes, but neither of those felt like the right reaction to discovering dead parents. Tears would have been appropriate, but they felt a long way off. Hyperventilation was called for, at the very least.

      He returned to the landing on trembling legs and went through to his old bedroom, where he had done most of his growing up. The place was largely unchanged: a single bed and a tall bookcase rested against one wall, a desk and chair stood before the window, while mirrored wardrobes covered another wall completely. He sat on his old bed and wrapped his arms around himself. He was shivering; the sweat he’d generated on the run here was turning cold and clammy. Despite the feeling he ought to be crying, tears still wouldn’t come. Instead, he concentrated on slowing his self-imposed heavy breathing, looking around the comfortingly familiar room with wild, frightened eyes.

      How could this have happened? There was just no way. No way! It had to be a dream. A nightmare.

      He surrendered to a powerful urge to lie down. This bed was where he had always felt safe and warm and cocooned from the world, but there was neither warmth nor sense of safety to be found here now, only the memory of them. He felt exhausted. Maybe if he fell asleep he would wake up and things would be back the way they were. The way they should be.

      He never knew how long he slept, nor even if he’d slept at all. It felt as if he’d closed his eyes for just a moment, but something told him an indefinably longer period of time had passed. What he was sure of was that, when his eyes opened again, his mother was standing in the doorway. She was barefoot in a white silk nightgown, hovering there like an apparition, her slept-upon hair forming a tangled frame about her starkly pale face.

      He leapt up from the bed, his heart pounding.

      “Mum!” he cried. “Oh, Jesus Christ! Thank God! I thought you were dead, I thought…”

      His voice trailed off. She wasn’t hearing him. It didn’t look like she was seeing him either. Her stare was fixed ahead, into the mid-distance, piercing straight through him. At the same time, her lips were moving as if to form words, but none were audible; in their place was a soft whimpering that sounded like it was coming from the back of her throat.

      It must be some kind of shock, he thought.

      She looked about ready to topple over, so he grabbed an arm to steady her. She didn’t respond to his touch.

      “What is it?” he said. “Mum? Tell me: what’s wrong?”

      He leaned in close, straining to make out what she was saying. After a few seconds the words started to become clear: she was saying a two-word question over and over, like a mantra.

      Why me? Why me? Why me?

      Her hands moved slowly up to his chest, the backs of her hands grazing the lapels of his jacket.

      “What do you mean?” he asked her. “I don’t know what you mean. Why you what?”

      A clarity crystallised in her eyes, as if she were only just realising he was there. Her chant ceased, she stared at him with all the blank pitilessness of an executioner looking at the condemned, and David passed through a surreal moment when it seemed as if everything – the virus alert in the news last night, the inoperative technology, the motorway with its clutter of cars and their mannequin-like occupants – had been one big, carefully orchestrated practical joke; a joke solely on him, the culmination of which was this crucial moment, when his mother would deliver some clever punchline and his father, the people lying in the streets and the passengers sitting limply in their cars would come back to life, the machines would start working again and they could all, at last, start laughing about it.

      The moment when all that somehow seemed possible came and went as her cold fingers touched his neck and she spoke, without a trace of emotion, words he never thought he would hear coming from her lips.

      “You dir - ty … fuck - ing … dead - head.”

      The voice wasn’t hers, but it was the eyes that were the giveaway. They told him everything. There was nothing left of his mother in them, for behind them she was gone too, deleted from existence. Now her body was just a soulless shell. A moving mass of corrupted cells. A vehicle for the weapon of mass destruction that had ended its rightful owner’s life. His mother was gone, and standing in her place was a member of the living dead. A walking corpse. A zombie. Reanimated not by witchcraft, but by the technological trickery placed inside it centuries ago.

      A vice of utter horror seized him in its foul jaws. He was looking into the eyes of an unknowable nonentity, one whose deranged impulses and unfettered amorality would be enough to make the angels weep, putting lie to the notion that God could never turn his back on man.
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