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  Three Weeks in Dead London


When I came to London last April, I felt like I was drowning in people. Now I’m the only one left alive. 
I never got used to living here. London was completely different from home, different from pretty much everywhere, actually. It had its own rules, masses of unexpected complications that were always catching me out. It did my head in. Travel was a good example. Back in Leeds, getting to and from work was never a problem, but getting anywhere by public transport here needed an encyclopaedic knowledge of every street, train, bus route and tube line, as well as military-grade logistical skills. I didn’t stand a chance, really. Some days I just couldn’t face trying and I’d walk instead, but even then I felt like I’d done the wrong thing. The walk took me less than an hour, but when I got to work people would look at me like I was from Mars. Are you mad, Helen? they’d say. You walked?! Then they’d bore me shitless talking about how I should have got there, how they would have got there, telling me all the best shortcuts and traffic dodges.
Doesn’t matter now. There are no more tubes or buses or trains running. No more patronising co-workers; in fact, there are no more people. There’s no more work. No more anything.
Tuesday morning. First week of September. Bright but cool.
I left the house about an hour before my shift. I’d been living in a house-share with two other people. Shanice worked in the same hospital as me, doing opposite shifts, and there was a guy called Yan who had the ground floor bedroom. I’d only ever seen him a couple of times. He did something important in finance somewhere, apparently, but I reckoned he was probably up to something dodgy.
I hadn’t wanted to get up, and I certainly didn’t want to go to work. Bottom line: I was a fish out of water. I didn’t fit in. I’d left Leeds because I thought my life was going nowhere, but here there was nothing but dead ends. I’d given it almost six months, but I’d come to accept that leaving home had been a huge mistake.
You know that feeling when you know what you’ve got to do, but you’ve got no idea how you’re going to do it? I’d reached that point. My grand experiment was over, and it had failed spectacularly. I walked down the Romford Road with my head down and my hands in my pockets, trying to work out how I was going to get out of London and back to Leeds. I was thinking about how I was going to tell my employers, what I would say to my folks and everybody else who’d been telling me I’d made a mistake moving down here in the first place. I felt completely alone, despite the chaos of the rush hour streets, or maybe because of it. That was something else I couldn’t work out – how was it that everybody else could walk along the pavement in a straight line at double speed without ever looking up from their phones? I was always the one left to swerve, to change direction to avoid collisions with zombies who had their headphones in, eyes glued to their screens. It was like being stuck on the first level of a particularly hard and particularly shite video game.
Then everything changed.
I moved to sidestep some random guy – drunk at seven in the morning, for Christ’s sake – who was zigzagging across the pavement with his eyes bulging, drooling from the corner of his mouth. Someone else collided with me from behind, and I was about to turn around and give them hell when an out-of-control Ford Focus shot across in front of me, wiped out the drunk, then crashed into the front of a takeaway.
Everything fell apart so fast after that that I didn’t know where to look first, who I should try and help... I caught my breath, and when I turned around and saw the full extent of what was happening, I realised it didn’t matter. I couldn’t help anyone.
Whatever it was, it rolled down the Romford Road like a wave. People were dying all around me. I was too busy trying to work out why they were dropping dead to even consider why I was the only person left standing, but that was the truth of it. Within a few minutes, for as far as I could see in every direction, I was the only one left alive.

      [image: image-placeholder]I was numb with shock, and when that shock wore off, I went to pieces. It was the absoluteness of everything that got to me at first. There was no one else left. I remember wanting to find just one other person so I could check with them that what had happened had actually happened, that I wasn’t going mad. All the live broadcasts on TV had stopped mid-flow, grim faces frozen on the screen. I checked the internet, kept pressing refresh on the news sites, but the headlines stayed the same. The only thing that changed were the timings after each link showing how long it had been since the stories were last updated. I watched the minutes turn to hours turn to longer.
I was just distracting myself, biding time, I realise that now. I locked the door to my little room in the little house and did everything I could to block out the fear that what had happened in London had most likely happened everywhere. When I couldn’t avoid it any longer, I picked up my phone and started to call the people who mattered, Mum and Dad, my brother, a couple of friends. Then I tried the people who didn’t matter so much: my ex, the hospital, my old boss, my GP surgery, my dentist, the gym, my bank... every number I could find. But no one picked up. Even 999 rang out unanswered.
I knew they were all gone, but I couldn’t accept it because it didn’t make sense. First night, I took some tablets to help me sleep. Second night, I contemplated taking all of them. That would have been the easy way out, but I couldn’t do it. Instead I locked myself in my room and didn’t move again until the dead bodies began to walk.
Christ, it sounds so bloody stupid when I put it like that, but there’s no other way to describe what happened. It wasn’t all of them, and it didn’t all happen at the same time. It started early on Thursday, the third day. I’d just got out of bed with a bitch of a headache. I opened the bathroom window to get some fresh air and they... god, it’s hard to describe, but they were peeling themselves up off the pavements then staggering around like new-born animals, legs buckling under the weight of themselves, tipping sideways, swaying like drunks. It was like they were relearning how to walk. Some stayed on the ground but, by dusk, the majority were up and about. And after that, they never bloody stopped.
I thought it was the bloody sleeping pills screwing with my brain. I mean, zombies, for Christ’s sake. It was as hackneyed as it was inconceivable. And the thing was, no matter how many pulpy novels I’d read or shitty films I’d sat through (and I’d sat through plenty, believe me), I couldn’t help myself going outside and getting closer to them. They were so slow and unresponsive that I didn’t think they were a danger, not like in the films. I guess it’s the medic in me, but I wanted to work out what was making them tick. I knelt beside one that hadn’t figured out vertical movement quite yet. She had no pulse, and she wasn’t breathing, so even though it was impossible, I had no doubt she was dead. Was it some kind of residual nervous reaction to whatever had killed them? They ignored me. They didn’t react if I stopped them nor when I let them go; they just lumbered around all slow and useless, walking into things and each other, oblivious to their surroundings, not paying any attention to me, not paying any attention to anything.
I could have just about handled that and left them to their own devices, but after a couple more days I realised they were changing again. This was different to the books and films, because in those stories the zombies are always one note – they’re the same at the end as they are at the beginning, just a little more decayed. But I watched those things outside continuing to reanimate, and it was frigging terrifying. They were getting quicker, becoming more alert. At one point I threw out a bag of rubbish. There must have been some glass at the bottom of the sack and when it smashed, half a dozen of them stopped and turned around to see what the noise was. Until then I’d felt invisible or at least inconsequential. I panicked. By the time I got up to my room there must have been more than thirty of them outside the front of the house.
And that was where they stayed.
After I got over the shock, they really started to get under my skin. It was like they were taunting me, waiting for me to come out and play. It was starting to drive me out of my fucking mind. I tried chucking glass bottles and other breakables as far as I could from an upstairs window to distract them with noise, but those few that took the bait wandered right back. Because the rest of the world was so completely, utterly, deathly silent, the damn things just kept on coming back no matter what I did. If I rolled over on the bed, coughed, took a sharp intake of breath, fetched a drink or something to eat, went to the loo... the slightest sound was enough to attract their attention. I hadn’t realised it before, but everything I did made noise. They couldn’t see me, but it was getting impossible to hide from them. Sometimes I stayed silent for hours thinking they’d leave me alone. Sometimes a few of them would drift off but all it took was one slip to bring them shuffling back again and more. And they were so bloody clumsy and uncoordinated that they made enough noise themselves, so what I did or didn’t do didn’t matter. It seemed I’d become the star of the show. The rest of the world was a vacuum, and with nothing else to occupy them, they’d become a self-perpetuating mob on my doorstep. One time I had to run to the nearest shop for food, and though I was quiet and outran them easily, by the time I got home there were more than a hundred of them behind me.
My mobile died (not that I’d heard from anyone) then the internet gave up the ghost. More and more sites started to disappear and were replaced with error messages. That almost felt like a relief, because I’d got addicted to checking random people’s social media feeds, clicking from profile to profile, looking for signs of life but finding none. Then a couple of days later the electricity went off, and by then there was no gas supply either. Each new loss made me feel a bit more disconnected from my old life and slightly more paranoid. It felt like the dead were taking over. It was like they were rebooting – no, defrosting – as I was shutting down. The more cut off and abandoned I felt, the more they seemed to single me out. They didn’t want to eat my brains or pass on their infection or anything like that... they just wanted to make what was left of my life as terrifying and lonely and completely fucking miserable as they could. That’s how it seemed, anyway, and I took it personally. That was their revenge, I decided. I’d survived and they hadn’t.
And eventually I snapped.
I’d had enough. There was only so much I could take and, after seventeen days, I’d had a fucking gutful.
I left the house by the back door and walked the length of the driveway down the side. They didn’t even notice. Dumb bastards were still crowding around the front, clustered round each other. There was a loose metal railing in next-door’s fence. I grabbed it and held it like a baseball bat, and when the nearest of them stumbled into range, I nearly took its head off. 
Oh, it was beautiful. 
I shouldn’t have enjoyed it, but I really did. The tip of the railing cut through its skin with ease, and its skull cracked like an egg. I know it shouldn’t have, but it felt good. Once the first one had gone down with such ease and pleasure, I lashed out again. Then again. And again. And again and again and again and again and again.
In the space of a couple of minutes it was as if my whole life had been inverted, tipped on its head. In the old world, my job had been to keep people alive. Now it felt like my business was to wipe out the dead. It made perfect sense, and also no sense at all, but it gave me something to hold onto and made me feel like I had a purpose again. I kept (re)killing them for as long as I could until I was soaked with sweat and my arms were numb. I felt on fire. I felt alive.
Later, back in the house, I looked down from an upstairs window, expecting to see a real difference. But it was as if I hadn’t been outside at all. For every one of them I’d hacked down, another ten had turned up to take its place.
I realised I had a lot of work ahead of me.

      [image: image-placeholder]I slept really well that night, and I woke up early and ready to get going. I finally had a reason for getting out of bed. I got ready quickly and forced some food down, not bothered about the noise anymore, then I went out to the landlord’s shed in the back garden. I prised the padlock off with the metal railing I’d used the day before, then mooched around in the gloom for something more effective. I was thinking I might find an axe, a machete, or a spade, but I ended up with something much better. I found a chainsaw. A bloody chainsaw! I’d done some volunteering with the Forestry Commission in my uni days, so I knew how to handle the wicked machine. It had been a few years, but I managed to get the chainsaw going. I got a kick out of making such a damn horrible racket after mincing around, staying quiet for so long. It felt like I was taking back control.
The driveway between my house and next-door was a useful funnel. It let me deal with the monsters with a bit of authority. The gate at the end of the drive made a bottleneck and only three or four of them could get through to me at a time. To be honest, I could have handled more. The chainsaw blade cut through the advancing bodies like something out of a video game, gloriously graphic and completely satisfying, and I never felt like I was in any real danger. I sliced upwards through one of them at an acute angle from its hip to its opposite shoulder, and the head and everything else above the waist slid clean off and landed at my feet. I put the chainsaw blade between the legs of the next one mid-step and brought it straight up; the right side of the body parted from the left like something out of a cartoon. I never stopped to consider whether it was wrong because it felt like so good. It felt like it was them or me.
I don’t know how long I was out there, but I barely broke a sweat getting rid of the crowd in front of the house and I just kept going. I must have walked a mile down the Romford Road, hacking down anything that got in my way. When I looked back towards the house, hundreds of them were following. Didn’t matter. I just turned around and walked right back into the heart of them, the chainsaw still buzzing.

      [image: image-placeholder]When I got up next morning, it was like yesterday’s bloodbath had never happened. The street outside was packed again, the dead rammed up against the garden fence like they’d been waiting all night to see me. I felt nervous, all those people watching. Then it struck me, they’re not watching. Then, they’re not even people. 
But there was something different about them.
It took me a while to put my finger on it, then I realised, they were showing more control than before. They weren’t wandering around aimlessly like they had been, getting in each other’s way. It might have been a gradual thing – I’d been too busy trying to get rid of them to notice – but there’d been a definite change, and it worried me because I was thinking if they’re like this today, what are they going to be like tomorrow? I knew I was going to have to pick up my pace.
I sold my car before I came to London. There wasn’t any point bringing it here. The roads were too busy, you had to pay a premium for using them, and even if you did manage to get to where you were going, the chances of finding anywhere to park when you got there were non-existent. But I did miss my knackered old motor, and it felt good to get behind the wheel again. The Nissan Navara I plumped for was about as far removed from my ancient Corsa as it was possible to get. It was more pick-up truck than car, and its power and size was exactly what I needed.
I’d got used to thinking about the dead things as exactly that – things, not people – but now and then I was forced to remember who they used to be. I found the Nissan double-parked outside a school with the door open and the keys in the ignition. I assumed the driver had been there for the morning drop-off, and that their child was likely one of the horribly sad little figures now doomed to stagger round and around the enclosed school playground forever. It was heart-breaking. The dead kids were like forgotten zoo animals, putting their hands through the fence and reaching out whenever I got close. Pretty much all the bodies I’d seen up until that point had been adult sized. I cried when I saw the lifeless little ones. I should have done something to help them, to put them out of their misery, but I just couldn’t bring myself to chainsaw a child.
Weirdly, thinking about the kids made me angry more than anything, and I drove my new truck straight into the crowds, determined to get rid of as many of them as I could. The first few collisions made me feel sick to my stomach, but I quickly got used to the size of the truck and to the thump, thump, thump of bodies bouncing off the bumper.
I accelerated back towards the house and down the Romford Road again, driving at stupid speeds and carving a relatively clear path virtually all the way back. I turned the truck around in the mouth of a side-street, then made another pass. I was starting to hate the dead people now. I blamed them for the solitary shitstorm my life had become, and getting rid of them was the only thing that gave me any pleasure. It gave me a focus, a reason for being. By eliminating the dead, I’d found a justification for staying alive.
On the third charge, things started to get a little hairy. Although there were fewer of them left standing, my windscreen was filthy and the amount of once-human waste covering the tarmac made it increasingly difficult to keep control. I skidded around the corner into High Street North, then aquaplaned straight into the back of a Post Office van. I smacked my head on the steering wheel and wrenched my neck. Whiplash. If I hadn’t had my belt on, I’d have ended up just another corpse.
I walked back to the house and it seemed to take forever because of the sludge on the ground and I got lost because everywhere was starting to look the same. The dead people were ignoring me, and I guessed that was because I was walking as slowly and awkwardly as they were. Also, I was covered in as much muck and decay as every other creature. When I got to the house and saw the ever-present crowd milling outside, I just kept walking.

      [image: image-placeholder]They were really starting to piss me off. There was no escape from their irritating blankness. No matter where I went, there they were. Every road I walked down, every building I went into, every crashed car I looked at, every bloody London bus I passed... they were everywhere. I started to imagine wiping out the entire urban population. It seemed a daunting task, but one thing was clear: if I wanted to get rid of more of them, I was going to have to up my game. From my studies I knew they’d rot down to nothing over time, but we were talking months, and I just couldn’t wait that long.
I walked further into the city, passing landmarks I recognised. The Olympic park from 2012 was really grim, the buildings like tombstones. I remembered the games, how busy and vibrant everywhere had been, how crowds of people had filled this place, the whole world coming together for a fortnight. Naturally, all that made me feel worse than ever, because now there was no world, there was only me.
I was hungry and cold, and it was either lose the dead crowd following me or lose my mind. I had no plan. I broke into a Co-op next to a petrol station on Bow Street, kicked six corpses out the door (two dead staff, four dead customers) then blocked the entrance and hunkered down out of sight behind the counter with some food and drink and a pile of magazines to remind me how things used to be.

      [image: image-placeholder]It was like the sun had forgotten to rise. I’d lost track of what time it was, what day, even, but I knew it had to be late enough for daylight. When I got up and looked outside, I saw it was the dead people again. Hundreds of them, it looked like, packed tight around the outside of the Co-op, their faces pressed up against the glass, blocking out the daylight. I said to myself, Helen, you know what you’ve got to do.
I set fire to the supermarket.
It was a calculated risk, but it worked. I started a blaze by the entrance and then, when I was sure it was going strong and wasn’t going to fizzle out, I opened the door and let them in. They were fighting with each other to get inside, focused on the fire that took hold swiftly, ripping through the innards of the dusty, dried-out store. I escaped through a back door while they continued to pile in through the front, and for once they didn’t pay me any attention. The fire was so intense it was the only thing they could see, and I stood in front of the shops on the other side of the road and watched as it drew hundreds more of them out from the shadows. Thousands, even.
It was pitiful to watch. I couldn’t help grinning.
The fire was really raging, and it jumped the gap between the supermarket and the overhanging canopy of the petrol station next door. I was hypnotised by the way it destroyed everything it touched, eating through the plastic signs and licking against the sides of the pumps. It was beautiful, like a solitary blossom on an otherwise dead tree.
The explosion blew me off my feet and into the front of a charity shop. My face was burned, and my eyelashes were gone, and I just sat there with the dead still advancing all around me. I started laughing and couldn’t stop. The roar of the fire drowned out my noise, so I leant back and watched the show for hours until the pissing rain put out most of the blaze. By then I’d counted more than seven hundred rotting bastards reporting for duty and being reduced to ash. The stink of burnt meat hung in the air like a barbecue. I was starving.
I stayed there until I got cold, then I started walking again.

      [image: image-placeholder]DAY TWENTY-ONE

I’m near Shoreditch now, and the rain is still hammering down. I’ve lost the cover of dark and I’m soaking wet and freezing, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not scared anymore; there’s no need to be. I’m better than the dead people, more complete. I’m still human. I feel sorry for them, I mean, it must be horrible being dead-ish. Imagine being able to feel your own body rot. Imagine the fear and pain and not being able to scream out. I keep thinking about the way they walked into the fire yesterday, and it makes me think maybe they were consciously trying to bring an end to their misery. And now I’m feeling pretty good about myself, because I’m starting to realise that I’m actually doing this to help them, not hurt them. I swore an oath to help the sick, and I’ve never come across people as sick as this before. I have to keep helping them; I’ll help as many as I can.
I could start another fire out here, but that’s too random, too dangerous. It could easily get out of control. No, there has to be a better way. Whatever I do, it has to be contained.
They follow me wherever I go now, and that’s convenient. Sometimes I stop and smash a window or make some other noise to let them know where I am. I know I’m taking risks, but all I have to do is walk as slow as they do and stay quiet, and they assume I’m just another poor dead nobody. I’m thinking the more of them I can help in one go, the better. I’ll just keep them following me like rats until I’ve got enough of them together in one place, then maybe start another fire or just lock them all away. I’m thinking I’ll start small, use a theatre or a cinema perhaps, then maybe work my way up to an arena or a football stadium even. But I’m getting ahead of myself. I need to build myself up. And this place looks perfect.
This is Commercial Street, and the covered passageway ahead of me, between the fancy restaurants and boutiques, is the entrance to Spitalfields, a massive traders’ market. I remember coming here once, before the end of everything. I remember thinking it summed up London in a nutshell: old, functional buildings that had been buffed up and turned into something overpriced and chic. After paying my rent and the essential bills each month, I was having to survive on bland food and charity shop treasures. Because it was a market, I thought I might be able to pick up a few bargains here, but I was so wrong. Shabby chic, I think they used to call it, “vintage.” The sandwiches were all gourmet, the coffee priced like fine wine. Oh, there were still charity shops, but the second-hand clothes weren’t bargain priced castoffs anymore, they were upcycled designer one-offs that cost a bloody fortune. I remember it really angered me at the time, watching people wasting all that money on overpriced nonsense. It will give me great pleasure to burn the whole damned place down to the ground.
I screwed up at the supermarket yesterday. I should have set the fire deeper inside the building so more of the dead would have been caught. I won’t make the same mistake again. I’ll be more thorough today. 
It’s like a maze in here, perfect for trapping them. It’s quite light inside, because most of the roof is glass and there’s loads of metalwork holding it up, industrial-looking girders and crossbeams. I walk up and down the rows of stalls, blocking some walkways and opening up others so they’ll follow me deep inside and won’t be able to get back out. And it’s working because as I’m walking up one row, I can already see them coming into the building, following the ones who followed me. I pick up things I might need on my way through and shove them in a bag: bottles of acetone from a nail salon, paper and strips of cloth to burn, cigarette lighters, candles...
It’s starting to fill up nicely; looks like a busy Saturday shopping day in here now. There are plenty of hiding places and cut throughs, so I won’t get caught out. I light a few candles and make a bit of noise now and then, so they don’t lose interest. Don’t want them drifting off. Don’t want all this effort to go to waste. I bang a hammer against one of the huge supporting pillars and it’s like I’m ringing a church bell. With everywhere else so quiet, I bet they can hear it for miles.
I work my way back through to the middle of the building. They’re too busy focusing on the candles and other distractions I’ve set up to pay any attention to me. Their eyes are poor, and a little bit of brightness makes everything else disappear. It helps me get on without interruption. 
This is where I’m going to do it. Right in the heart of the place. It’s a designer clothes stall, bespoke jackets created from military surplus and ancient upholstery fabrics. I look at one price tag and nearly choke. This is going to go up a treat. Such a rush. Seriously. I’ve been through so much crap recently – before and after the apocalypse – and it feels good to be able to do some serious damage. I grab an oversized camo and French toile jacket, the equivalent of two month’s rent, then set light to the rest of the stupidly priced clothes, and it’s so beautiful to watch. It’s like a piece of performance art.
I duck down and crawl away through the legs of the dead people, and they don’t even realise because they’re too busy trying to get to the fire. All I need to do now is just—
Damn.
What an idiot.
I’ve lost my bearings.
I’ve been crawling away from the entrance, not towards it.
Maybe it’s for the best. If I’m honest, I should probably hang around. I can’t afford to go anywhere until I’m sure this is working.
Up ahead I see a staircase leading up to a galleried area I hadn’t noticed before. It looks quiet up there, some kind of food court, so I get back down on my hands and knees and crawl again until I reach the steps. Wish I’d thought of this before. I don’t think they’re coordinated enough to be able to climb up after me. I’ll be able to watch them from safety until I’m sure the fire’s got a hold, then find another way out through the back of the building.
Now this is better. Now I can see everything. Wow. There are hundreds of them in here, and I can see the entrance and the dead people just keep on coming. They’re really filling the place up. It’s crazy just how many there are. When I half close my eyes, it almost looks like it did when I came here before all of this happened, like they’re just shoppers sheltering from the rain, queuing up to spend their hard-earned cash.
It’s sad, really.
I keep telling myself what I’m doing is helping. I keep telling myself that what’s happened to these people isn’t fair, and that if I ended up like that, I’d want someone to end things for me, too. And it occurs to me, this might be all I do now. This might be how I spend the rest of my life. Imagine that. I’ll get better at it, of course, because right now I’m making it up as I go along, but it feels good, in a world that otherwise feels really bad, to be able to help people like this.

      [image: image-placeholder]I’ve been watching for a while, but it’s not working like I’d planned. Shit. The fire looks like it’s going out. That’s not good.
No matter. I’ll try again.
I hammer on the metalwork again every few seconds, just so they don’t lose interest while I consider my options.
There’s a Thai restaurant on this level of the building, the tables all set for meals that were never served. There’s a trolley with a load of glass water decanters with wide necks. A photo from a history book comes to mind, the troubles in Belfast; I can use these to make firebombs. I fill a couple with acetone, shove strips of ripped up cloth napkins in their necks, set them alight and hurl them. The first one is pretty good. It hits the top of a stall and splashes fire over a handful of dead bodies, but the flames don’t take. I reckon it’s because they’re still wet from the rain. The second one hits a metal strut and doesn’t explode at all. Dammit. I need to get closer.
There’s a huge steel supporting girder that spans the width of the building. If I get up on one of the taller cafe tables and really stretch, I think I can climb up onto it. I can creep across and drop the next couple of bottles down into the middle of the crowd. I make a few more cocktails, carefully put them in my rucksack, then put it on backwards so I can reach them easy. I drag one of the tables across, balance a chair on top of it (the girder is higher than I thought), carefully swing one leg up, lift... then start to shimmy across.
It’s not the height that’s bothering me up here, it’s the noise. The rain’s still hammering down outside, and the sound as it hits the glass panels in the roof is deafening, like someone’s chucking gravel. I grip the metalwork tight and keep moving across until I’m right over the middle of the massive building, then I take one of the bottles out of my bag. It’s not easy doing everything with one hand, but I manage it. I light the rag, drop the bottle, then watch as it explodes right beneath me. It hits the ground and soaks loads of them with fire. It’s glorious. 
And I do the same again with bottle number two, though I have to swap arms. I cling on for a couple of minutes to get my breath back and rest my muscles, and I look down at the mob below. The fire’s still not catching like I hoped it would. I’m frustrated. I thought it would be easy, but this is a million times harder than blowing up a petrol station.
I’ll chuck this third bottle down anyway then have a rest and a rethink. I need something more flammable than nail polish remover. I’m safe from them up here, so I can sit for a while and work things out, take my time. That’s the one thing I have plenty of. Serves me right for trying to run before I could walk. I should have thought this through. I should have—
Wait.
What’s that?
That’s impossible. How can that be?
There’s one of them up on the roof overhead. I can see it moving along outside, looking in through the glass. The corpse is rubbing a dirty patch clean, trying to work out what’s going on. I haven’t seen any of them show so much control before... are they changing again? Now it’s banging on the window, like it’s trying to break in.
Shit.
Oh, Jesus.
The glass shatters, but the figure doesn’t fall. It’s climbing down onto the gallery outside the restaurant, blocking my way out.
Is there another way I can get out of here?
What if more of them climb up from the ground floor? 
Christ, I have to move. If I can get across to the opposite side of the building from here, then maybe I can—

      [image: image-placeholder]Helen’s arms were heavy with the effort of holding on, and in her sudden panic she lost her grip and fell.
In a room now filled with more than a thousand corpses, she somehow managed to miss them all, landing on top of one of the market stalls. She hit the roof with the back of her head and lost consciousness as her skull cracked against the metal framework. She slowly came around, and it was only when she tried to get up that she realised her left leg had snapped and was bent back under the rest of her at an impossible angle, and it was only at that moment that the pain started to register. 
All her anger, all her hurt, all her frustration and fear exploded as a guttural scream that echoed throughout the building. Her defiant death-yell was all she had left, and she screamed until her throat was raw.
One slip. One fucking stupid slip was all it had taken.
She was stuck on top of the stall now, no way of moving, no way of getting down. Nothing to do but stare up at the glass ceiling, watch the rain pouring in through the broken pane and think about what might have been. What she’d just thrown away. She realised she was the same as the dead now. Helpless. Waiting. No longer in control of her own destiny. No longer in control of anything. She tried to focus on the pain to convince herself she was still alive, but she was as dead as the rest of them.
And the bastard that was the cause of all this was edging along the girder towards her. ‘Don’t panic,’ he said. ‘I’ve got you.’

      [image: image-placeholder]Welcome to London.
Population seven million.
Ninety-nine point nine per cent of them dead.
The survival of the rest balanced on a knife-edge.








  
  Chapter 1

DAY THIRTY-SIX


There must have been several hundred corpses on the other side of the window, and it felt like every last one of them was staring right at Vicky. It had been over a month since they’d died. She’d been terrified non-stop from the outset, but in the last hour things had become immeasurably worse. Until now the dead had been meandering, appearing vacant and directionless, reacting to occasional movements and noise. Inexplicably, today they had begun herding purposefully together in unprecedented numbers along The Strand. It felt like they were  hunting, seeking out the last of the living, and, in the absence of anything else capable of conscious control in this decaying shell of a city, Vicky, Kath and Selena felt like easy targets. Vicky couldn’t think of a worse place to be trapped at the end of the world than this sprawling, chaotic, overcrowded metropolis.
Kath hauled her rucksack onto her aching shoulders. ‘What could have caused this?’
‘Us,’ Selena said. ‘You’ve not worked that out yet, Kath? It’s always us. I wish they’d just fuck off and leave us alone.’
‘Language,’ Vicky said.
‘Whatever.’
‘We’ve talked about this. It’s not necessarily us, per se, it’s more the fact there’s nothing else left. This is different, though. There’s something new going on out there. We haven’t seen them acting like this before.’
‘Different? How?’ The teenager’s voice was edgy, her panic barely contained.
‘They’re mostly heading in the same direction, for a start. We’ve never seen them do that. Before now they’ve always just drifted along. It’s like we’ve walked into the middle of a migration. There could be tens of thousands of them heading this way. There probably are.’
Kath moved a little closer, out of Selena’s ear range. ‘Careful what you tell her,’ she whispered. 
‘She needs to hear this.’
‘I know, but she’s not in a good way this morning.’
‘None of us are in a good way, Kath. Being in a good way went out the window when the rest of the world dropped dead then decided to get up again.’
‘I know, love, but she’s just a kid. Imagine everything we’re both having to deal with – the loss, the fear, the disorientation – then chuck in a load of hormones and angst as well. She can’t help it.’
Vicky sighed and leant her forehead against the cold glass. Outside, a woman, who might have been a similar age when she’d died, clattered into the front of the store. Vicky caught a glimpse of her own reflection, mapped almost perfectly onto the face of the corpse by chance. Where Vicky’s complexion was relatively clear, the dead woman’s skin sagged like an ill-fitting mask, slipping down and leaving drooping bags under her eyes. Her mouth was pulled out of shape like she’d had a stroke, and she ground her jaw continually, making her look like she was alternately chewing then groaning. A string of drool the colour of mud oozed down her chin. Her clothes were tattered and soiled, her decayed body misshapen, swollen in some places, hollowed out in others. 
You look as bad as I feel, Vicky thought. She’d known nothing but loss and disorientation for more than a month now. Five weeks of running on adrenalin, scavenging for food, and snatching fractured moments of sleep. It was thirty-six days since the world she’d known had been stolen from her and replaced by this utter hell and right now, other than a heartbeat, Vicky could see little difference between the living and the dead. Like the millions of impossibly reanimated corpses roaming the streets without purpose, she too was barely even existing.
‘We should make a move,’ Kath said. ‘There are more and more of them. The longer we leave it, the worse it’s going to get.’
‘I’m not going back out there,’ Selena said, nervous.
‘Kath’s right. We can’t stay here,’ Vicky told her.
‘Why not? There’s food and space and—’
‘And judging from the numbers out there today, if we wait much longer we won’t have any choice. Lovely as it is, this place will be our tomb. Is that how you want to end your days, hiding in the corner of a bloody Tesco Metro store?’
‘Go easy on her,’ Kath hissed, trying not to let Selena hear.
‘I’ll go easy on her when we’re safe,’ Vicky replied, at full volume. ‘We don’t just need to get out of this bloody supermarket, we need to get out of London altogether.’
Selena edged closer to the front of the store. The sheer number of corpses outside was now blocking much of the available light. ‘Why are they all coming this way?’
‘It doesn’t make sense,’ Kath said. ‘They’re heading out of the city. Why would they be doing that?’ 
‘They must be reacting to something,’ Vicky said.
‘Us?’ Selena asked, panicked.
‘I don’t think they know we’re here.’
‘Good.’
‘Not yet anyway. It’s only a matter of time, though.’
‘What else could it be?’ Kath asked. ‘Other people?’
‘Maybe. But on the basis we’ve not seen anyone else alive for more than a month, I doubt that very much.’
‘Surely we can’t be the only ones. Common sense says there must be others.’
‘Common sense?’ Vicky said, laughing. ‘Seriously?’
‘Yes, seriously. We’ve spent the whole time hiding; they’re probably all doing the same.’
‘We’ve had this conversation a million times already, and now’s not the time to have it again. Let’s shift.’
‘We could just stay here until they’re gone,’ Selena said.
‘Yep, we could, but Kath’s right. The risk is there’s ten times as many that haven’t got here yet. We need to get moving while we still can.’
Kath looked straight into Selena’s face, gently holding her chin so she couldn’t turn away. ‘It’ll be alright, love.’
‘You don’t know that.’
‘We’ve been okay so far, haven’t we?’
‘Yeah, but—’
‘But nothing. Victoria’s right. We’re going to leave here in a minute, get ahead of the crowd, then keep heading out of London like we’ve been planning all along. Annalise and the others are waiting for us in Ledsey Cross, remember?’
Selena nodded. ‘Yeah. You’re right. Sorry, Kath.’
‘You’ve nothing to be sorry about. This is hard for all of us, but I was just saying to Victoria that I think you’ve got it worst of all. I can’t complain. I’ve had my time. And I might have seventy-three years to your seventeen, but I can still remember what it was like at your age. Even without all this madness, things can be bloody hard when you’re a kid. