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Alone in the Arctic. Hunted by the dead.

Maggie Quinn doesn’t mind isolation – it’s why she took a research job at a remote Arctic outpost in the first place. No people. No noise. No problems.

Until a delirious man stumbles out of a blizzard, claiming the world has fallen to a zombie apocalypse.

When he vanishes the next morning, Maggie is sure he was hallucinating... until she finds strange footprints in the snow. Torn animal carcasses. Movement in the trees where nothing should be alive.

Now, with no contact to the outside world and something stalking her across the frozen tundra, Maggie has one terrible question left...

What if the end of the world has already arrived, and she’s the last to know?

I'm Not a Zombie is a horror novel about a woman who has to work out whether the world is ending, and about an evil force that lurks at an abandoned farm.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Prologue 
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It's the silence I notice first. After all the noise and chaos of everything that's happened in the world and in my dreams, I'm suddenly hit head-on by a wall of absolute silence and calm. At the same time, I know that something's very wrong, and gradually I begin to realize that something is pressing down hard against my face. As my mind starts to return to some form of consciousness, I suddenly feel extremely cold, and I realize that I'm freezing. I try to open my eyes, but somehow in the twists and turns of my thoughts I can't find my eyes, not until finally I understand what's wrong. 

They're already open. 

And they're full of tiny little crumbs. 

I try to move my right arm, but it's held in place by some invisible force. Trapped in darkness, I try to sit up, but an immense weight is pressing against my chest. I start wriggling my entire body, only to find that I can barely move an inch at all. I don't know what's wrong, but a wave of panic is bursting through my body. It's as if my body knows what's happening and is filled with fear, while my mind is trailing a little and hasn't yet got things figured out. Finally, unable to stop myself, I try to scream. A wad of dirt and soil immediately tumbles down into my mouth, falling all the way to the back of my throat. 
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​Chapter One 


[image: ]




Several weeks earlier... 

Stepping out of the hut, I hold the satellite phone up and wait patiently for a moment as it tries to connect to the network. Once again, however, the attempt times out. 

“Damn it,” I mutter, taking a closer look at the phone as snow falls all around. 

It's been twenty-four hours now since the satellite phone stopped working, and with the radio having gone down I have no other way of contacting the office five hundred miles away. I'm no expert when it comes to these things, but I've had the back cover off the phone a few times and I've still not been able to locate any loose connections. There doesn't seem to be anything wrong with the phone at all, although I'm starting to wonder whether my troubleshooting efforts might in fact have made things worse. After all, the satellite system can't be down. That's just impossible. 

“Let's make a deal,” I tell the phone. “You start working, and in return I'll treat you good. I'll clear a space on the shelves, and it can be all yours. You'll have pride of place. How does that sound, huh?” 

Feeling a little stupid for talking to a phone, I hold it up again. I know there's no reason why anything should have changed, but I feel a pinprick of hope still as I watch the screen. 

“Timeout,” I say with a sigh as I see that nothing's happening. “Great.” 

Looking around, I see that last night's snowfall was pretty severe. I say 'night', but of course up here at this time of year the night is just as bright as the day. The snow is waist deep, and even the clearing around the hut is starting to fill up again. The tall pine trees nearby, meanwhile, stand silhouetted against a blank white sky, and the only sound comes from the faint rustle of more snow falling. It's almost as if the natural world is trying to remind me that I'm all alone up here. 

I lean back into the hut and set the phone down, and then I grab the shovel and get to work. If I don't keep the area around the hut clear, I'll risk getting snowed in entirely. Given that I still have four months left of this project, that would be quite a major problem. 

*** 
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Stopping at station 17, I drop to my knees in the snow and start removing the sensor. The work of checking all the sensors is pretty monotonous, but it's the most important part of the study. Ice has slightly damaged the casing of this particular sensor, so I have to wiggle it around a little until I'm able to pull it open. 

“One five zero,” I read from the display, and then I note those numbers down on my clipboard. 

150. 

That's pretty much the same as yesterday, which is interesting because last week's data suggested that I might start to see a series of small increases in the values. So far, that hasn't happened at all, and I'm starting to think that perhaps some of my central theories are wrong. As I start reattaching the casing, I run through all the possibilities, and I can't shake the feeling that I might need to seriously rethink the basic premise of all this research. Fortunately, I have plenty of time to do that, since my days up here are - 

Suddenly the casing snaps, and a jagged plastic edge slices along the side of my finger. 

“Damn it!” I mutter, quickly wiping the blood against the side of my jacket. 

A few drops spill down into the snow, glistening against the white. I suck my finger briefly, just to make sure that the wound is clean, and then I wipe it again. 

I spend a couple of minutes assessing the damage to the casing, but it's soon clear that this thing isn't going to be much use anymore. That's the fifth sensor I've lost in the past week, and I'm starting to think that I'm going to have to find some way to strengthen them. Then again, some failures were expected, and I'm still well within the margins. 

Suddenly I hear a rustling sound, and I turn to look back through the forest. The sound stops immediately, but I swear for a moment it was almost as if someone was traipsing across the snow and coming toward me. Not that there can possibly be anyone else out here, of course. In fact, I'm pretty sure I'm the only person within a couple of hundred miles of this place, but for a moment just now it really did sound as if someone else was close. 

I almost call out, but then I tell myself to put such foolish ideas out of my mind. 

“You're not going to go crazy out here,” I say firmly. “Get a grip, Maggie. Stop freaking out about every little weird noise.” 

*** 
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As I wade through more snow on my way to station 50, I start to feel an aching sensation in my calves. I've been out here for two months now, in splendid isolation from the rest of the world, and I'm beginning to get... not fitter, exactly, but perhaps a little more physically attuned to the great outdoors. That's not bad for a girl who was born and raised in deepest darkest Bromley, and who'd never so much as slept in a tent before signing up for this project. I really threw myself in at the deep end, but so far I'm – just about – managing to swim. 

Once I get to station 50, I kneel and remove the casing. Fortunately there's no damage here, so I'm quickly able to check the reading. 

150. 

Huh. 

Okay, that's remarkably consistent. I've already figured out that this evening I'm going to get stuck into some work. If the satellite phone miraculously starts working, I'll call the office and get some updates, but otherwise I really don't mind going through the research notes and trying to fit these findings into the original hypothesis. Sure, it might be a little sad that I enjoy sitting alone in a hut in the middle of nowhere, eating freeze-dried meat and drinking water, and working on the study, but I can't help myself. 

This is my kind of thing. 

This is who I am. 

I set the casing back in place, and then I get to my feet. Just as I'm about to turn and set off again, however, I spot a faint red patch on the snow. I wade a little closer, and then I look down at what appears to be a small splash of blood. It's definitely not from my finger. I turn and glance around, but there's still no sign of anyone or anything else out here in the forest. There shouldn't be any deer or bears around here, in fact there really shouldn't be much of anything at all, although when I look down at the snow I can't deny that I seem to have found some blood, and a moment later I spot more by one of the trees. 

I head over to take a closer look, and it's clear now that something must have come this way. Whatever it was, and I'm pretty sure it must have been some kind of animal, it was clearly hurt. 

Stepping around the tree, I see more patches of blood leading between the trees, but there's no sign of the animal. I guess maybe it made its way out here to die. It certainly seems to have lost a lot of blood, and I feel a shudder pass through my bones as I think of something suffering out here so close to the hut. The blood seems fairly fresh, and I'm sure I would have noticed it if it had been here yesterday during my rounds, so whatever passed this way must have done so at some point over the past twenty-four hours. 

I look around again, but I don't see anything and I guess the creature, whatever it was, must be gone now. Forcing myself to stop worrying, I turn and set off again to complete my checks for the day. 

*** 

[image: ]


Finally, a few hours later, I get back to the hut with the data I've collected. My legs are aching like crazy and I'm starving, and when I check my watch I find that it's pretty much lunchtime. I guess that's my cue to tuck into a protein bar. 

