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Synopsis

 

The world is in ruins. Britain is a radioactive wasteland peopled by the undead. The few survivors cling to the hope that they might wake up tomorrow. For most, that is all they have left. Nilda has something more: the chance that her son is alive.

 

She and Chester set out from Penrith, searching for her son. During the journey, Nilda learns more about this self-confessed criminal, Radio Free England, and the conspiracy behind the outbreak. As they near Hull, she realises it is too late to change her travelling companion. She will need his help to escape the zombie-infested city and find her son.

 

Fleeing from the last remnant of the old government, Tuck and Jay head south in search of survivors. When they rescue a wounded man, their quest becomes one for medical supplies. That leads them to a rooftop city, and to the realisation that surviving out in the wasteland is easy compared to forging a new life from the wreckage of the old civilisation.
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Prologue: Stewart

 

20th July - Kew Gardens

London

 

Stewart staggered, slipped, fell, and hit the ground hard. Pain erupted from his wounded shoulder. As he rolled over, he saw a sea of nightmare faces surrounding him. Each bore the same judgemental visage of a woman. That woman. The one that he, Barrett, and the others had killed back on the farm.

“Go away!” he tried to yell, but the words were choked by a mouthful of blood and broken teeth. He barely noticed. He pushed and pulled and punched his way back to his feet. The scratches and grazes on his fist didn’t register until a snapping mouth came down on his out-flung hand. Stewart wrenched his arm back. His hand came free but without his thumb. Time slowed to a glacial crawl as he watched an arc of blood spray out over the creature’s face. Its mouth opened and before it snapped down, the thumb fell out. The spell broke and time sped up once more. He tried to raise his left arm. He couldn’t. Then he remembered. He’d been shot. By whom? The woman’s grandfather? It must have been him.

“I didn’t mean it!” he yelled, pushing his way through the scrum of identical banshee faces. But it couldn’t be the grandfather. He was dead. Properly dead. Stewart had made sure of that himself. Afterwards, they’d had to do something about the grandaughter. The pain in his hand and shoulder receded to a dull pinpoint against the greater agony of memory as he finally saw his life as it had been and his recent actions for what they truly were.

“We had to,” he moaned. “We were starving.” Even in the delirium of shock and terror, he shied away from that memory, bringing up another more recent one. It hadn’t been the grandfather who’d shot him. It was that man, Bill, the one he thought had died back at the boathouse.

Stewart stumbled on, feeling no pain as undead fingers clawed against his face and body, tearing cloth and ripping flesh. Rather, he felt no physical pain. His soul, already battered and tortured by the self-inflicted horrors of the past six months, cried out in anguish every time he saw a face, that face, the face of the woman they had killed and e—

“No!” he tried to scream, trying to drown out that word in the hope that he could wish the deed undone, but all that came out of his mouth was a weak splutter of blood. He tried to think of something, of anything other than the waking hell of recent months, but he couldn’t banish from his mind that moment of satisfaction after the woman had died and his hunger had been sated. He tried to remember his childhood, his youth, his triumphs, or even his failures, but all that would come back to him was when he’d sat at that farmhouse table with Barrett, Chris, Daphne, and Liz, and how they had talked of food, and how there wasn’t enough. How if anyone went to search for more, it was inevitable they would die, yet if no one died, then they all would.

And now he saw how false their arguments were. The woman, the grandaughter of the farmer who’d died, she had been the obvious one. She… she was everywhere, in every face he saw as he staggered and fell and stumbled back to his feet, bleeding on the once-pristine lawns of Kew Gardens.

And then it changed. It was no longer that woman back at the farm, but the face of that girl, Annette, the teenager they had taken with them down the river. They were trying to save her; that was why they had brought her and the infant, Daisy, with them. The girl hadn’t understood. He would have saved her. Except that was a lie. He knew it, and as he tripped over the decaying remains of a giant palm leaf, he admitted to himself that he had always known it.

As he fell, his hand went out. Pain stabbed through the fog. As he levered himself up from the cool, unkempt grass, he couldn’t stop himself from looking back. Dozens of apparitions slouched across the once-manicured lawn. Some bore the face of the farmer’s grandaughter, others of the girl, but not all were following him, some were drifting after the sound of a disappearing engine. The rest though, twenty at least, were just a few yards behind. Behind. That small part of his brain that was still functioning repeated the word. They were all behind. And he realised he was running again, running away from the undead and running towards… what? Not safety. Not rescue. There would never be either of those, nor would there be salvation, not after what he had done. But he couldn’t stop. To stop would mean to be eaten. Eaten. The word echoed through the dark chambers of his mind. It gave him the strength to continue. To find somewhere that would be safe just long enough for him to die.

