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  THEN . . .




  





  




  A man with owl-like eyes visited Becky Smith one evening and told her there were dark times ahead. A few days later zombies attacked her school and one of them ripped B’s

  heart from her chest. But because the zombies didn’t eat her brain, she came back to life soon after her death, as a monster.




  Most zombies were unthinking killing machines, but some regained their senses and became revitaliseds, undead creatures who could reason as they had before they died. But to stay that way, they

  needed to eat human brains. Otherwise they regressed and became savage reviveds again.




  Months after her transformation, B recovered her mind. She was being held prisoner in an underground complex, guarded by a team of scientists and soldiers. She was part of a group of revitalised

  teenagers. They called themselves zom heads. When B refused to cooperate with her captors, all of the zom heads were denied brains as a punishment.




  Shortly before the teenagers lost control of their senses, a nightmarish clown and a pack of mutants invaded the complex. The clown’s name was Mr Dowling. B had never seen him before, but

  she had crossed paths with a few of the mutants.




  Mr Dowling’s followers uncaged the zombies and slaughtered any humans they could lay their hands on. The zom heads made a break for freedom. When one of them was found to be a living boy

  who had been disguised as a zombie, the others ripped his brain from its skull and tucked in. Only B resisted.




  As B mourned the loss of her friend, a soldier called Josh Massoglia tracked down the zom heads and instructed his team to burn them to the bone. But for some reason he spared B and let her go.

  Weary and close to her conscious end, she staggered through a tunnel, out of the darkness of the underground complex, into daylight and a city of the living dead.




  





  NOW . . .




  





  ONE




  The sunlight is blinding to my undead, sensitive eyes. I try to shut my eyelids, forgetting for a moment that they stopped working when I was killed. Grimacing, I turn my head

  aside and cover my eyes with an arm. I stumble away from the open door and the nightmare of the underground complex, no idea where I am or where I’m going, just wanting to escape from the

  madness, the killing and the flames.




  After several steps, my knee strikes something hard and I fall over. Groaning, I push myself up and lower my arm slightly, forcing my eyes to focus. For a while the world is a ball of

  lightning-sharp whiteness. Then, as my pupils slowly adjust, objects materialise through the haze. I ignore the pain and turn slowly to assess my surroundings.




  I’m in a scrapyard. Old cars are piled on top of one another, three high in some places. Ancient washing machines, fridges, TVs and microwave ovens are strewn around. Many of the

  appliances have been gutted for spare parts.




  A few concrete buildings dot the landscape, each the size of a small shed. I came out through one of them. I guess that the others also house secret entrances to the underground complex.




  I pick my way through the mess of the scrapyard, steering clear of the concrete sheds, ready to run if any soldiers appear. I still don’t know why I was allowed to leave when the others

  were killed. Maybe Josh felt sorry for me. Or maybe this is part of a game and I’m going to be hauled back in just when I think that freedom is mine for the taking.




  A stabbing pain lances my stomach. I wheeze and bend over, waiting for it to pass. The ground swims in front of my eyes. I think that I’m about to lose consciousness and become a full-on

  zombie, a brain-dead revived. Then my vision clears and the pain passes. But I know it’s only a short respite. If I don’t eat some brains soon, I’m finished.




  I search for an exit but this place is a maze. I can’t walk in a straight line because it’s full of twisting alleys and dead ends. It feels like I’m circling aimlessly, trapped

  in a web of broken-down appliances.




  I lose patience and climb a tower of cars. On the roof of the uppermost car I steady myself then take a look around, shielding my eyes with a hand. Exposed to the sunlight, my flesh starts

  itching wherever it isn’t covered, my arms, my neck, my face, my scalp, my bare feet. I grit my teeth against the irritation and keep looking.




  The scrapyard feels like a cemetery, as if no one has been through it in years. I came out of one of the secondary exits. The main entrance must be housed elsewhere, maybe in a completely

  different yard or building. I’m glad of that. I don’t want to run into Mr Dowling or any of his mutants as they’re trotting back to wherever it is they hailed from.




  The yard is ringed by a tall wire fence. I spot a gate off to my left, not too far away, maybe fifteen metres as the crow flies. I start to climb down, to try and find a path, then pause. One of

  the concrete sheds is close by and there are a few piles of cars between that and the fence. If I leap across, I can get to the gate in less than a minute.




  I gauge the distance to the shed. It’s leapable, but only just. If I don’t make it, the ground is littered with all sorts of sharp, jagged cast-offs which could cut me up nastily,

  even . . .




  I grin weakly. I was going to say, even kill me. But I’m dead already. It’s easy to forget when I’m walking around, thinking the way I always did. But I’m a

  corpse. No heart – that was ripped out of my chest – and no other properly functioning organs except for my brain, which for some reason keeps ticking over. If I misjudge my jump and a

  pole pierces my stomach and drives through my lungs, what of it? I’ll just prise myself free and carry on my merry way. It will hurt, sure, but it’s nothing to be scared of.




  I back up, spread my arms for balance, then race forward and jump. I expect to come up short, or to just make the edge of the roof. But to my shock I overshoot it by three or four metres and

  come crashing back to earth with a startled shriek. My fall is broken by a stack of dishwashers, which scatter and shatter beneath the weight of my body.




  Cursing, I pick myself up and glare at the shed. I didn’t do much leaping around when I was captive underground. It seems the muscles in my legs are stronger than they were in life. I

  think I might have just broken the women’s long-jump record. B Smith — Olympic athlete!




  I climb on to the roof of the shed and jump to the next set of cars, putting less effort into the leap this time. I still sail over my target, but only by a metre. Next time I judge it right and

  land on top of an old Datsun, a short hop away from the gate.




  I stare around uneasily before getting down. I’m expecting soldiers to spill out of the sheds, guns blazing. But I appear to be all alone in the yard.




  At the gate I pause again. It’s a simple wire gate and it isn’t locked. But maybe it’s electrified. I stick out a wary hand and nudge the wire with one of the bones jutting out

  of my fingertips. The gate swings open a crack. Nothing else happens.




  One last glance over my shoulder. Then I shrug.




  ‘Sod it,’ I mutter and let myself out, slipping from the scrapyard into the silent, solemn city beyond.




  





  TWO




  The area outside the scrapyard is deserted. Old boarded-up houses, derelict for years. Faded signs over stores or factories which closed for business long before I was born.

  The only thing that looks halfway recent is the graffiti, but there’s not even much of that, despite the fact that this place boasts all the blank walls a graffiti artist could dream of. It

  feels like a dead zone, an area which nobody lived in or visited any time in living memory.




  I stagger along a narrow, gloomy street, seeking the shade at the side. The worst of the itching dies away once I get out of the sunlight. My eyes stop stinging too. The irritation’s still

  there but it’s bearable now.




  Halfway up the street, the stabbing pain in my stomach comes again and I fall to my knees, dry-heaving, whining like a dying dog. I bare my unnaturally long, sharp teeth and thump the side of my

  head with my hand, trying to knock my senses back into place.




  The pain increases and I roll over. I bang into a wall and punch it hard, tearing the skin on my knuckles. That would have brought tears to my eyes if all my tear ducts hadn’t dried up

  when I died.




  My back arches and my mouth widens. I stare at the sky with horror, thinking I’ll never look at it again this way, as a person capable of thought. In another few seconds I’ll be a

  brainless zombie, a shadow of a girl, lost to the world forever.




  But to my relief the pain passes and again I’m able to force myself to my feet, mind intact. I chuckle weakly at my lucky escape. But even as I’m chuckling, I know I must have used

  up all nine of my lives by this stage. I can’t survive another dizzying attack like that. I’m nearing the end. Even the dead have their limits.




  I stumble forward, reeling like a drunk. My legs don’t want to support me and I almost go down, but I manage to keep my balance. Coming to the end of the street, I grab a lamp post and

  swing out into a road.




  Several cars are parked along the pavement and a few have been stranded in the middle of the road. One has overturned. The windows are all smashed in and bones line the asphalt around it.




  The sun is blinding again now that I’ve left the gloom. I hurry to the nearest car in search of shelter. When I get there, I find two people lying on the back seat. Both boast a series of

  bite marks and scratches, each one of which is lined with a light green moss.




  The zombies raise their heads and growl warningly. This is their turf and they don’t want to share it with me. Fair enough. I don’t really want to bed down with them either.




  I lurch to the next car but that’s occupied too, this time by a fat zombie who is missing his jaw — it was either ripped off when he was killed, or torn from him later. He looks

  comical and creepy at the same time.




  The third car is empty and I start to crawl in out of the light, to rest in the shade and wait for my senses to crumble. To all intents and purposes, this car will serve as my tomb, the place

  where B Smith gave up the ghost and became a true member of the walking dead.




  But just as I’m bidding farewell to the world of the conscious, my nostrils twitch. Pausing, I pull back and sniff the air. My taste buds haven’t been worth a damn since I returned

  to life, but my sense of smell is stronger than ever. I’ve caught a whiff of something familiar, something which I was eating for a long time underground without knowing what it was.




  Three cars further down the road is a Skoda, the source of the tantalising scent. As weary as I am and as agonising as it is, I force myself on, focusing on the Skoda and the sweet, sweet

  smell.




  My legs give out before I get to the car, but I don’t let that stop me. Digging my finger bones into the asphalt, I drag myself along, crawling on my belly like a worm, baking in the sun,

  half-blind, itching like mad, brain shutting down. Every part of me wants to give up and die, but the scent lures me on, and soon I’m hauling myself into the Skoda through the front passenger

  door.




  The driver is still held in place by her seat belt, but is lying slumped sideways. Most of her flesh has been torn from her bones, and her head has been split open, her brains scooped out and

  gobbled up by the zombies who caught her as she was trying to flee. She’s not entirely fresh but she’s not rotting either. She must have been killed quite recently.




  I should feel sympathy for the woman and curiosity about how she survived this long and where she was headed when she was attacked. But right now all I’m concerned about is that those who

  fed on her didn’t scrape her dry. Bits of brain have been left behind. Slivers are stuck to her scalp and meatier chunks rest inside the hollow of her skull.




  Like a monstrous baby taking to the teat, I latch on to the shattered bones and suck tendrils of brain from them. I run my tongue the whole way round the rim, not caring about the fact that

  it’s disgusting, that I’m behaving like an animal. In fact I’m ecstatic, getting an unbelievable buzz from the grey scraps, feeling myself strengthen as I suck, knowing I can keep

  the senseless beast inside me at bay for a while longer.




  When I’ve sucked the bones dry, I pull back a touch, wipe my lips, then steel myself for what I have to do next. ‘For what I am about to receive . . .’ I mutter, trying to make

  a sick joke out of the even sicker deed.




  Then I stick my fingers into the dead woman’s head, scoop out every bit of brain that I can find, and stuff myself like a cannibal at Christmas.




  





  THREE




  Once I’m done dining, I lean out of the car and force myself to vomit. If I keep food inside my system, it will rot and attract insects. I’ve no wish to become a

  sanctuary for London’s creepy-crawlies.




  I pull back inside and shelter from the sunlight as best I can, staring glumly at the ceiling of the car, thinking about the underground complex, Rage killing Dr Cerveris and leaving us to our

  own devices, poor Mark being eaten, the zom heads being burnt alive. What a horrible, pointless mess, the whole bloody lot of it.




  The road outside is deserted. Nobody moves. The zombies are lying low, hiding from the sun like me.




  I’m itching all over. I scratch gently, careful not to slice through my skin with the bones sticking out of my fingers. I catch sight of my injured knuckles and peel some of the ruined

  flesh away from them. The damage isn’t bad but I’m probably stuck with the wound for life. (Or whatever passes for life these days.) The hole in my chest where my heart was ripped out

  hasn’t healed fully, so I don’t think this will either. I’m dead. Your body doesn’t regenerate when you’re a zombie.




  Still, I won’t have to bear the open scars too much longer. Normal zombies can last as long as an ordinary person. Those of us who recover our senses aren’t so lucky. Dr Cerveris

  told me that the brains of revitaliseds start to decompose once they fire up again. I’ve got a year, maybe eighteen months, then I’m toast.




  The day passes slowly. I think about the past, where Mum and Dad might be now, if they’re alive, dead or wandering the streets of London as zombies. I recall the attack on my school. I

  wonder about the freaky clown and his mutants, why they tore through the compound, slaughtering all in sight, but freeing the zombies.




  I wish I could sleep and kill some time that way, but the dead can’t snooze. We’re denied almost all of the pleasures of the flesh. The only thing we can still enjoy is food —

  as long as it’s brains.




  ‘You had it easy,’ I tell the corpse on the front seat, moving into the back as the sun swings round. ‘A couple of minutes of terror and pain, then it was all over. You

  probably didn’t think you were one of the lucky ones as your skull was being clawed open, but trust me, you were.’




  The woman doesn’t respond, but I go on speaking to her anyway, telling her my story, my thoughts, my regrets, my fears. It’s the first time I’ve talked about my feelings since

  I recovered consciousness. There was nobody in the compound I could confide in. Mark was the closest I had to a friend, but I couldn’t trust him completely. For all I knew he was working for

  the doctors, a plant. And in fact he was, only he didn’t know about it until it was too late.




  The dead are the best listeners in the world. The corpse takes it all in, never interrupts, doesn’t criticise me, lets me waffle on for as long as I like.




  Finally the sun dips and night falls on London. I feel nervous as I slide out of the car. I’ve no idea what to expect. The soldiers and scientists told me nothing about the outside world.

  I don’t know how much damage the zombies caused when they went wild, or if the living managed to suppress them. By what I’ve seen on this road – the lack of activity, the silence,

  the zombies sheltering in deserted cars – I assume the worst. But I won’t know for sure until I explore some more.




  The other zombies come out as I do, free to move around without irritation now that the sun has set. They don’t shuffle like movie zombies – they walk almost as freely as when they

  were alive – but you couldn’t mistake them for the living. Their eyes are glassed over, bones stick out of their fingers and toes, their teeth are too big for their mouths, they sniff

  the air like dogs.




  The fat guy I saw earlier gets a whiff of me and moves in closer, head twitching as he sniffs and listens. I let him come as close as he likes, curious to see what he’ll do, if he can tell

  that I’m different to him.




  Something must register inside his chaotic mess of a brain, telling him I’m not entirely the same, because he circles me warily, studying me with his cold, dead eyes.




  ‘Take it easy, boss,’ I grunt, pulling up my T-shirt to reveal the hole in my chest. ‘I’m one of you, honest I am.’




  The zombie growls when he hears me talking, then frowns when he spots the hole where my heart once rested. He peers into it for ages, as if he thinks it might be a trick. Then he turns away and

  goes looking for dinner elsewhere.




  ‘We accept you, gooble-gobble . . .’ I murmur, remembering something Tiberius used to say. Then I press on, leaving my temporary shelter behind, to find out if London truly has

  become a city of the dead.




  





  FOUR




  The streets are mostly deserted and the only people I glimpse are zombies. They seem to be drifting aimlessly, sniffing the air, looking for living humans to feed on. Many

  groan or whine, scratching at their stomachs or heads, suffering hunger pangs. Some have accidentally clawed through to their guts or poked an eye out. They’re pitiful beasts in this sorry

  state. They’d be better off properly dead, no doubt about it.




  Lots of zombies stop me as I draw close. They can tell I’m not exactly the same as them, maybe by my scent or the way I move. In almost every case, their face lights up with excitement,

  then creases with doubt, then returns to blankness once they realise I’m dead like they are.




  The reviveds become a nuisance after a while. If I try to push on without stopping to be examined, they get angry and snap at me. I’m pretty sure I could take any one of them in a fight

  – it shouldn’t be too difficult to outwit a brain-dead zombie – but I don’t want to spend the whole night scrapping. It’s easier to stand still, let them give me the

  once-over, then move on when they lose interest.




  To clarify my situation, I rip a hole in my T-shirt to expose the left half of my chest. That speeds things up a bit, but some still stop me to make absolutely sure I’m not one of the

  living. With all the interruptions, I make little headway. It’s been about a couple of hours since I left the car, but I haven’t gone far.




  I spot a newsagent’s and let myself in. It’s dusty. Shelves have been knocked down, broken bottles litter the floor, the glass in a drinks cabinet has been shattered. There are a few

  newspapers on the counter, all dated the day of the zombie attacks, the world’s last normal day. The cash register is open, notes lying undisturbed inside it. I guess money doesn’t

  matter much any more.




  The electricity is off but I can see fairly clearly. My eyes work well in the dark, better than they do in strong light.




  I find a large A to Z and take it outside. I look for a street sign, then do a quick check in the book. I’m in the East End. I don’t know this area well, but I’m not far

  from more familiar territory. It’s probably pointless, but with nowhere else to head for, I figure I might as well go home. I doubt I’ll find anyone there, but at least I’ll be in

  more comforting surroundings.




  I replace the A to Z with a smaller version and stick it in the back of my jeans. Then I set off in a north-west direction, picking my way through the streets, stopping whenever I’m

  challenged by one of the roaming dead.




  I endure the stop-start process for another hour before I get sick of it. It’ll take forever if I keep going like this. There has to be a better way and I think I know what it is. I could

  try a motorbike or car, of course, but I never learnt to drive, and anyway, the roads are cluttered with crashed vehicles.




  I find a street packed with shops and go on a scouting mission. First I slip into a chemist’s and hunt for eye drops. My eyes don’t produce tears now, so I need to keep moistening

  them or they’ll dry out and my vision will worsen. Once I’ve doused them, I load a bag with several bottles and look around, wondering if I need anything else. I think about bandaging

  over the hole in my chest, but it’s not a medical necessity – apart from the green moss, I haven’t seen any signs of infection – and besides, the open hole makes it easier

  for the walking dead to identify me as one of their own.




  I move on and spot a hardware store. I spend a bit longer in this shop, testing a variety of tools, looking for weapons in case I have to fight at any point. The zombies haven’t bothered

  me so far, but I can’t rely on them leaving me alone forever. I know from the tests underground that they’ll attack revitaliseds if they feel threatened. I don’t plan on

  antagonising anyone, but sometimes things can just kick off. Better to be safe than sorry.




  I settle on a hammer, a couple of screwdrivers and a chisel. Light, easy to carry and use, effective. I spend a long time among the drills, playing around with them, wincing at the shriek they

  make – my sense of hearing is much better than it was when I was alive – but loving their sheer ferocity. It would be cool to become a drill-packing zombie, but the bulky machines

  aren’t practical, so in the end, reluctantly, I leave them behind.




  A file, on the other hand, is vital, and I spend even longer testing out the goods in that section. My teeth are constantly growing and need to be filed back every day or two. Otherwise

  they’ll fill my mouth and I won’t be able to speak. When I find a file that does the job, I give all of my teeth a thorough going-over, then stick it in my bag, along with replacements,

  and mosey on.




  Next up, a large department store. Zombies are patrolling the aisles, checking behind clothes racks, looking for any juicy humans they might have missed. They keep mistaking mannequins for

  living people. They jump on them, growling and howling, then realise their mistake and trudge away sullenly. I get a good laugh out of that, but lose interest after the seventh or eighth time and

  crack on.




  I browse the racks, looking for clean jeans, a new T-shirt and a long-sleeved, heavy jumper. I tear a hole through the jumper and T-shirt to show the cavity in my chest, then pick up gloves and

  a nice leather jacket, one of the most expensive in the store. I dress in the middle of the shop, not bothering with the changing rooms. The zombies don’t take any notice of me as I strip

  off. They’re not interested in nudity, only brains.




  I try on shoes once I’m comfortable in the clothes, but can’t easily slip them on because of the bones poking out of my toes. Finally I grab a few pairs of socks and jam them over my

  feet, letting the bones stick out through the ends.




  A good hat is the next item on my shopping list. I don’t find anything that I like in the women’s section, so I head to the men’s department and spot an Australian cork hat.

  Once I’ve pulled off the corks and string, it’s perfect — with its wide brim, it will shade my face and neck.




  ‘G’day, mate,’ I drawl in a terrible Australian accent, studying myself in a mirror. ‘Looking good, sport.’ I try to wink at my reflection, forgetting again that my

  eyelids don’t work. I scowl, then laugh at my foolishness. ‘No worries!’




  I make my final stop by one of the sales desks, where sunglasses lie scattered across the floor. I root through and find a few which fit me and which I don’t mind the look of. When

  I’m happy with my choices, I put three pairs in my bag and clip the other pair on to the neck of my jumper.




  All sorted, I grab some magazines, return to the windows at the front of the store and lie down. I spend the rest of the night reading about showbiz stars who will never glitter again now that

  the world has gone to hell, glancing up every so often to watch the occasional zombie prowl past outside.




  When dawn breaks and the streets clear, I get up, toss the magazines aside, slip on my glasses and hat, pull on my gloves and step out into the brightening day. My eyes tighten behind the shades

  but gradually adjust. They’re not as sharp as they were in the darkness, but protected by the dark glasses, I can see OK.




  I move into the middle of the road and stand bathed by the rays of the sun, to test whether or not they irritate me through the covering of my clothes. They do to an extent, and the itching

  starts again, but it’s nowhere near as bad as it was. I can live with it, so to speak.




  ‘Right,’ I snap. ‘The day is mine.’




  And off I set through the empty streets, claiming them as my own. B Smith — queen of the city!




  





  FIVE




  In all honesty, it’s not much of a city to be queen of. I used to think that London was one of the most exciting places in the world, always buzzing, always something

  going on. Now it’s like walking through the world’s biggest graveyard, and an ugly, messy one at that.




  The battle between the living and the dead must have been apocalyptic. There are signs of chaos everywhere, broken windows, crashed cars, corpses left to rot outdoors. Many houses and shops are

  burnt out and fires still smoulder in some of them. In other places pipes have burst and streets are flooded.




  There are bloodstains everywhere and lots of dried pools of vomit. The reviveds might not be as mentally clued-up as I am, but it looks like they figured out the vomiting part easily enough. I

  guess even the mostly senseless dead get a shiver at the notion of playing host to a brood of worms, maggots and the like.




  The stench isn’t as bad as I thought it would be, but it’s fairly gross all the same, especially since my nose is more sensitive than it once was.




  Birds, rats and insects are feasting on the vomit, blood and rotting flesh. They’re enjoying the run of the city now that the zombies have withdrawn for the day. The more alert creatures

  scatter as soon as they spot me, the birds taking to the air, the rats vanishing down the nearest hole. Only the insects ignore me and go about their business uninterrupted.




  The electricity supply varies from street to street. In some it’s been cut off and every house is dead. In others it’s as strong as ever, lights are on, static crackles from radios,

  TV sets flicker in shop windows. I consider checking the channels, to find out if anyone is alive and broadcasting, but I can do that later. I want to continue exploring on foot first, not waste

  the tranquillity of the daylight. I can channel-surf tonight when the zombies come out in force and I hole up.




  I come to a butcher’s shop, pause and stick my head inside. Slabs of dried-out meat lie rotting everywhere. A few scavenging flies crawl across the withered cuts, searching for bits that

  are still edible, but I think they’ll struggle.




  A pig’s carcass hangs upside down from a hook. Its head has been clawed open. I stare at it thoughtfully. I’m guessing that a zombie ripped out the brain, which maybe means we can

  thrive on animal brains too. I thought only human brains would keep us going, but it’s good news if we can absorb nutrients from animals as well — I’d much rather scoop clean the

  inside of a pig’s head than a human’s.




  This might be why I haven’t seen any larger creatures. With humanity out of the way, wild dogs and cats should have the run of the streets. But so far I’ve seen nothing but rats,

  birds and smaller specimens. Maybe the zombies killed and ate the brains of larger animals, and all of London’s pets have either been butchered or scared off.




  I’ll have to swing by London Zoo at some point. It’s probably been cleaned out already – or the animals will most likely have died of starvation – but maybe I’ll be

  able to gain access to areas off-limits to normal zombies. The good thing about having a working brain is that you can read maps and search for keys to unlock doors, simple tasks which are beyond

  most of the undead.




  As I turn away from the pig, I notice a small red z painted on the frame of the door, a tiny arrow just beneath it. I frown, trying to remember where I’ve seen something like that before.

  Then I recall Mr Dowling daubing my cheek with a mark just like this one.




  I glance around nervously. Have the clown and his mutants been here? Might they be watching me now? Mr Dowling freaked me out big time, especially when he opened his lips and dropped a stream of

  living spiders over me. I don’t want to hang around and risk another run-in with him.




  Hurrying from the shop, I come to a set of traffic lights. The electricity is working here and the lights are operating as normal. The red man is illuminated and I automatically stop, waiting

  for the light to change to green.




  After a few seconds, I squint at the light, look left, then right. Nothing moves.




  ‘Of course not,’ I grimace. ‘There’s no traffic because everyone’s dead. You’re a bloody moron, B.’




  I chuckle at my stupidity. Stopping for a traffic light in a city of the dead! I’m glad none of my friends lived to see that. Ignoring the red light, I step out into the road. I’m

  not far from my old neighbourhood. Another hour, maybe a bit more, and I’ll be back on –




  An engine roars into life. My head snaps round and I spot a car tearing towards me. It had been parked nearby. I’d seen people moving around inside, but figured they were zombies

  sheltering from the sun.




  I figured wrong.




  Before I can withdraw to the safety of the pavement, the driver turns on his headlights and I’m momentarily blinded, even wearing the sunglasses. Wincing, I turn my head away and shake it

  wildly, disoriented and in pain.




  Then the car smashes into me and knocks me flying through the air, far down the middle of the road, which up until a few seconds ago seemed just as dead and unthreatening as any other in this

  ghost city of the damned.




  





  SIX




  I hit the ground hard and slide for a few metres before coming to a stunned stop. Shaking my head, I woozily get to my feet. No bones seem to be broken, but my elbows have been

  badly grazed and the back of my head is throbbing. I run a hand over my scalp. Lots of torn flesh but it doesn’t feel too serious. The jacket and clothes I picked up earlier are ripped to

  shreds, but all things considered it could have been a lot worse.




  Then the doors of the car open and as four men step out, I realise it’s far too soon to be judging this a lucky escape.




  The men are dressed in combats and black boots. Each totes a rifle and I spot smaller guns and hunting knives strapped to their legs and chests. They’re smiling and laughing, not looking

  in the least afraid.




  ‘She’s up,’ one of the men says. ‘You must be losing your touch, Coley.’




  ‘I’m not losing anything,’ the man called Coley snaps. ‘I was only doing about thirty when I hit her. Didn’t want to finish her off too soon. Essex, you want first

  shot?’




  ‘Don’t mind if I do,’ the man on my far left says and raises his rifle.




  I dive for cover behind a nearby car as he fires. He curses and fires again, but only hits one of the wheels.




  ‘You missed,’ Coley hoots.




  ‘No fair!’ Essex shouts. ‘They’re not supposed to hide.’




  ‘Not all of them stand still,’ one of the other men says, and this guy speaks in a thick American accent. ‘The survival instinct is still alive in some. Looks like we might

  have a real hunt on our hands, gentlemen.’




  ‘You want to deal with her, Barnes?’ Coley asks.




  ‘No,’ the American says. ‘Let’s give Tag a shot first. This is what we brought them along for.’




  ‘What do I do?’ the fourth man asks. He sounds nervous.




  ‘Edge over to your right,’ Barnes says, and I hear him creeping around to my left. ‘I’ll flush her out. As soon as she –’




  I don’t wait for him to give more orders. Keeping low, I race back towards the butcher’s shop, catching the men by surprise. A couple yell with alarm and fire wildly. Bullets scream

  past but I keep going.




  I’m close to the shop when one of the men hits the window with a bullet and it shatters. As glass sprays everywhere, I fling myself through the hole and roll across the counter before

  dropping to the floor and taking cover.




  ‘Hellfire!’ Essex shouts. ‘Did you see that?’
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