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  To the original readers of my ‘Infected Books’.


  Thanks for waiting.




  





  The Swimmer




  They said I should have burned her with the rest of them. When everyone died I cleared this place out room by room, working for hours until every trace of dead flesh had been removed from the building. Except for her – the Swimmer.




  I found her a couple of days later, when she’d just started to move. I don’t know how I missed her before: poor bitch must have been about to take a dip in the pool when it caught

  her, and the doors had swung shut, trapping her inside the changing room. When I first found her she was shuffling about in the shadows like those on the other side of the boundary fence,

  constantly dragging herself from one end of the room to the other, backwards and forward, walking into walls and lockers, tripping over upturned benches and other obstructions. She looked pretty

  comical crashing around, stupid almost, but I wasn’t laughing. I was too scared. I still am.




  When the others got here we talked for hours about getting rid of her. Ginnie and Sean were dead against the idea of keeping her inside the building with us, even though there was no way she

  could get out into any other part of the hotel. Howard and Amir came around to my way of thinking pretty quickly: it made sense to keep watch on her – Christ, those bloody bodies had dragged

  themselves up onto their feet after they’d been lying dead for days. None of us knew what they might do next. The Swimmer would show us – in a perverse way she’s helped us to stay

  alive. Shut away in the changing room as she is, sheltered from the rest of the dead world outside, we’ve been able to watch her decay and change. She’s shown us how the dead have

  evolved – what they’ve become.




  The changes have been gradual; sometimes nothing happens for days, then she’ll react differently to one of us and we’ll know that the hundreds of thousands of bodies on the other

  side of the fence will soon be doing the same. None of what’s happened to the world makes any sense, but what’s happening to the dead makes the least sense of all: as they’ve

  continued to rot, so their control and coordination has somehow returned. It’s like they’re starting to think again, and make decisions. Sometime soon I’m sure they’ll reach

  the point where they’ve decayed to such an extent they can no longer keep moving – but when will that be? More to the point, what will they be capable of by then?




  It was a week after the day everyone died when I first realised she was watching me. For a week her movements had been uncoordinated, random – and then suddenly she could see and hear

  again. Her dark eyes stared back at me whenever I approached. And when Howard’s dog barked she reacted too; she lurched towards the window and hammered her hands against the glass as if she

  was trying to escape. As the days passed her reactions seemed to slow down. They became more deliberate and less instinctive. I realised she was regaining control.




  I’ve spent hours watching her since then. Sometimes it’s like I can’t take my eyes off her, even though she disgusts me. I’m sure I saw her here before she died; I

  remember a once-pretty round face, heart-shaped lips, slightly upturned nose and short, dark-brown hair flecked with highlights. Joanna, I think her name was. Her subsequent deterioration has been

  remarkable. Even in here, where she’s protected from the weather and the worst of the insects, I’m astonished at how quickly she has been reduced to a grotesque shadow of the person she

  once was. The colour of her flesh has changed from the white-pink of life to a cold blue-grey. Her skin has shrivelled in places and slipped in others. There are bags under her bulging eyes where

  her mottled flesh has sagged. Her body is almost turning itself inside out. Gravity has dragged her rotting guts down and now they’re dripping out between her unsteady legs. Even from the

  other side of the door I can smell the stench of her decay.




  It’s almost two months since this nightmare began. Recently the Swimmer’s behaviour has changed again. Perhaps it’s my imagination, but she seems more aware than ever now

  – not just more aware of me and the others but more self-aware too. I don’t know if she has any memory of who she used to be, or if she understands what she has become, but

  whatever she does or doesn’t know, a couple of days ago I swear I caught her trying to open the door. I found her leaning up against it, banging her right hand down on the handle repeatedly.

  She eventually noticed me standing at the window and stopped. She looked at me for a few seconds, then she stumbled back into the shadows. If she’d run at the glass I’d have been less

  concerned, but she didn’t: she actually moved away. She saw that I was watching her and she tried to hide.




  Yesterday afternoon, for a short time, she stood in the middle of the room looking back at me through the window. I couldn’t take my eyes off her grotesque face and I found myself

  wondering again who she might have been before she died. Does she see me and remember what she once was, or does she see me as a threat? Am I her enemy?




  I’ve begun to hate her. She’s one corpse in a world filled with millions, but because she’s in here with us, I’ve begun to focus all my pain and frustration directly on

  her. Sometimes I feel like she’s taunting me, and it’s all I can do not to destroy her. Yesterday when she was watching me I stood on the other side of the door with an axe in my hands

  for what felt like for ever. I wanted so badly to cut her down to nothing, batter her into memory.




  But I know I can’t harm her; we still need her.
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  Webb kicked his way through the litter behind the counter of the petrol station kiosk. Even though they’d been here several times before and

  had cleared the place out, he hoped he’d find one last packet of cigarettes, something that he’d missed last time, or a previously overlooked bottle of drink, maybe – it was

  always worth a look. Christ, what he’d give for a can of lager right now.




  What was that? He could hear an engine – no, more than that, he could hear three engines: the bike and both the vans. Bloody hell, they were going without him! The fucking idiots

  were leaving him behind— No time to think. He scrambled back over the counter, plunged through the mess of twisted metal and broken glass where the entrance door used to be and ran out

  into the middle of the forecourt.




  ‘Wait!’ he screamed. Had they not heard him when he told them he was going back to check the kiosk again? He caught a glimpse of the roof of the Transit van as it raced back towards

  the flats, a momentary flash of sunlight on metal which was gone in a second, but it was enough to leave him in no doubt that he was now completely alone. Alone, that was, apart from a fractious

  mob of more than two hundred dead bodies fast closing in on him. The whine of the engines faded away into echoes, and all Webb could hear was his own panting. He covered his mouth, desperate to

  stifle the noise but knowing it was already too late.




  What are my options? he asked himself. Can’t go back into the store – the back door’s blocked. They’ll follow me in and I’ll be trapped.




  He looked around the forecourt and caught sight of the green-and-yellow-liveried tanker they’d been siphoning fuel from. Could he climb on top of it, maybe wait until something else

  distracted them? It might well work, but it would take time, and although the sky was clear immediately above him, it’d been filling with threatening grey rainclouds all afternoon. And it

  would be dark soon. He didn’t relish the prospect of being stranded on top of the tanker all night, soaked through and surrounded by rotting flesh.




  So that left only one option: he’d have to run.




  Webb surveyed the opposition and gripped his weapon tight. His baseball bat had four six-inch nails hammered through its end, making it a rudimentary but undeniably effective modern-day

  variation on the mediaeval mace. It might’ve been basic, but over the weeks he’d used it to get rid of literally hundreds of these vile, germ-infested bastards, and he was thankful for

  it.




  Vast swathes of disintegrating corpses were advancing from all sides, so it didn’t matter which direction he chose. He yanked the loose helmet off the withered head of a dead motorcyclist

  lying at his feet and spun around like an Olympic hammer thrower before letting go of the helmet. It flew towards the store, smashing through what was left of the front window and filling the air

  with ugly noise. The nearest of the shambling cadavers turned and began to shuffle towards the building, their movements in turn attracting more and more of the dumb fuckers, who followed like

  sheep, buying him a few precious seconds’ breathing space. Webb held his position as the crowd surged predictably, then ran the other way.




  He could still just about hear the bike in the distance; its powerful engine was louder than the two vans combined and he knew he’d probably be able to hear it until it reached the flats,

  which were only just over a mile away. If the streets were clear he’d probably be able to run there in ten minutes – the problem was, the streets were never clear any more. Between here

  and home there were thousands upon thousands of corpses, crammed together shoulder to shoulder, and one of the nearest had just lifted its bony arms and begun lurching forward in his direction.

  With a grunt of effort he lifted the baseball bat and swung it into the creature’s chest, sweeping it off its already unsteady feet. Another swing, this time in the opposite direction, and

  two more swaying corpses were hacked down.




  Three gone, he thought to himself as he started running again, just a few thousand more to go.




  Christ, he hated the smell of these bloody things. The stench was always there now, hanging in the air like an ever-present fug, but it was a thousand times worse at close quarters. He dropped

  his shoulder and charged into the middle of the crowd straight ahead. Most of the bodies were too slow to react and they toppled like dominos, each one causing more of them to fall. Webb kept

  moving, leaping over their slow, grabbing hands as he held his weapon out in front of him like a battering ram, using its rounded end to smash them out of the way. A sudden unexpected gap in the

  crowd opened up as the repulsive remains of a forty-eight-day-dead traffic warden still dressed in the rotting remnants of its black uniform threw itself angrily at him, moving with a sudden burst

  of unexpected speed and ferocity. Webb had seen more and more of them attacking like this recently and he didn’t like it. The faster ones scared the hell out of him, although he’d never

  admit it to any of the others. He couldn’t understand how something which had been dead for weeks could be getting stronger. For a split-second he looked up into what was left of the traffic

  warden’s hideously decomposed face before swinging the baseball bat around again and burying the points of two six-inch nails deep in the side of its skull.




  Shit! It was stuck! He’d hit the body with such force that the sharp metal spikes were wedged tight into the bony skull and he couldn’t get his weapon free. He yanked hard,

  but succeeded only in pulling the thrashing body to the ground. It lay squirming at his feet as more and more of them closed in on him. He could almost feel their fingers on his back now; he

  imagined them clawing and scratching him while he was trying to free the nails from the body’s skull. Stay calm, Webb thought to himself, struggling to keep himself from panicking.

  They’re dead. I’m alive. I can do this . . .




  He stamped his boot down across the throat of the writhing corpse. The dead traffic warden, now flat on its back with its arms and legs flailing wildly, glared up at him with a single dark eye.

  The other had been gouged out of its socket by the force of the baseball bat. Moving with frantic speed, Webb began twisting the bat backwards and forwards, all the time keeping the pressure on the

  corpse under his foot. As the other corpses congregated around him, getting closer with every passing moment, Webb yanked the bat from side to side and around and around in a desperate attempt to

  sever the head. Long-dead flesh, muscle and cartilage began to tear and brittle bone snapped and as the final few troublesome connecting sinews gave way and the body finally lay still, he stomped

  angrily on its neck. He took a deep breath of the germ-filled air, lifted the bat (with dead head still attached) and swung it out in front of him as he started running again.




  Now, as Webb forced himself to keep moving, pushing his way through an almost impenetrable forest of cadavers, he recalled the conversation between Hollis and Lorna on their way out to the

  petrol station, less than an hour earlier. Hollis always annoyed him, but he knew Hollis’d been right when he told Lorna, ‘If you’re surrounded, do anything but stop. Stand still

  and you’ll have a hundred of them onto you in seconds. Keep moving, and they can’t get you. You’ve got speed, strength and control on your side; you can be gone before

  they’ve even realised you’re there.’ Webb was trying not to panic as he wondered how the hell he was supposed to ‘keep moving’ when suddenly all he could see in front

  of him was a brick wall. He changed direction and dived to his left. Just keep moving, he told himself again, willing his already tired legs to keep working. Another swipe of the baseball

  bat (and still-impaled head) knocked another trio of bodies off their feet, and those immediately behind fell over the fallen corpses in their hopelessly uncoordinated attempts to get to Webb.




  Stupid fuckers, he thought as he pushed another pair of them away before dropping his shoulder once again and bulldozing through a pile of them, clearing the way for him to scramble up a

  slippery grassy bank towards the road. He cursed as he reached the top, shook himself and started to sprint again. His muscles were burning with effort now.




  The wide carriageway ahead was packed solid with corpses. Maybe it’s not as bad as it looks, he tried to reassure himself as he barged past the nearest few. The dead had such a lack

  of colour about them that it was sometimes difficult to make out any detail. Weeks of decomposition had eliminated many of their distinguishing features; different skin colourings and

  individualistic markings – freckles, tattoos, scars – had all been bleached away by decay, so that the endless crowds now appeared to have mutated into a single dead ‘race’.