First, though, I check the satellite phone again, just in case a miracle has occurred and the connection has been restored. No such luck, but I tell myself not to worry just yet. After all, I signed up for this job knowing full well that I'd be spending six months far from civilization. I'm sure the phone will start working again eventually. The world's still out there, I'm just temporarily disconnected, and that's not necessarily a bad thing at all. After all, isn't that one of the reasons I came here in the first place? 
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​Chapter Two 
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Twelve hours later, with the blackout blinds drawn down, I lie on the camp bed and try to get some sleep. I know some people struggle with constant darkness, but I have the opposite problem: I find the incessant brightness pretty draining. Even now, exhausted and aware that I have to be up again in a few hours, I can't ignore the fact that the sun is shining outside. 

Pulling the sleep mask back over my eyes, I take a deep breath and tell myself that this time I will fall asleep. 
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​Chapter Three 
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Stepping out of the hut, I hold the satellite phone up and wait patiently for a moment as it tries to connect to the network. Once again, however, the attempt times out. 

“Oh, come on,” I mutter, taking a closer look at the phone as snow continues to fall all around. 

So that's forty-eight hours now since I was able to contact the office. Not that I particularly need to contact the office, of course. Since I arrived here two months ago, I've called them maybe once a week, perhaps even less. The point is, now that I can't get in touch, I suddenly feel as if I really want to touch base, just to make sure that the rest of the world is out there and that it hasn't all been eaten up into the white void. 

Dumb, huh? 

“So are you still not up for a deal?” I ask as I stare at the phone. “Come on, what's it going to take? If you just start working, I'll give you absolutely anything you want. I'll make a little shrine for you.” 

I wait. 

The phone rests in my hands. 

“What does a phone desire, anyway?” I continue. “Sure, you're an inanimate object. And, sure, I'm probably crazy for talking to you, but isn't there something I can offer you in exchange for your cooperation?” 

I wait. 

The phone, still, rests in my hands. 

“How about I clean you?” I ask. “I'll buff you up so good, all the other phones'll be mega jealous. Hell, I'll take you back to London with me, and I'll show you around the city for a day. How about that? Your own guided tour. We can even get dinner together. Just, please, work.” 

I wait. 

The phone, predictably, rests in my hands. 

“Please?” 

I wait a moment longer, and then – realizing that I'm just wasting time, I set the phone back on its shelf in the hut and I grab the shovel. 

“Hey, Mr. Shovel,” I mutter, “at least you're still willing to work with me.” 

Heading back outside, I get to work clearing snow from around the hut. I let out a gasp of pain as I feel a tight twinge in my back, but to be honest I've been feeling those twinges for a while now and I'm pretty sure there's no reason to be concerned. Plus, it's not as if I can just stop shoveling, so I force myself to push on through, even as the pain bubbles away as a mild discomfort around the base of my spine. So many people think that scientists just sit around all day, staring at beakers and laptops. They don't see this part of the job. 

*** 
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Stopping at station 19, I drop to my knees in the snow and start removing the sensor. I feel another flicker of pain in my back, but there's nothing I can do about that. Last night's snowfall was a little less heavy than usual, but I know that doesn't really mark the start of a trend. Out here, in the wilds of the Arctic north, the snow's unlikely to stop falling for at least another four months. I remember when I was a kid and I begged for snow, so I could get a day off school and go playing with my friends instead. Man, what did I know, huh? 

“One five nine,” I read from the display, and then I note those numbers down on my clipboard. 

159. 

That's a small increase compared to yesterday, but nothing monumental. I did some work last night, expanding my hypothesis, and it looks like I'll have to keep on with that when I get back to the hut. As I start replacing the sensor casing, I'm already running through all the possibilities, and I'm starting to think that I really need to go back to basics. Getting to my feet, I feel another ripple of pain in my lower back, and I stop for a moment to lean against the nearest tree. This time the pain sizzles for a few extra seconds, but then it fades again and I'm left with nothing worse than a sensation of stiffness. 