He ran into a white pole. No, it was a small flag. Where was he? A golf course? He tried to remember the journey to the gardens and whether they had seen a golf course, and then he saw the river to his right. He turned around. Behind him was a wall but no undead, though he could hear them pawing and clawing at the brickwork on the other side. Though he didn’t remember it, somehow he’d climbed the wall. A guttural wheeze came from his left. He turned. Once more he saw that snarling open-mouthed face. He had to get away from the girl. He couldn’t let her eat him.

“It was you or me! I didn’t have a choice. It was you or me,” he moaned at the girl staggering towards him. He started running once more.

His foot tripped on the hard concrete kerb. Concrete. He was on a road. Where was the river? Water would cleanse. It would wash away the past. He had to get to the river and… the boat, yes, that was it. He remembered. They had travelled by boat, so if he could reach it, then he could float out onto the river, and there die in peace. The girl wouldn’t be able to eat him then. And he knew she wanted to. She still followed him, this avenging demon with two faces but myriad bodies.

There it was. The river. And there was the boat, the bow drifting in the current, the stern still tied to the shore. But there were zombies between him and it, and he wasn’t sure he had the strength left to push through them. Except these weren’t moving towards him, they were already dead. He must have killed them days before, when they came ashore. He didn’t remember that, but right then the only clear memory he had was of the morning they had killed that woman.

He collapsed on the towpath, the boat right in front of him. He grabbed at the rope. The cold water felt like acid as it splashed against his bleeding stub of a thumb. As he rocked backward, bellowing a scream of rage, the rope in his hand grew taut, and the boat moved towards the shore. It banged against the concrete river wall, and he tumbled forward into the small craft. He struggled to his knees, fumbled with the rope, and managed to get it free.

That small part of his brain that was still functioning told him it was the wrong boat. It must belong to Bill and Kim, and their boat, though smaller, was filled with boxes. One was marked with a red cross. He pulled it open, managing to slap a bandage on his hand and another on his shoulder before he realised that would only delay death. He didn’t want that. He needed to die here, on the river, where neither the woman nor the girl could reach him. He tried to peel the bandage off, but he no longer had the strength. The boat drifted across the river, and he drifted in and out of consciousness.

It wasn’t fair, he thought. The boat was being carried straight to the opposite bank, and he could see two figures running along the path towards where he was sure the boat would hit. No, he thought, it wasn’t fair, but it was just. And then he had another thought: zombies don’t run.

 

 






Part 1: Confessions

 

Nilda & Chester

 

8th - 15th September

 




 

8th September - The Pennine Mountains

20 miles southeast of Penrith

 

Zombies. Five of them, strung out along the road. They’d been hidden from view until Nilda, a few paces in front of Chester, rounded the bend. She slowed, readying to dismount. Chester didn’t. He unslung his long-bladed straight-sword and put on a burst of speed, angling towards the first of the living dead. Nilda was certain she heard him mutter ‘windmills’ as he rode past. Taken with his large sword, larger build, and small-framed bike, it was nearly comical. Nearly.

Within seconds he’d covered the scant few feet between them and the undead. He held the sword out, point angling slightly downwards, then stood up on the pedals as he speared the blade through the creature’s open mouth. It cut through sinew and shattered teeth. Chester twisted the sword, wrenching it forward and to the left, ripping through skin and bone. The blade was free, and Chester hit the zombie’s ruined face with his elbow. As the creature fell, Chester cycled on, the bike wobbling as he regained his balance. He brought the sword back and up once more. This time, he let go of the handlebars to grip the weapon two-handed. He swung the blade in a great curving arc. The sharpened edge cleaved through skin and skull, and momentum caused the bike to swerve and topple. The zombie fell. The bike skittered across the road. Chester tumbled off, scrambling back to his feet as Nilda brought her own bike to a halt two-dozen paces behind.

She dismounted and unsheathed the gladius. Dashing forward, she slammed the point into the ruined remains of the first zombie’s skull before darting to the second, partially scalped creature. She hacked the sword down on the back of its head just as it was rising to its knees.

Chester, still gripping his sword in an odd two-handed grip, hacked at arms and legs. He wasn’t even aiming at their heads – he was just cleaving and slashing with furious abandon.

“Just kill them!” she yelled. “Finish it!”

And though it took a moment for her words to cut through his berserker rage, he did.

Nilda stopped ten paces from him, watching his shoulders heave up and down. It seemed like he’d been acting differently over the last few days, or perhaps it was the person she’d met back in Anglesey who’d been the act. Ever since they’d spent that day at the mansion in the Lake District, he’d seemed different. At times he had an almost jocular obliviousness to the horrors of their world, and at other times, times like these, he seemed possessed by some dark inner regret.

Whatever it was, or whether it was anything at all, it was dangerous, and she was beginning to question whether it made him too dangerous to have as a companion on her journey. His shoulders slowly straightened, and he seemed, if not quite relaxed, then once more in control of his demons.

“It was something I read,” he muttered, and realising that wasn’t an adequate explanation, continued. “It’s a cavalry sword, you see. That’s what the plaque in the museum said. Barely a hundred years old, and even then out of date. But it’s meant to be used from horseback. I just wanted to see if I could…”

As his words trailed into silence, she was ready to berate his cavalier recklessness, but saw a mix of shame and guilt on his face. She decided to leave it alone, at least for now.

“There’s too many of them on this road,” Nilda said, stating the obvious to fill the uncomfortable silence. She walked over to the first of the corpses, prodding at the remains of its clothing, searching for the obvious bulge of a wallet or some other form of I.D. There was none.

“Check the map,” she said. “Are there any footpaths or railway lines we could take around here?”

“The map. Yeah,” he muttered, as she moved on to the next body. She saw a chain around its neck. She knelt, and pulled on the chain. It was attached to a set of military identification discs. She added the name to the list she was keeping. It was only a week since they’d left Anglesey, and barely longer since her rescue from the barren Isle of Scaragh, but the piece of paper was already filling up.

“There’s nothing nearby that’ll take us in the right direction,” Chester said. “It might be easier if we just cut across country and head towards the Yorkshire Moors.”

“If you’re sure there’s going to be a boat in Hull,” she said. “Otherwise—”

“I am. It’s there.”

She nodded slowly though not in agreement. While she believed he thought a boat had been there, that didn’t mean it still was. If she’d never met him, if she’d never gone to Anglesey, she would have headed due south, straight to London. But if she’d done that, she would have been tramping through a radioactive wilderness. Still, she didn’t like hanging all of her hopes on a boat that may now be sunk, stolen, or surrounded by the undead.

“I think—” she began, and stopped. “Did you hear that?” she asked. From Chester’s expression he hadn’t. She turned slowly on the spot.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Gunfire,” she murmured.

“You sure?”

“A single shot,” she said, looking around, trying to distinguish between the echo and the sound’s origin. And there it was again.

“I heard that one,” Chester said. He pointed down the road, in the direction they’d been heading. “That’s a rifle without a suppressor. Of course, you don’t expect to find silencers in England. They were more strictly controlled than the firearms were.”

“You’ve got one,” she said, nodding at rough metal cylinder affixed to the rifle slung across his back.

“That was Bran’s idea. Made in Anglesey. Suppressors aren’t standard issue, and they’re certainly not the kind of thing you’d expect some farmer to rig up. But they are given to everyone who leaves the island—” He was interrupted by a third shot. “So whoever they are,” he finished, “they haven’t come from Anglesey.”

“How far away do you think it is?” she asked.

“A mile,” Chester guessed. “Possibly a bit further since the wind is in the right direction, but less than three.”

“Then let’s go and see,” Nilda said.

“And then what? You want to speak to them?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. We’ve seen no zombies with bullet wounds, so whoever they are, they didn’t come along this road. And since they don’t seem to care about noise, whether we talk to them or not, we need to know which direction they’re heading.”

Chester didn’t argue any further. They continued, more slowly this time, their eyes on the zombies in the fields to either side. There weren’t many, just occasional scarecrow figures, shambling along in the distance, heading towards the sound of gunfire. After a mile, they heard another shot.

“It came from over there,” Chester pointed to the southwest.

“If we cut across the field, we should be able to see from those trees.” Nilda gestured towards a copse of battered oaks, five hundred yards from an equally battered barn.

From the copse, they could see the road. It was another one-and-a-half lane country track paved as much with mud as it was asphalt. There was no sign of the shooter. They left the bicycles and continued on foot, following the line of the farmland as it rose up above the surrounding countryside.

Nilda saw the figures moments before she heard the fifth shot. She crouched down, worried they might have seen her silhouette against the skyline. She rose slightly. Looked. Relaxed. They hadn’t.

There were three of them, one at the front to the left, one at the back to the right, and one in the middle pulling a four-wheeled hand cart. They walked slowly. The ones at the front and rear carried their rifles in a manner that would have betrayed them as military if their camouflage uniforms hadn’t.

Nilda found her palms suddenly coated in sweat. She couldn’t place what about the scene was so unsettling. Perhaps it was the way the group was walking rather than cycling. Or perhaps it was how, a minute later, when the one at the rear paused, aimed, and fired, he seemed completely unconcerned by the sound of gunfire.

“Do you recognise them?” she whispered.

“Can’t say I do. Can’t say I know anyone who’d wear clothing like that. Not now.”

“Military?” she asked.

“Very definitely.”

“British?”

“The uniforms are, for all that means.”

“But where did they come from?” Nilda asked, thinking of that dead soldier whose name she’d taken less than an hour before. “I mean, they’re still wearing camouflage, but they can’t be the same uniforms they were issued with after the outbreak.”

“Perhaps they got them from some army surplus store. More likely they got them from some depot in one of the enclaves.”

“I thought all the enclaves were destroyed.”