  Their ragged clothing was so stained with dirt, blood, mould and seepage that now they all looked as if they were wearing a kind of grey-green uniform. The upshot of all this, Webb decided as he

  threw a pretty decent punch at another one which had shown a little control and lashed out at him with gnarled, twisted hands, was that he couldn’t tell whether there were a hundred of them

  up ahead or a thousand.




  Just keep moving.




  Webb found himself in a narrow sliver of space with just enough room to swing the baseball bat again. He struck out in an arc and made contact with the neck of an advancing dead pensioner,

  hitting it with sufficient force to throw the skeletal frame up into the air like a ragdoll; it also loosened the traffic warden’s impaled head, and Webb’s second swing was enough to

  dislodge the decapitated head completely. He watched in amazement, thinking to himself, That’s just about the most bizarre home run I’ll ever score! as the head went spinning

  high up into the grey sky above the massive crowd. He followed its flight until it crashed back down to earth, when a sudden surge of bodies forced him into action again.




  Keep moving . . .




  The ground beneath his feet was unexpectedly slippery; when he looked down he saw that he was ankle-deep in a foul-smelling slurry of human remains. A mixture of nerves and adrenalin helped him

  keep his stomach under control, rather than reacting to the gross stench of the bloody mire. He knew that this appalling mud-slide of rotting flesh and dismembered body parts was, perversely, a

  good sign: this gruesome wake had been left by the bike and two vans which had abandoned him. They’d made their base in a block of flats just over the next ridge, and this grisly trail was

  leading him home, if he could just keep his footing . . .




  No sooner had Webb had that thought than another unexpected rush of movement from the restless crowd caused him to trip and he landed on his backside, deep in the obnoxious mess. Webb gave

  silent, heartfelt thanks for the heavy motorcycle leathers he wore whenever he was outside. All around him an endless number of cadavers ceaselessly strived to get closer to him, slipping and

  scrambling over the remains of their brethren.




  Webb struggled to get back on his feet as the soles of his boots kept sliding in the noisome muck. At last he managed to get onto all fours (doing everything he could to avoid looking down and

  seeing exactly what his knees and gloved hands were sinking into) before using the baseball bat for support and forcing himself back up. Panting heavily, he threw himself into the next wave of

  bodies, heading towards the top of the hill.




  It wasn’t far now: he just had to get over the rise and down the other side, then take the narrow track which snaked around the dilapidated garages behind the flats. Christ, what

  he’d give to be back there now. Thankfully, the frantic physical exertion was taking the edge off his fear – he didn’t have time to be scared. Instead, he had to concentrate on

  moving forward, smashing his way past body after body after body: something which used to be a school teacher, another which had once been a chef, a car mechanic, a librarian, personal trainer . .

  . but whatever these hideous things had once been didn’t matter any more. He didn’t give any of them even a split-second’s thought before destroying them with as much force as he

  could muster. He was getting tired now; the muscles in his neck and shoulders were aching, but he couldn’t stop yet.




  God, this hill is taking for ever, he thought, but even though gravity and the slippery slope had slowed him down, and at the same time the corpses seemed to be hurling themselves at him

  with unprecedented force, he’d almost made it. As he finally neared the top, he thought, Maybe the other side will be clear and I’ll be able to take a bit of a breather?




  Webb didn’t stop running when he reached the summit but made the most of the velocity he’d finally achieved to power down the steep descent on the other side. Still holding the

  baseball bat out in front of him, he ploughed into an even deeper sea of constantly shifting undead flesh, silently repeating his mantra to himself over and over: Just keep moving. Just keep

  moving . . .




  The huge crowd which now engulfed him was almost completely silent. These creatures didn’t speak or moan or groan; the only sounds came from their heavy feet dragging along the ground, and

  the constant buzzing of the millions of insects which were gorging themselves on a never-ending supply of decaying flesh – and Webb’s own laboured breathing. But just for a moment, he

  was sure he could hear something else. He swung the bat into the chest of a peculiarly lopsided corpse, then stopped when he heard the sound in the distance again: it was an engine.




  Thank God, he thought, they’ve finally realised they left me behind; they’ve come back for me! With renewed energy he threw himself forward yet again, knocking a

  half-dozen scrambling bodies down like skittles.




  The noise was definitely getting closer. He could make out two engines this time – the bike and one of the vans, perhaps – and they were fast approaching. There was a change in the

  behaviour and direction of the foetid crowd around him: suddenly he was no longer the sole focus of attention as many bodies turned and started to stagger away from him.




  He was desperate to let the others know exactly where he was – if he didn’t, there was a good chance they’d drive straight into the middle of the crowd looking for him, and

  might even run him over – he stopped using the baseball bat as a weapon and instead shoved it into the air above his head as a marker.




  ‘Over here!’ he screamed at the top of his voice as he anxiously barged through the dead, fighting past them as if he was the sole passenger trying to get off a train that everyone

  else wanted to get on to. He heard the van and bike stop.




  ‘We can see you,’ Hollis’ distinctive voice yelled back. ‘Now get your fucking head down and get over here!’




  Webb knew what was coming next. They’d had to do this kind of thing before, after all. He immediately dropped to the ground and started crawling furiously away on his hands and knees.

  Speed was suddenly more important than ever now; he had to get as close as he could to the others before—




  —a sudden searing blast of light and heat tore through the crowd a matter of yards behind him. He kept moving forward, ignoring the pain in his knees and wrists, as the bodies all around

  him began to converge on the area into which Hollis had just hurled a crude, but effective, petrol bomb. They’d discovered the cadavers were attracted to the sudden burst of light and heat

  – the stupid things tried to get as close to the epicentre of the blast as they could, oblivious to the fact that when they succeeded, they burned. Webb could already smell the corpses

  nearest to the petrol bomb; they were smouldering nicely.




  Now the crowd had thinned sufficiently for Webb to risk getting up and running again. He could see the van and the bike waiting behind the gutted remains of a burned-out coach, parked at such an

  angle that the dead weren’t able to get too close. He pushed through the final few figures and slipped between the side of the coach and the front of the van. Hollis lobbed another two bombs

  directly over his head and watched them detonate deep in the heart of the maggot-ridden mob.




  ‘Idiot,’ Jas, the bike-rider, snarled.




  ‘I told Lorna I was going back in,’ Webb said.




  ‘We’ll argue about it later, let’s just get out of here,’ Jas sighed wearily as he climbed back onto his machine, then, as Webb moved towards him, ‘Piss off!

  You’re not getting on here like that. Look at the state of you – you’re covered in all kinds of shit.’




  Webb looked down at his blood and gore-soaked leathers. With a grimace he bent down and picked a piece of scalp, complete with a clump of lank brown hair, out of a crease in his trousers and

  tossed it away with a look of disgust.




  ‘You’re not coming in here either,’ Hollis snapped, looking him up and down. ‘You’ll have to hold onto the back of the Transit.’




  He was too tired to argue. He picked up his trusty baseball bat and climbed wearily up onto the footplate at the back of the van.




  Jas pulled up alongside him and shouted over the roar of the bike, ‘And when we get back you make sure you wash yourself down before you take one step inside. I don’t want to be

  stepping through your shit all night!’




  Webb didn’t respond. He tightened his grip on the bars of the roof-rack as they began to move away and looked back over his shoulder, watching the smoke rise up from the burning crowds.

  One of the dead, its clothes and hair aflame, had broken free and staggered after the van like the last firework on Bonfire night, dropping to the ground only after its last remaining muscles had

  burned away to nothing.




  Is that the best you can do? Webb mumbled to himself. Is that all you’ve got left?
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  Webb was cold and tired and angry. He stormed up to the third floor and headed straight for the communal flat where most of the small group spent

  much of their time. He barged into the living room, almost tripping over Anita, who was asleep on the floor. She had her head on a cushion and her legs stretched out just in front of the door. Her

  grubby velour tracksuit was almost the same colour as the carpet.




  ‘You left me,’ he yelled when he found Lorna, ‘you bloody well left me!’




  Lorna was sitting on the threadbare sofa in the corner of the room. She barely lifted her eyes from her magazine.




  Anita groaned at him to shut up.




  ‘Yeah,’ Lorna mumbled, her voice devoid of any sincerity, ‘really sorry about that, Webb.’




  ‘You stupid bitch,’ he shouted, her lack of concern only increasing his anger, ‘I could have been killed!’




  ‘Now there’s a thought.’




  ‘Did you not even notice I wasn’t there? Did you not realise the seat next to you was empty?’




  Lorna sighed and finally lowered her magazine. ‘Sorry, Webb,’ she said, her voice now dripping with sincerity, ‘the truth is I did notice that you hadn’t made it

  back. The problem was, I was trying to drive a van filled with cans of petrol through a crowd of dead bodies. I could either turn back to get you and risk being blown to kingdom come, or I

  could just keep going. We both managed to get home in one piece, didn’t we? I’d say I made the right decision—’




  ‘You bitch,’ he yelled, ‘you wouldn’t be so cocky if it was you who’d been left behind. If I’d been in the van—’




  ‘Two things to say to that,’ she interrupted, pointing her finger at him. ‘One, I wouldn’t have gone mooching around for fags when I’d been given a job to

  do, and two, you can’t drive.’




  ‘You always have to bring that up, don’t you? You’ve got a problem because I—’




  ‘No, you’ve got the problem; I couldn’t care less if you could drive two cars at the same time. I just think you need to start—’




  ‘Will you two shut up arguing?’ Caron demanded as she entered the room carrying a pile of recently looted clothing. ‘You’re like a couple of kids – for crying out

  loud, look out of the window, will you? The whole world’s dead and all you ever do is fight with each other.’




  ‘We don’t have to look out the window, Caron,’ Lorna sighed. ‘We’ve just been outside, remember?’




  ‘And we’re all very grateful,’ Caron replied calmly, refusing to allow herself to be drawn into the same pointless argument they had on a regular basis. ‘Thank you, both

  of you. Now will you please stop fighting and start trying to get on with each other.’




  ‘Yes, Mum,’ Webb mumbled.




  Insensitive prick, Lorna thought. Caron had been a mother – up until the day she’d spent almost an hour trying to resuscitate her seventeen-year-old son Matthew, oblivious to the

  fact that the rest of the world outside her front door had just dropped dead as well. Still, she thought, at least Caron’s trying to come to terms with what’s happened, which was more

  than could be said for some of the others. She glanced over at Ellie, who was sitting in an armchair beside the door cradling a plastic doll which was never going to be any kind of a replacement

  for the seven-month-old daughter who had died in her arms that first morning of the nightmare. Everyone knew it was wrong, but Lorna couldn’t bring herself to say anything. Webb watched her

  too, scowling at the way she talked to the damn thing, and how she tucked it into her anorak and kept checking it was warm, planting kisses on its cold plastic cheek. He thought she was a nutter.

  He might have a point.




  Caron dumped the pile of clothes on the arm of the sofa and gazed out of the window. This was one of the few apartments in the block which was still fully glazed; most of the others had either

  been smashed by vandals or boarded up long before the infection made vandals a thing of the past. She found it hard to believe she’d actually ended up here – she’d driven past

  these flats hundreds of times before the world had fallen apart: this estate was the last place on the planet she’d ever wanted to live. The three grotesque concrete constructions had both

  dominated and blighted the local landscape for decades; the decision to demolish the dilapidated two-winged buildings which had once housed hundreds of underprivileged families had been announced

  by the housing authority more than a year ago, but thanks no doubt to pointless local government bureaucracy, bickering and red tape, they’d only got as far as taking down one and a half

  towers before the whole country – maybe even the whole world, for all they knew – had been reduced to ruin. They could have packed up and moved on to somewhere better, but they

  hadn’t. Most of the others had been content to stay – after all, she thought, this was probably as good as they were used to – and she hadn’t the nerve to break out

  alone.




  Webb left the room again as quickly and angrily as he’d entered, cursing under his breath.He slammed the door behind him and the sound echoed around the flat like a gunshot. Caron cringed.