And then I spot the blood. 

About twenty feet away, there are more patches of blood in the snow. I tell myself that there's no point going to check, that a fox or something probably wandered through wounded, but curiosity gets the better of me and I start wading through the snow to get a closer look. As I reach the blood, however, I'm surprised to see that some of it appears to be much redder, perhaps fresher, than the rest, and I can't shake the feeling that two completely different animals seem to have been hurt here. It's as if one passed through the area yesterday, when I saw the initial signs, and then another passed through last night, almost as if it was tracking the wounded creature. 

I look around, but I don't see any other signs that something was here. There are some uneven patches in the snow, which I guess could have been caused by prints, but enough snow fell overnight to mostly cover any evidence. Still, it's pretty clear now that something else is out here with me, and I have to force myself to remember that there's no reason to be nervous. I always knew there was wildlife in Kercatchy Valley. I shouldn't be surprised when I run into it now and then. 

*** 
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About three hours later, I finally reach station 72, which is the last stop on my circular trip around the edges of the valley. My legs are aching, and I'm feeling a little out of breath, but soon I can get back to the hut and have some lunch. I stop at the station and prepare to get down onto my knees, but I hesitate for a moment as I feel a little more stiffness in my back. Honestly, I'm starting to worry that at some point I might end up incapacitated, which would be a big problem out here. Especially if the satellite phone doesn't start working again soon. 

Just as I'm about to kneel down, however, I spot a dark shape slumped in the snow about forty feet away. Whatever it is, it's next to the end of a trail of blood splatters, and I immediately realize that I seem to have found whatever's been leaving those trails over the past few days. Although I know I should focus on getting the final reading, I can't help wading through the snow and heading over to take a closer look. 

Once I reach the corpse, I see that it was definitely a fox. Patches of white fur have been stripped away from the carcass, exposing a bloodied mass of flesh wrapped around exposed bones. I guess this thing has been dead for a few hours, and most of the blood has soaked away into the snow, although after a moment I spot the fox's face and I see its dark, dead eyes staring out across the forest. It's pretty clear that something attacked this poor thing and ripped it apart, but I don't know enough about the local wildlife to say whether that could be the result of a fight with another fox. 

I look around, just in case there's any indication that something's nearby, but all I see is endless snow stretching away between the trees in every direction. I guess, whatever happens out here, it happens at night. Or as close to 'night' as this place gets. 

*** 
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Finally, with all the sensor readings safely scribbled in my notebook, I return to the hut. My back isn't playing up too badly anymore, although I've resolved to try to give myself a little rest. I stop at the door and reach inside to grab the satellite phone, and then – even though I know I'm grasping at straws – I take a moment to check in case a connection is possible. 

I wave the phone around, but the screen shows a timeout error message and I sigh as I set the phone back on its shelf. 

“Well, little fella, I'm sure you tried,” I tell it. “Don't feel too bad. If it's any consolation, I don't think the problem is with you, I think it's with the satellite link itself.” 

I look up at the white sky. 

“Now you guys up there could try to sort yourselves out,” I add. “Seriously, two days is a long time for you to be out of action. Could you try, I don't know, getting a move on?” 

I wait, as snow continues to fall, and then I turn and look out once more across the forest. I can't help thinking about some cute little white fox scampering about in the snow, probably with a blood-stained snout. I know there's no need for me to be worried, but I can't help wondering whether the fox might eventually start coming closer to the hut. Great, a pet is all I need. 

Figuring that I need to get on with work, I turn and head into the hut. Still, I really don't like the idea of the satellite network itself being down. It's almost as if the whole rest of the world has blinked out of existence. 
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​Chapter Four 
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Twelve hours later, I once again stare up at the ceiling as I try to get some sleep. I think I've been averaging about five hours a night over the past few weeks, which is enough for me to remain functional, but it's all a far cry from my student days when I'd sleep for half a day at a time. 

Not that this camp bed is helping. I try to get a little more comfortable, and the metal frame creaks beneath my weight. This thing can't be helping my back, but eventually I achieve a vaguely acceptable position, and I draw my mask down and close my eyes. I just need to forget about the harsh sun outside and focus on the darkness, and then I'm sure I'll slip right off. 
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​Chapter Five 
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Another morning, after another night of fitful sleep. Staring at myself in the cracked little mirror on the shelf above the bucket, I force a smile. 

I'm so tired, and my whole body aches, but it's 6am so it's time to get to work. 

*** 
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Stepping out of the hut, I hold the satellite phone up and - 

“What the hell?” I stammer suddenly as I see a trail of blood that snakes its way across the snow and right up to the door of the hut. 

I step back, horrified by the sight, and my mind is racing as I try to figure out what must have happened here during the night. I drifted in and out of sleep, and I spent several hours fidgeting and trying to get comfortable, but I swear I didn't hear any unusual sounds. For this amount of blood to be all over the place, there would have had to be a considerable commotion, and there's even blood smeared across the hut's wall. 

Making my way out into the snow, I find that the scene is even worse than I'd realized. From what I can see, it would appear that something was heavily bleeding as it made its way across the clearing and right up to the door of the hut. I never lock that door, but it has a handle, which I guess is why it didn't open even if something pressed against it from the outside. There's no sign of a body anywhere, and a moment later I follow the trail as it continues around the side of the building and then heads off once again into the forest. It's as if some injured creature dragged itself to the door of the hut and then carried on. 

I look around, but now there's no sign of anything at all. Taking the camera from my pocket, I take some photos of the blood for later reference, and I can't help but notice that my hands are shaking. 

After wading back to the hut and setting the camera on the window ledge inside, I start once again trying to connect with the satellite phone. My hands are still shaking slightly and I can't deny that I'm feeling flustered, but I quickly tell myself that I need to stay calm. If there are a few foxes in the area, and they're getting into fights, then that's really none of my concern. I hold the phone up and wait, but of course I'm still unable to get any kind of connection. I don't understand how the satellite network can be down for two whole days straight, but apparently that's exactly what's happening. 

“Come on, guys,” I whisper, as I imagine all those satellites in orbit up there. “I need you to wake up.” 

*** 
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“Damn it!” 

Letting out a gasp of pain, I stop for a moment in the snow and try to get my breath and composure back. I'm out checking the stations again, but I think I'm starting to let the events of the past few days get to me. I can feel this low, rumbling sense of panic in the pit of my stomach, and I keep telling myself that I need to get a grip. Even as I reach station 21, I'm unable to properly focus on the task at hand, and I'm starting to worry that soon I'll let my work slip. I remember Doctor Foster warning me that all this isolation might be challenging, and I guess now I'm starting to understand what he meant. 

I crouch instead of kneeling, hoping that this might help my back, and then I reach out to remove the casing from station 21, only to find that it's already been smashed open. 

And the station itself has been destroyed. 

“What the hell?” I mutter, as I take a closer look. 

Sure enough, the entire recording device has been smashed, and the pieces have been left scattered in the snow. There's no way this could possibly have been an accident, and a moment later I spot a dark rock resting in the snow nearby. I guess that must have been used to destroy the device, although I'm pretty sure there's no way a fox could have done something like this. My mind is racing, and after a moment I look around to make sure that I'm truly alone out here. 

“Isolation magnifies things,” Doctor Foster told me before I set off. “Don't let your imagination run wild.” 

Looking back down at the station, I fiddle with it for a moment before realizing that it's definitely ruined. The study can survive the loss of some recording devices, but I'm more concerned with how this could have happened. For a few seconds I try to consider the possibilities, and in my mind's eye I see some crazed guy running through the forest and stopping to smash my equipment. I tell myself that I'm getting carried away, and then I relax a little as I realize that there's still so much that I don't know about the wildlife around here. 

What if a bird was carrying a rock, and happened to drop it straight onto the device? Sure, that's unlikely, but so are any of the other possible explanations. 

Forcing myself to stay calm, I make a note that station 21 is out of action, and then I get to my feet. I still have a lot of work to get done today, and I don't have time for conspiracy theories. 

*** 
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Several hours later, having found that the other stations seem to be undamaged, I reach station 49 and stop to get a reading. I've seen no further signs of activity in the area, and I've finally managed to convince myself that there's no need to be worried. I kneel to check the readings, and then I happen to glance ahead. 

I freeze as soon as I see the dead fox. 

For a moment, I can't quite believe that this is real. A second dead fox has been left gutted and mutilated, but this one – instead of being on the ground – has been hung from the branches of a tree. I briefly consider the various possibilities, and I run through a range of pretty absurd scenarios in which the fox could have ended up there, but then I slowly get to my feet as I realize that this thing seems to have been very deliberately arranged, almost put on display. 

I look around again, and this time I'm unable to shake the feeling that perhaps I'm not alone out here after all. I don't see tracks in the snow, other than my own, but heavy snowfall during the night could easily have covered up the signs that another person came by this way. 

Heading over to take a closer look at the dead fox, I'm struck by the fact that its killing seems almost ritualistic. Granted, I might be imagining things and seeing patterns that aren't there, but the fox has been cut open down the middle and its ribs have been opened up, almost as if they're on display. I also can't help but notice that the fox has been positioned so that it's facing station 49, and I feel a shiver pass through my chest as I consider the possibility that somehow this thing was placed here specifically for my benefit. 

No. 

I mustn't think like that. 

That's how people go crazy. 

I look around yet again, and now I can't shake the feeling that someone might be watching me. I search for any hint of a pair of eyes out there in the forest, but there's nothing, and I finally tell myself to slow down and try to think logically. I'm five hundred miles from human civilization, there's not even so much as an outpost town within two hundred miles, so what are the odds that some maniac has wandered up here and chanced upon me? 

Slim, but I guess also possible. 

Once I've collected the reading from the station, I set off again. I'm going to complete my circuit for the day, but I'll be glad when I get back to the hut, and I think starting from today I'm going to take a few extra precautions. Just in case. 

*** 
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Pushing the hut's door open, I step inside and grab the satellite phone so that I can once again check to see whether the signal has returned. It hasn't, of course, but I guess it has to come back at some point. I sure would like to talk to someone right now, if only to put my mind at rest. 

I set the phone down and reach out to get the camera, only to find that it's no longer on the window ledge. I look around and spot it on the desk, and as I head over I tell myself that I need to make sure that I'm thinking straight. At this rate, I'm liable to start misplacing and outright losing important pieces of equipment. I check that the camera still has enough battery, and then I head back outside before stopping suddenly. 

Am I being completely crazy here? 

I was planning to go back out there, to get a photo of the hanging fox, but now I'm starting to think that maybe I should stay at the hut and focus on other matters instead. I set the camera on the window ledge, and then I turn to look at the rifle that's been propped untouched in the corner ever since I arrived at the hut. Doctor Foster told me that I should get past my dislike of guns and learn to at least protect myself, but until this moment I've managed to convince myself that there's no need. Now, however, I step over and pick the rifle up, and then I look down at the box of ammunition. For a moment, I imagine myself heading outside and carrying out some target practice using a few old tins. 

No. 

No, I can't let myself get freaked out like this. 

I set the rifle back in its position, but I'm already starting to think that perhaps later or tomorrow I should get to know how the damn thing works a little better. Just in case I ever need to protect myself. 

For now, however, I'm going to focus on getting some work done. I'm going to forget all about the blood, and about the fox hanging from the tree, and I'm going to assume that those things are just random aspects of the natural world. For all I know, the fox climbed up to escape an attack and then fell, landing on a branch and becoming impaled. Not that I'm sure these foxes can climb trees, but I guess that's the most likely explanation. With that slightly reassuring thought in mind, I take a seat at the desk and I force myself to focus on my paperwork. 
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