“Yes, but not all by nuclear bombs. Some just collapsed during the mutiny, but there would still be weapons and uniforms there. Or maybe they were part of some unit that managed to hold together, up until recently at least.”

“Can we trust them?” Nilda murmured. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”

“Because they’re military? Didn’t you say that woman your son’s with, what’s her name? Tuck? Didn’t you say she was a soldier?”

“Former soldier. I think she was in some kind of explosion. Lost her hearing, damaged her vocal chords, and it left her with terrible scars on her face and neck.”

“Once a soldier, always a soldier. That’s one of the oldest aphorisms in the book. Take Bran, he’s about as British Army as you can get, and he’s the very definition of ‘a good man’. There’s Mister Mills and his crew, and Leon, Francois and that French lot. All good people, every one of them. And then there’s me, a genuine criminal. What is it they say about judging someone by the company they keep?”

She ignored him. Her eyes fixed on the trio making their slow way along the road.

“And the one in the middle, do you think he’s a…?” Nilda began, but trailed off when, without a signal, the man pulling the cart stopped, stretched, picked up a rifle stashed in the back, and swapped positions with the one at the front. That man strolled back to the rear, while the third soldier stowed his rifle in the cart, then walked to the front and looped the harness across his shoulders.

“Never mind,” Nilda finished.

They stayed there long enough to watch the trio continue, long enough to see another creature approach, and long enough to see it shot.

“Whoever they are, whatever they have in that cart, I say we leave them be,” Nilda said.

“At least they’re not heading towards Hull,” Chester said.

“No,” Nilda said, “but they are heading towards Wales.”

“Maybe,” Chester moved off, back across the field towards the copse where they’d left the bikes. “Maybe not. It’s a bit like saying anyone heading north is going to Scotland, or travelling south is heading to London.”

Nilda grunted. There were few things she was certain of, but their new world was too small for coincidences.

“You should call Anglesey. Let them know,” she said.

“Later,” he replied, and she thought he was being dismissive. Not her problem, she decided as they headed back to the bicycles. Those in Anglesey were his people, not hers. She looked south, then north. The undead were slouching along the asphalt towards them from both directions, but she judged them no immediate threat. As they wheeled the bikes across the field over the road and eastwards across more fields, she couldn’t help wonder what had been in the cart.

They reached another road. This one was not much wider than a farm track, but had been recently resurfaced and painted with an optimistic white line dividing it into two narrow lanes.

“That’ll take us southeast to Hull,” Chester said, pointing.

“And your factory,” she said.

“And the boat that’ll get you to London.”

Nilda shrugged. It would lead them away from the trio with their rifles. For now that seemed to be the safest direction.

 

 

9th September - Teesdale Nature Reserve

 

“Pistachio,” Nilda said.

“Raspberry Ripple,” Chester replied.

“Double Choc Chip?” Nilda offered.

“Lemon Meringue Surprise,” Chester said.

“What? Where? I can’t see that,” Nilda said, peering at the menu pinned to the front of the broken freezer.

“N’ah, not here. Back in London. There was a place next to the Tate Modern. During the summer they’d do ice cream. Only ninety-nine pence a scoop and only one flavour a day, but each day was a different flavour and it was never vanilla. Anyway, it was August, two years ago, and I was sitting outside the gallery waiting for this guy from China to come and drop off a package. I ate twelve of them. That was a good day.”

“Huh,” Nilda grunted. She knew he was waiting for her to ask more questions.  While tales of his nefarious past had kept her distracted, if not entertained, she was too exhausted to ask for any more details now. “But the ice cream is gone,” she said instead. As was everything else that had been in the small cafe attached to the gift shop at the edge of the Teesdale Nature Reserve.

There had been three zombies lying twice-dead in the car park outside. They’d seen that from the road and would have cycled on if it hadn’t been for the two undead leaning against the doors to the building. Their arms slowly rose and fell, scraping down the glass-fronted door. It was the sight of those two that had caused them to come and investigate. They’d thought someone might be trapped inside. There wasn’t. Nor was there any food. There were just two more undead corpses.

With her boot, Nilda pushed a desiccated body away from the cupboard door. Gingerly, trying to avoid touching any of the dried brown gore covering the polished pine, she opened it.

“Empty. Completely empty,” she said, kneeling down to peer into the back of the cupboard. “No sugar. No tea. No biscuits.” She picked up an empty box. “No wafers. Someone was here.”

“Obviously,” Chester said, stepping over the second creature. He stopped halfway, his legs straddling the body. “That’s odd,” he said. “Come and see this.”

“Just a moment.” Still kneeling, Nilda was going through the corpse’s pockets. Chester waited silently. Nilda found a driver’s licence, added the name to the growing list. Only then did she step out from behind the counter. “What is it?” she asked.

“Look at its chest. You see?”

“Are those bullet wounds?”

“No.” Chester rolled the zombie over on to its side. “No exit wounds, and the holes are too large. Far too large. I’d say something was cut out.”

“Cut out? What do you mean?” she asked, baulking at what new horror the sick world might have created.

“No, it’s nothing like that. I think it was a crossbow,” he said. “The holes are from where the bolts were removed.”

“Oh. Right.” Was the detail important? She looked around the cafe. A small refrigerator stood on the main counter. A whiteboard was propped next to it, on which something had been written. Above the counter was a skylight. At some point it had been shattered, but not broken. Through the cracks, water had dripped down, smearing whatever had been written on the board into illegibility. She glanced at the red-brown stain dripping down the glass of the main doors. Just before they’d killed the two zombies, she thought she’d seen writing on the door. Probably it was just opening hours and prices. Probably.

Whatever it was, it was now mixed with the brain matter of the undead creature, and whatever had been on the whiteboard had been destroyed by the weather. There was no clue left as to what the message might have been, nor why anyone might have left one. She closed her eyes and told herself to be rational. Tiredness combined with an increasing psychological detachment was making her see signs and portents where there were none.

Chester, meanwhile, went back outside. Nilda took a few minutes to search the undead for their names, and then followed him. She found him sitting on the edge of a wall, peeling back the wrapper of an energy bar. He broke it in half and offered her a piece. She was about to refuse it, but was surprised to find the sight inside the cafe hadn’t destroyed her appetite. It was true then, she thought, you could get inured to nearly anything. Careful not to touch the bar itself, she took it by the wrapper and began to methodically chew.

“There’ll be ice cream back at Anglesey,” Chester said.

“No there won’t,” Nilda said. “There’s cows and electricity so there’ll be ice and cream, but you need sugar for ice cream. That means beets, and I doubt there’s any on the island.”

“There might be. We’ll ask them when we try calling them next.”

“Huh,” Nilda grunted. They had tried that morning when they’d used the phone to check on the satellite images of the horde. There had been no answer. Almost as frequent as Chester’s mood swings, were his oh-so-unsubtle comments about life back on Anglesey. At first she thought he had been trying to persuade her to give up her search for Jay and return with him to the island community off the Welsh coast. Just before she’d confronted him on it, she’d realised that she was wrong.

It was all part of the same thing. He was lost in his own past, trying to find some happy memories in it. When he couldn’t, he’d turned to the months since the outbreak, trying to find some good in those, and when that invariably failed, he focused on the future and an idealised fiction of it that he was creating. Whatever the root cause of it, this wasn’t the time or the place to discuss it.

“How much food do we have left?” she asked.

“It’ll be four days before we start to get hungry.”

She took out the well-thumbed map and started measuring out the distance to the coast.

“If we headed due east,” she said, “we’d end up in Middlesbrough. We could look for a boat there, and we’d—”

“Probably not starve before we made it down to Hull, but we would die of thirst.” He held up a near empty water bottle.

“Pity,” she murmured. “If this place has been looted, we should assume everywhere else around here has been as well. Where does that leave us?”

“Farms for food and streams for water,” he said with a shrug. “If we head towards the Yorkshire Moors, then head south down through the Yorkshire Wold, we could be at Hull in two days.”

“Which, by bike, is more likely to be four. And if you say four, you really mean five.”

“And it might be a week, and that’s the same wherever we want to get to. There’s a boat waiting near the factory, and we could be there as soon as tomorrow, but we won’t know how long it’ll take until we’ve got there. So we might as well leave. Look.”

A solitary zombie limped an awkward shuffle up the gravelled driveway towards them. Nilda stood. As the creature heard the sound of Nilda drawing out her sword, it threw out an arm. There was a gasping wheeze as air was pulled into necrotic lungs. Hands clawing, it lurched towards them. Nilda took a pace forward, bracing her left hand on the sword’s pommel, the right gripped firmly around the now-stained white-leather handle. She took another pace, waited as it advanced a dragging-foot closer, and lunged, spearing the sword through the zombie’s eye-socket. It collapsed, unmoving. Yes, she thought, though it got no easier, she was getting better at it.

She prodded at the corpse’s clothing until she found a bulge in an inside pocket. She bent, and pulled out a wallet. The coat’s fabric, exposed to rain, wind, and worse over the past eight months, tore. Opening the wallet she pulled out a card.

“Patricia Wilcox. And it’s a credit card so you must have been an adult.” She couldn’t tell by the height and desiccated features alone. In a clear plastic window was a slightly stained photograph of two infant children. One was a new-born, the other no older than two. She stared at the faces, fixing them in her memory, then took out the picture and turned it over.

“Sandy and Molly,” she read. “The picture was taken in June. Last June,” she added. “Before…” She closed her eyes for a moment before putting the picture back into the wallet, and the wallet back in the torn coat. She stood, cleaned the blade, and resheathed it. She looked around, taking in the land now devoid of life as much as she was checking that no more undead approached. Only then did she take out the piece of paper and pencil. She wrote down the name, and the names of the children in brackets after it. Chester, as usual, said nothing. A few minutes later, they were cycling southeast towards the Yorkshire Moors.

 



9th September - Cross Keys Inn

The Yorkshire Moors

 

Nilda checked the board covering the windows for the third time.

“I don’t know why you’re bothering,” Chester said, putting another broken bar stool onto the fire. “The zombies aren’t attracted to light.”

“Just being cautious,” she said, taking out the roll of electrical tape and running another length down the window’s edge. Perhaps it was due to all those months she’d spent sleeping out under the stars on the Isle of Scaragh, but she didn’t like being inside. Death was not following her; it surrounded her, and she wanted to see it coming.

“Look,” Chester said, “once we’ve boiled the water, we’ll put out the fire. Just come and sit down for a bit.”

She checked the door to the bar and the other that led to the kitchen before going to join him.

“I checked the sat-phone. The horde’s heading north,” Chester said. “I think it’ll keep going, up into Scotland.”

“Did you get through to Anglesey?”

“Didn’t try.” He cracked open another miniature bottle of orange juice and poured it into his glass. “Nice place this. I suppose the old world charm thing was how they got away with charging those kind of prices.”

She glanced at the chalkboard behind the bar. The prices were as extortionate as the beers’ names were absurd. All were real ale of course, and all the barrels had long since soured.

“How long does it take for beer to go off?” she asked.

“In cans? A year? Three? I dunno.”

“I meant in barrels. Whoever came here, they didn’t drink the beer, but they did empty out most of the spirits. So they came after it soured.”

“A month, then? Or maybe they didn’t like beer. Or perhaps it was too heavy to carry.”

“Yeah. Maybe.” The old inn had been looted, but not ransacked. Someone had arrived, taken what they needed, then gone. “Probably by car,” Nilda murmured.

“What?” Chester’s attention had been fixed on something he saw deep in the flames.

“They came by car. The zombies must have followed. That’s why they didn’t stay, but the car, that was how they took everything with them.”

“Does it matter?” he asked, opening one of the five bags of honeyed almonds that he’d found in a drawer behind the bar.

“No,” she admitted. “I suppose it doesn’t.” She opened the bag of flour and poured it into a large saucepan. She added a good measure of herbs, then started opening the sugar packets. “But I thought you said you liked to make conversation when you were out on your trips in the wasteland.”

“It’s better than silence, but sometimes silence is pleasant enough.”

“Right,” she said. She could feel her agitation growing.

They’d had to stop, she knew that. A light rain had begun to fall, and the tempestuous clouds promised more to come. They were both exhausted, and needed time to boil up the water they’d collected from the stream. The juice and nuts did add a bit of variety, and when cooked up, the flour would add some bulk to their diet, but even so, it meant they’d stopped at four o’clock with three and a half hours of daylight left. Three and a half hours which could be spent getting just a few miles closer to Jay.

“Tell me the story,” she said, wanting to banish the silence that gave her time to dwell on the myriad horrors facing her son.

“A story? I suppose you want one from my villainous career. Alright, I’ll tell you about that time at the Tate Modern and this guy I was waiting for. ‘Course I didn’t know if it was a guy at the time, and in the end I never actually saw him. But he was from China, I know that much, or working for a chip manufacturer out there. Computer chip, I mean—”

“No, not a story. The story. You and London and the outbreak. You said you were in prison, and then on a work detail clearing bodies from a supermarket. You ran off, escaped, and met up with your boss, that woman, what was her name?”

“McInery.”

“Right. That’s her surname?”

Chester nodded.

“Ms or Mrs?”

“That would depend upon the circumstances.”

“Well, tell me what happened after that.”

“Basically, we hid up for a while. I got bitten, and had a moment of lucid clarity. I saw there was nothing keeping me in London, that the whole world was now open to me, and that I had a chance to do it all over and this time do it differently. An opportunity of redemption, if you like. So I walked away.”

“Yeah, really? Because last time you said you got stranded during a supply run.”

“I did? Oh.”

“What really happened?”

“You want to know?”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t. You know my entire life story, and I don’t know anything about you. What happened? What was London like before the evacuation? What was it like after? Why is there no one left there?”

“You want to know all my sordid little secrets?” He closed his eyes. “Fine. If you really want to know, I’ll tell you. London was given to us. Or that was what we were told.”

“Given to you? What do you mean?”

“To be more accurate, it was given to McInery. It was a gift. The whole city was. Except it wasn’t to be hers forever. She was to be a custodian.”

“I don’t follow.” The water came to the boil. She put it to one side to cool, then placed another saucepan on the fire. “A gift from whom?”

“Quigley. The same guy responsible for the virus.”

“And that makes even less sense.”

“Right. So I’ve got to go back a few years. I told you how I was a crook and how I worked for McInery, and how basically we stole data to order? Well, sometimes we were asked to copy information onto a phone. We’re talking about falsified call logs, emails, that type of thing. That was the job. What I knew, and what McInery knew, and what no one else did, was who we were doing it for. And the only reason I knew was to do with people I’d known long ago, back before any of this started.”

“Like who? No, don’t look at me like that. If you’re going to tell me, then tell me everything. If you’re not, if it’s going to be more lies and half-truths, then don’t bother. We’ll just travel in silence.”

“Alright,” Chester said, after a long pause. “His name was Cannock. And that wasn’t his surname or his first name. Not legally anyway, but there wasn’t that much about him that was legal. We’d grown up together. Or we were born about the same time and I grew up in his orbit. As kids we were in a gang. We’d break into the Tube lines and tag the trains. When we grew up a bit, we realised that we could break into shops and steal what we liked. Shops became houses, and we got older, and the houses became Post Offices and pawnbrokers. Before those could turn into banks, he disappeared and it was a few years before he returned. When he did, he’d changed. He’d got a new boss, and so had I. Mine was McInery. His was Quigley, though I didn’t know it at the time. That was the reason that we were chosen, but I didn’t work that out until after the outbreak. Thinking back on it, it’s probably the reason McInery didn’t end up in front of a judge a long time ago. But that part, that doesn’t matter, not compared with what we did. I told you we stole phones for the data, and that sometimes we’d put new data on them. That was all at the behest of our friend, Mr Quigley. What matters is who we stole those phones from.”

“Like that Chinese guy at the Tate?”

“No, like Nicola Upton, the MP. She was a target. And there were others like—” He stopped. Among the others had been Jennifer Masterton. But that, he decided, was something Nilda didn’t need to know. “Like civil servants and politicians and you name it. And those were the people Quigley had us target.”

“And you knew this? I mean, you know what you’re saying, right? That you were allowing one politician to spy on another. That’s a huge conspiracy, and you’re saying you knew about it.”

“No, I’m not. I knew Cannock, not who he worked for. That Chinese guy, that was something that was all profit but Cannock got us the introduction. Upton was on one of those business select committees for foreign investment. I figured we were stealing the information for some Chinese firm. If I ever thought I was committing treason, it was only economic, and that barely counts as criminal. But right after the outbreak, Cannock told us that Quigley was behind it all, and that’s when we should have realised how much danger we were in.”

“Because of the zombies?”

“No. I meant when we were suddenly told that the Foreign Secretary was the man at the centre of the web. For all those years, he’d stayed in the shadows, and all of a sudden we were being told. Cannock wasn’t a crook, you see. He was a killer, an assassin if you like, except he didn’t mind if he was being paid or not. He was the kind of person who really would have killed us both if we’d said no to one of his jobs. The kind who knew well enough that when I got arrested I wasn’t going to say a single word about what we’d been doing or for whom we’d done it. And because of that, you better believe we didn’t ask, and we didn’t even want to know who his boss was. When he told us, it was only a few hours after I’d met and killed my first zombie. I wasn’t thinking straight. I wasn’t really thinking at all.”

“Well, what did he want you to do?”

“It was simple enough. We were to stay in London, and we were to find others who’d stay. People we trusted, so that when the dust settled and the enclaves were secure, Quigley could return and find us there rather than some band of rebels, and that was the word he used.”

“And you believed that?”

“Of course not. It was obvious what his real intention was. He didn’t want the criminals in the enclaves. That would be too great an extra strain. I figured he wanted us fighting among ourselves and probably killing each other off. Whoever was left would be dependent on him for supplies. Clever, you see. Or that’s what I thought. He even called us his Home Guard. That was another joke, I suppose. But, of course, it was all just a story, something believable enough because we wanted to believe. Something that would make us take the vaccine he gave us and say thank you for it.”

“The vaccine? The one that they gave to all the evacuees at the muster points?”

“Exactly.”

“How many?” she asked.

“I’m sorry?”

“How many people were there? How many people had you gathered together? How many took the vaccine?”

“Thousands.”

 




7th March - London

 

Chester stared at the bodies. Some were slumped over tables. Some still lay on the mattresses on which they had gone to their final sleep. Others littered the warehouse floor in an erratic line that led to the door. They were all dead. He hadn’t checked each one, just enough to be sure. Two hundred people, and that was just in the warehouse. How they’d died was obvious. It was the vaccine. Maybe it was a brutal accident, and maybe it was just this consignment, but he didn’t think so. His eyes on the grim scene, he backed slowly outside.

The streets were deserted. He checked the time. He took a few paces to the left, and then walked a few paces back again. He didn’t know what to do. The uncertainty grated. It was unfamiliar. Ever since he’d escaped from the police and met and killed his first zombie, he’d been reacting without thinking, and now…

“Now everyone’s dead,” he said, speaking aloud to fill the deathly silence. Everyone. The word jarred. He looked up at the rooftops. It seemed as if that silence stretched out above him and across the city and beyond, to encompass the whole world.

“No,” he said. “No. It’s just here, just the warehouse. The others’ll be fine.”

But if they were, then where were they? Everyone was supposed to meet at the warehouse by noon on the day after the evacuation. That was still over five hours away, but surely some people should have arrived early.

When they’d been given the vials, they’d been told not to take the vaccine until everyone had left on the evacuation. Then they were to stay put, and stay inside. The government was using satellite surveillance to ensure that everyone left the city, but after twenty-four hours, the satellites would be retasked. At least, that’s what they had been told would happen. Told by Cannock, who had delivered the vaccine to them and—

“And no one’s here, but that doesn’t mean they’re dead. So, come on, do something. Go and find them.” But that presented a problem in itself. He didn’t know where everyone lived. For that matter, other than McInery, he didn’t know where any of them lived. The few that weren’t career criminals knew well enough that the rest were. Under those circumstances no one was likely to share their address, not even with McInery. But she knew where they lived. She knew where everyone lived. Attention to that sort of detail was the cornerstone of her power. McInery.

“Mac,” he murmured. Like him, she’d taken some of the vaccine home. Had she taken it? Why wouldn’t she? He started walking south towards Kensington, away from the warehouse by Paddington Station. As he reached the end of the road, the walk became a run.

 

He rang the bell. There was no answer. He hammered on the door. Still nothing. He listened. There was no sound from inside. To dispel a growing unease that was tempered with an edge of fear, he raised his leg and slammed his boot into the red-painted wood. Once. Twice. The lock splintered. The door swung open, and he saw McInery halfway down the stairs, one hand trying to pull her robe closed, the other trying to extract a compact 9mm from its pocket.

“Chester? What the hell are you doing? What time is it? Did you—”

“You didn’t take the vaccine?” he interrupted.

“What? No. Not yet. Why?” And she saw his expression. “What happened? What’s gone wrong?”

“Everyone at the warehouse is dead. They all took the vaccine.”

“And you didn’t?” she asked.

“I… I don’t like needles.”

“Really?” For a moment she sounded curious, then the enormity of the situation cut through the haze of sleep. “And they’re dead?”

“Like I said. Everyone who was in the warehouse.”

“And anyone else?”

“I don’t have the addresses,” he said.

“In the blue folder, on top of the bureau down in the cellar. You get it, and I’ll get dressed.”

Trying not to think of the last time he had been in the small, secret room, he went down into the cellar. But as he looked for the folder, all he could see was that figure tied to the chair. He could see himself raise the ornate revolver Cannock had handed to him. He could hear that shot, the one he’d not expected would come. He saw the man fly backward on the chair, his brains sprayed on the wall. That, he knew, was an image that would stay with him until his death.

It wasn’t the first time he’d killed someone. It was the fourth. Once it had been one of his colleagues – McInery refused to call their organisation a gang. That had been a fight though not a fair one. Before that, there had been the night of confusion on the docks over a missing shipment. That had been an overly fair fight, one he’d been lucky to limp away from. Then there had been that time with Cannock, back when they were little more than children. He shook his head, ridding it of that memory. Now wasn’t the time. He grabbed the folder and ran back up to the hallway, reaching it at the same time as McInery, now dressed, came running down the stairs.

“Give me that, quick.” She took the folder and opened it. “Let’s see.” She made no effort to hide the writing. Everything she wrote was in code. That oft-displayed lack of trust was the reason their relationship had never advanced beyond business-like co-operation. “The nearest is a flat off Onslow Square,” she said. “And there are two more close to Earl’s Court. Are you armed?”

Chester realised he wasn’t sure. He checked his pockets. The ornate revolver Cannock had given him was still there. He’d been keeping it as a reminder as much as a weapon. He took it out and checked it was loaded. That, Chester thought, was a true sign of the times, when the punishment for carrying a firearm was nothing when set against the risk of being caught unarmed.

 

They didn’t run to the first address, the fashionable street off an equally fashionable square was only a few blocks from McInery’s house. Nor did they talk. That he wasn’t the only person left alive was enough of a comfort that Chester could, for the first time, properly take in the silent city.

Except it wasn’t silent, not completely, but the sounds were all wrong. London had been dying since the outbreak and now it was in its death throes. Yes, he decided, that was the way to describe it. The few people he’d seen on the streets were always hurrying to somewhere from somewhere else. Usually that had been one of the Food Distribution Centres, and it had always been during daylight. At night the only people out, other than him and his brethren, were those in uniform. Then had come the evacuation, and the city had bustled once more and for one last time. And as they walked, he began to understand that it truly had been the last time.

“What if all of the vaccine is poison?” he asked, voicing his
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