  Ellie held her doll closer, soothing her. Lorna shook her head and continued to read her magazine.




  Caron looked out over the dead world outside, beyond the ever-shifting (and ever-growing) sea of bodies on the other side of the blockade of cars and rubble at the foot of the hill and into the

  far distance. She found herself doing this a dozen times a day, pretty much every time she looked out of the window. She traced her route home along the once-familiar suburban roads which were now

  barely recognisable. From her elevated position she could see Wilmington Avenue, and from there she counted the rooftops until her eyes settled upon number thirty-two, her house. Her

  precious home, which she’d tended for years, and where her dead son still lay on his back in the middle of the kitchen floor – at least that was where she hoped he was. She didn’t

  allow herself to think about the alternative; she couldn’t cope with the thought of her boy endlessly dragging himself through the streets like the rest of those vile creatures out there.




  Her breath was misting up the cold glass in front of her face. She wiped it clear and caught her own reflection. She looked so old and haggard today, her grey-blonde hair limp and lifeless.

  She’d have killed for a hot bath and some pampering. She still had plenty of make-up and beauty products in her room, but what was the point?




  ‘So how was it today?’




  ‘Same as usual,’ Lorna grunted, still flicking through her magazine.




  ‘The neighbours seem a little more restless,’ Caron said. She still couldn’t bring herself to call them bodies or corpses, let alone any of the thoughtless, disrespectful

  expressions the others used. At least none of them used the ‘Z’ word. It was easier just to refer to them as the neighbours; then, in her mind at least, she could shut the door and

  close the curtains on them and forget they existed, just like she’d done with that awful man Gary Ross, who’d lived and died over the road from her in Wilmington Avenue.




  ‘Some of them were a bit wild,’ Lorna answered at last, after Caron kept watching her, waiting for a proper response. ‘There was nothing we couldn’t handle.’




  ‘So what happened with him?’




  ‘Who, Webb?’ she replied, looking up momentarily. ‘Just what I said: he decided he’d go off looting, so I decided to teach him a lesson. I’m sick of the rest of us

  having to risk our necks because of him. Bloke’s a bloody idiot.’




  ‘It sounds like he was nearly a dead idiot.’




  ‘Maybe. He always makes things sound worse than they are. Anyway, it serves him right.’




  Caron closed her eyes and leant against the glass. What had she ever done to deserve being trapped in this horrible place, surrounded by these horrible people? She looked out of the window again

  and focused once more on the grey slate roof of her house. She squinted, trying to block out the thousands of cadavers, wishing she could just make them disappear.




  Wilmington Avenue was five minutes’ drive by car, but number thirty-two and the world she’d left behind felt a million miles away.
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  On a fifth-floor balcony three men stood together drinking beer and watching the dead. A three-quarters-full moon hanging high in the empty sky

  above them provided the only illumination.




  ‘Is that a corpse?’ Stokes asked, pointing down into the shadows below.




  Hollis peered into the darkness, momentarily concerned; the figure was moving with far too much coordination and control. After a moment he relaxed. ‘Nah,’ he yawned,

  ‘it’s Harte.’




  Hollis watched as the tall man walked over to the left side of the building and looked through the motley collection of buckets, bathtubs, wheelbarrows and paddling pools the group had left

  outside to gather rainwater. He filled a jug from what looked like a large plastic plant-pot, then wandered back inside. For a moment everything was still again.




  ‘So what exactly happened with Webb today?’ Stokes asked, disturbing the silence.




  ‘He’s a liability,’ Hollis said quietly, leaning over the metal railings.




  ‘He’s a fucking idiot,’ Jas said from just behind him.




  Stokes shuffled forward, manoeuvring his sizeable bulk around the limited space on the balcony so he could reach another beer. He snapped back the ring-pull and held the can out in front of him

  as the gassy froth bubbled up and dribbled over the edge. He wiped his hand dry on his threadbare cardigan, took a long swig, then bustled himself back into his original position next to Hollis.

  ‘He’s just a kid, that’s all,’ he said, stifling a belch. ‘He’s all right.’




  ‘He’s got to learn to keep himself under control, not let himself get distracted,’ Jas sighed. ‘We’ve all got to be smarter when we’re out there.’ He

  stamped on an empty can, flattening it under his boot with a satisfying crunch, then picked it up and pushed his way to the front of the balcony between Stokes and Hollis. He flicked his wrist and

  hurled the can out into the darkness like a Frisbee, watching the moonlight light its curved path downwards until it clattered against a half-demolished wall near the remains of the second block of

  flats. The sharp, unexpected sound caused a noticeable ripple of inquisitive movement within the ranks of the nearby dead. As Jas stared out into the night he thought he could see a sudden

  momentary swell of interest amongst the tightly packed corpses on the other side of the wall of rubble and wrecked cars they’d erected to keep the hordes at bay.




  ‘We’ve just got to be sensible,’ Hollis said, ‘just keep doing what we’re doing until they’ve rotted away to nothing. We’re not prisoners here –

  we can keep going out and getting what we need when we need it. We’re the ones in charge here, after all. Those things will only ever be able to get to us if we let them.’




  ‘Webb’s the one who’s going to get someone killed – maybe we should leave him here next time,’ Jas suggested.




  ‘He’s a bit of a loose cannon,’ Stokes agreed, but added, ‘don’t write him off – he just needs to learn how to keep himself under control, that’s

  all.’




  ‘I’ve seen dead bodies in the streets with more control than him,’ Jas grumbled as he stomped on another empty can.




  ‘Don’t joke about it,’ Hollis said, leaning over to one side as the second crushed can flew past his ear. ‘Did you see that one today?’




  ‘Which one?’




  ‘The one with the branch.’




  ‘What are you talking about?’ Stokes asked, confused.




  Hollis explained, ‘It was just after we’d filled the first van. One of the dead came marching out through the middle of the crowd dragging half a bloody tree behind it.’




  ‘Must have got itself caught up,’ Jas suggested, sounding only half-interested.




  ‘That’s what I thought,’ he continued, ‘but I was watching it, and—’




  ‘And what?’




  Hollis paused, as if he wasn’t entirely sure what he was trying to say. ‘And I swear it was trying to pick it up and use it.’




  ‘Use it for what?’




  ‘A weapon, I guess. Maybe it was planning on attacking us with it.’




  ‘You’re worried about being attacked by a corpse carrying a branch?’ Stokes said, smirking. ‘Christ, mate, you’re going soft! There’s thousands of them out

  there, and they’re all ready to gouge your bloody eyes out. I don’t think we need to lose any sleep over one who thinks it’s going to kill you with a bit of tree!’




  Christ, Hollis thought, Stokes can be a pain in the backside at times. Talk about being an insensitive, uneducated prick. ‘You are a fucking idiot,’ he cursed, amazed

  that he was even having to spell out his concerns, ‘it’s not what it was carrying that bothers me; it’s the fact it was carrying anything at all. Have you seen any of them

  carry anything before now?’




  ‘No, but—’




  ‘Exactly! The last thing we want is for them to start picking stuff up and starting to—’




  ‘Are you sure it was carrying the branch?’ Jas interrupted.




  ‘I was only looking at it for a few seconds,’ he admitted, ‘and there were loads of them around us—’




  ‘—so don’t get wound up about it. It was probably nothing – like I said, maybe it just got caught up—’




  ‘Maybe, but what if—?’




  ‘Never mind what if,’ Stokes snapped, ‘let’s just concentrate on what we know they’re capable of, shall we?’




  ‘And what’s that?’ Jas asked.




  ‘Fuck-all!’ he laughed. His bellowing voice echoed around the desolate estate, bouncing off the walls of the empty buildings.




  ‘What I think,’ Webb suddenly announced from the darkness behind them, ‘is that we should go out there tomorrow and start burning them again. And this time we should keep at it

  until there’s nothing left of any of them.’




  ‘You’re a bloody pyromaniac, Webb – you’re the reason we had to go out there to get more fuel today in the first place,’ Hollis reminded him.




  ‘It’s got to be worth it to get rid of a few hundred of them though, hasn’t it?’




  ‘Problem is, you don’t get rid of hundreds of them, do you? How many was it you managed last time?’




  ‘Fuck off,’ Webb said, helping himself to the last can of beer. ‘At least I’m trying to do something.’




  ‘Seven, wasn’t it?’ Stokes laughed, leaning across and flicking up the peak of Webb’s ubiquitous baseball cap. ‘He takes two cans full of petrol right down to the

  edge of the crowd and he only manages to get rid of seven of them! You’ve got to try hard to be that useless!’




  ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ he started angrily, pulling his cap back down, ‘the wind changed direction before I could—’




  ‘Funniest thing I’ve seen since all this started,’ Stokes howled, ‘you running away from that fire with all those bodies just standing there watching you! Bloody

  priceless!’




  ‘At least I stopped them getting any closer,’ Webb said grumpily.




  ‘No, you didn’t,’ Hollis said quietly. ‘They stopped getting closer long before you started with your party tricks. It’s been days since any of them tried to get

  over the barrier.’




  ‘Why is that?’ Jas asked, suddenly more serious. ‘Why do you think they’re holding back?’




  ‘They’re waiting for Webb to go back out there,’ Stokes said, still laughing. ‘They’re waiting for you to entertain them, mate. Or maybe they want you to light

  another fire to keep them warm!’




  ‘Fuck you, Stokes.’ Webb slumped against the wall and swigged his beer.




  ‘I thought you were going to show us how to keep him under control,’ Hollis said quietly.




  ‘I am,’ Stokes whispered back. ‘He needs putting in his place. If we tell him he did a great job getting rid of seven of them, he’ll be back out there tomorrow morning

  trying to do it again, just like he’s the fucking Terminator or something.’




  Hollis could see Stokes’ point of view, but he wasn’t convinced. He thought perhaps Stokes continually put Webb down for no other reason other than to make himself feel better.




  ‘No one answered my question,’ Jas said.




  ‘What question?’ Stokes mumbled.




  ‘Why do you think they’re holding back?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘The bodies, you moron.’




  ‘Well, it ain’t because of Webb!’




  Hollis stared out at the vast crowd of corpses. In the low light the thousands of individual figures merged together to form a single unending mass of decaying flesh. ‘No way of knowing

  for sure, is there?’ he finally admitted.




  ‘But what do you think?’ Jas pushed. ‘What’s your gut feeling?’




  ‘That they’re either too scared to come any closer, or they’re biding their time.’




  ‘Biding their time?’ Stokes protested. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’




  ‘Maybe they’re waiting for us to drop our guard? Maybe they’re waiting for us to come out into the open so they can make their move and attack. They’ve got us outnumbered

  by more than a thousand to one, after all.’




  ‘Bullshit,’ Stokes said, ‘they’re not waiting for us.’




  ‘Like I said, we should just go out there in the morning and get rid of the whole fucking lot of them,’ Webb shouted from the shadows. ‘And if we can’t get rid of them,

  then we should just keep pushing them back until there’s at least a mile between the nearest one of them and me.’
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  ‘Where are we going again?’ sighed Driver, picking a lump of dried food out of his untidy beard and flicking it under the table.




  Hollis held his head in his hands for a moment, then jabbed his finger down onto the map. ‘Kingsway Road,’ he growled, ‘halfway down, going towards town, just before you get to

  the station. Haven’t you been listening?’




  ‘That’s the old twenty-three route,’ Driver answered, suddenly marginally more animated. ‘I know where you mean now.’




  ‘Thank God for that.’ He made momentary eye-contact with Harte, who shared his concerns about Driver – Christ, they didn’t even know his real name, did they? The

  man’d turned up at the flats in the bus he’d been driving when the infection had first struck. He’d picked up several other survivors along the way, but he had been disturbingly

  vague about what had happened to him. Lorna had been one of his passengers, and she had told Hollis she’d found a woman’s carcase wedged under one of the seats. The smell of the

  decomposing grandmother had been strong enough for her to notice long before she’d managed to find her booted foot sticking out from under one of the front seats. Apparently Driver had been

  driving around with her rotting in the front of his bus for days, and he hadn’t even noticed.




  He’d been less than forthcoming with any personal details, so in the end they’d decided on the unimaginative label of ‘Driver’, partly because he still wore his uniform,

  but mainly because of his pre-apocalypse job. Good job they’d not had to adopt the same naming-strategy for the rest of them, Hollis thought to himself with a wry smile. Jas could probably

  have got away with ‘Security’, and Harte would have quite suited ‘Teacher’. Caron might have been quietly pleased to have been given the moniker of ‘Housewife’

  – although he’d have bet good money that whinging, repressed Gordon, the warehouse manager, would probably have insisted they call her ‘Homemaker’ in a pointless effort to

  be politically correct. He decided he would have christened Webb ‘Young Offender’ and Stokes would be ‘Failed Store Manager and Alcoholic’. Ellie, Lorna and Anita

  didn’t have many distinguishing traits; by rights they would have all been labelled ‘Unemployed’ – and that, he decided, would have just been confusing. He didn’t like

  to group Lorna with the other two girls, even though they were of a similar age and background. He liked her. She had more about her than the rest of them.




  ‘What’s the name of this place we’re looking for again?’ Harte asked, leaning over the map to get a better view. Caron looked at the business phone directory in her lap

  and ran her finger down the page.




  ‘Shaylor’s,’ she answered once she’d found the right advert, ‘wholesale cash and carry for retailers. More than twenty thousand lines, including a wide range of

  fresh and frozen food, groceries, beers, wines, spirits, tobacco and non-food items.’




  ‘Sounds perfect,’ Stokes chipped in. ‘Maybe we should move in there. It’d be a hell of a lot easier than going out looting all the time.’




  Jas, sitting across the table, shook his head. ‘Have you been down the Kingsway Road recently?’




  ‘You know I haven’t.’




  ‘It’ll probably be crawling with corpses.’




  ‘Isn’t everywhere?’




  ‘Can’t we find anywhere safer?’ Gordon piped up from his usual position by the window. ‘Do we really need to risk going so deep into town just to get booze and

  cigarettes?’




  ‘Last time I checked you weren’t risking anything, Gord,’ Stokes said. ‘How long’s it been since you last went out?’




  ‘I’ve got problems with my hip; you know I have,’ he answered quickly, rattling off his stock excuse. ‘Seriously, I’d just hold you all up and slow you down.

  I’ve been on the waiting list for a replacement for more than two years, you know.’




  ‘Well, you’re not going to get your operation now, are you, mate? You might as well get used to the pain and start pulling your weight.’




  ‘Let it go,’ Hollis sighed. He was tired of having to act like everyone’s dad, and he wasn’t in the mood to referee yet another slanging match – and to tell the

  truth, he didn’t particularly want to risk being out in the open with someone as useless as Gordon anyway. Five-foot-nothing, skinny as a rake, little piggy eyes – he seemed almost to

  enjoy the role of perennial victim.




  ‘Sounds good,’ Ellie said, sitting on the windowsill, cradling her doll and kicking her legs. Wearing shorts and trainers and with her hair tied up in bunches, she looked half her

  age today. ‘Get me some fags, will you? Me and Anita are down to our last couple of packs.’




  ‘Cigarettes are bad for you – think about your baby,’ Stokes smirked.




  Webb bit his lip and looked away, trying not to laugh.




  ‘Where is Anita, anyway?’ Jas asked, glancing around the room.




  ‘In bed,’ Ellie answered.




  ‘In bed?’ he repeated. ‘Bloody hell, it’s like a holiday camp here. What’s she doing in bed?’




  ‘She says she feels sick – she thinks it’s something she’s eaten,’ Ellie said.




  ‘I reckon it’s just another one of her excuses, lazy cow,’ Stokes said, putting into words what just about everyone else was thinking. Anita always managed to find a way of

  getting out of doing – well, practically anything.




  The bickering continued around him, but Hollis did his best to shut out the constant, pointless racket and concentrated on the map spread across the table. They’d been systematically

  working their way through all the large supermarkets and stores on this side of town. Once they’d cleared a store out, stripping it of anything that might conceivably be of use in the future,

  they put a cross through it on the master map and moved onto the next. The strategy had worked well so far, but with every supply trip the danger was increasing. Their missions outside were taking

  longer, and thorough planning was necessary – but the problem was, Hollis thought, with this shower of tossers the risks were dramatically increasing too. He knew he could count on Jas,

  Stokes (despite his obvious faults), Lorna and Harte to a lesser extent, but as for the rest of them . . .




  ‘I said, when are we going to do it?’ Stokes asked, slapping his hand down on the table when he didn’t get an answer, making Hollis jump.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Do we go now, or leave it until later?’ Stokes asked again.




  ‘We should just get it done,’ Hollis replied. ‘Let’s get out of here, get back and then have a bloody good drink.’
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  Jas ran his hands over his freshly shaved head then pulled on his leather motorcycle gloves and pushed his Honda out of the front lobby of the

  flats. He wheeled it over to where the other vehicles were waiting. Hollis acknowledged him as Harte climbed onto the back of the bike to ride pillion. Lorna was sitting next to Hollis in the

  Transit, the larger of the two vans. She looked pensive, and was chewing her lip nervously, quite unaware that he was staring at her. He often found himself watching her – even now, quietly

  worried, she had a spark about her. She might be about to head out into the grim, unpredictable ruin of their world, but still she remained remarkably positive; she was wearing a trace of make-up,

  and she’d tied her hair up neatly. He’d noticed that she did something different with her hair almost every day; it said something about her that she still took pride in her appearance.

  He, on the other hand, hadn’t brushed his teeth for more than a week, and despite the fact they’d looted ample amounts of clothing, he couldn’t remember when he’d last

  changed his grubby jeans. It just didn’t seem to matter any more.




  The hydraulic hiss of the doors of the bus opening on the other side of the car park distracted Hollis and he turned as Driver let Stokes and Webb on board. Before disappearing inside Webb

  glanced along the length of the bizarre-looking vehicle. It had started out just like any other double-decker bus, but over the weeks the group had fortified it to the best of their limited

  abilities. Now barbed wire was spooled along both sides, to make it as difficult as possible for the dead to reach the survivors inside. Sheet-metal had been shaped and bolted to its otherwise flat

  front to form a rudimentary plough, perfect for cutting through the inescapable crowds which gathered around them whenever they left the relative safety of the flats.




  The air which was so eerily quiet most of the time now was suddenly filled with noise as, one by one, the engines were started. Lorna shuffled forward in her seat, raised her binoculars and

  scanned the grey sea of cadavers. Even from this distance she could see that they were already beginning to react to the rumble of the machines.




  It was the geography of the area around the flats that had made the ugly concrete building a surprisingly effective base. They’d no doubt have found more luxury and comfort elsewhere, but

  security remained their prime concern, and the longer they’d stayed here, the less inclined they were to leave. Their building was perched three-quarters of the way up a steep hill, which

  made it difficult for the bodies to get close. Occasionally some of the less damaged or decayed cadavers were able to drag themselves through the desolation to get closer to the survivors, but they

  were easy pickings when they did. Webb in particular seemed to take great pleasure in destroying them, although Jas, Harte and Hollis were always ready to take their turn. Behind their building, a

  multitude of streets led through the rest of the maze-like housing estate which had also been awaiting demolition, before everything had ended. Many of the houses had been boarded up, and there was

  a wealth of materials which the group had used to build makeshift road blocks, leaving only the most inaccessible roads clear for them to get in and out themselves – and making it all but

  impossible for even the most determined of corpses to reach them easily. They had become entrenched.




  No one was sure how much of a difference it made any more, but it had become standard practice to create a distraction whenever anyone left the flats. Regardless of how much control the bodies

  had begun to exhibit, they could still be fooled. Fire had proved to be one of the best diversions; a little heat, light and noise was usually enough to take the pressure off whoever was heading

  out into the open.




  ‘Ready?’ Ellie yelled from Hollis’ right, and he gave her a leather-gloved thumbs-up. On his signal she ran over to where Caron and Gordon were standing and started working.

  Hollis wiped sweat from his brow; Christ, he was hot. One of the worst things about going outside – apart from the unwanted attention of the rotting remains of the local population –

  was the regulation uniform they had decided to adopt: biker leathers, wetsuits, over-trousers – anything that might protect them from the slimy, germ-ridden decay which was gradually coating

  every square inch of the world outside.




  Ellie lit a petrol-soaked rag and tossed it through the open window of a silver BMW. A puddle of fuel on the driver’s seat and in the footwell immediately burst into flame. Moving quickly

  with sudden purpose, she ran around to the back of the car and, with the other two, began to push it away from the flats. They could hear the crackle and pop of the fire taking hold inside, and

  dirty black smoke was already beginning to belch out through the window.




  ‘Come on,’ Gordon grunted, his face flushed red with effort and his dodgy hip feeling like it was about to pop out of his pelvis. Ellie took a couple of steps back, then launched

  herself at the BMW again, finally feeling its wheels beginning to turn. It picked up some speed and, its interior now completely ablaze, rolled down the hill with increasing velocity until it had

  completely run away from the three people who’d been pushing it.




  Breathless, Ellie stood with her hands on her hips and watched as it raced down the slope, bobbing up into the air as it hit the kerb, then juddering along a little further until it thudded into

  the barrier.




  ‘Could have done with that being a little more dramatic,’ Hollis grumbled, disappointed. ‘I guess it’ll have to do.’




  ‘It should be okay,’ Lorna said, watching through the binoculars as bodies swarmed around the part of the barrier closest to the burning car. Worryingly, she was sure that one or two

  of them were actually trying to climb over the blockade to get closer to the flames.




  ‘We’ll just need to make sure we—’ Hollis began before his sentence was abruptly cut short as the quarter-full fuel tank of the burning Beemer exploded in an incandescent

  mushroom of flame, showering the ground with shrapnel. The sudden burst of energy caused huge numbers of diseased creatures to surge towards the epicentre of the blast. ‘That’s

  better,’ he said to himself, and slammed his foot down on the accelerator.




  ‘Here we go,’ Driver announced to his two passengers in his monotonous, emotionless drawl. ‘Hold tight, then.’ He checked his mirrors and indicated before pulling

  out.




  Stokes and Webb held onto the handrail inside the bus as if they were rush-hour commuters on their way to work.




  Jas paused for a moment before following, watching the bodies swarming around the burning car. Many had been drawn to the flames, some had been crushed in the confusion and others had found

  themselves close enough to the heat to be set alight. But now he noticed others had changed direction; he was positive he could see six or seven of them actually trying to move away from the

  burning wreck – almost as if the damn things had realised the fire was nothing more than an unsubtle decoy.




  He flinched as Harte tapped his shoulder and shouted, ‘Come on,’ his voice muffled by his helmet. Jas flicked his own visor down and powered after the bus.
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  ‘Almost there,’ Lorna said, glancing up from the map she was gripping tightly in her hand. The windscreen of the van was covered in an

  opaque film of grease and dripping gore and she couldn’t see much up ahead. Hollis had tried using the wipers, but all they did was to make the problem worse, smearing the foul muck from side

  to side, a gruesome rainbow arc of rot. He squirted screenwash again, managing to clear just enough of the glass to be able to see through.




  ‘Turn left and we’re on the Kingsway Road,’ Lorna announced, not quite hiding the relief in her voice.




  Hollis swerved around a tight corner, then put his foot down again. The Kingsway Road stretched out in front of them. Apart from the fact it was crowded with the dead, it didn’t look

  anything like he remembered.




  ‘What next?’ he asked, and Lorna looked down at her notes again. She felt like the co-driver in a surreal nightmare rally, but she knew her assistance was vital: the never-ending

  waves of bodies made it virtually impossible to navigate by sight alone any more. On previous missions they had found the bodies were frequently packed so tightly together that it was almost

  impossible to see where the road ended and the kerb began.
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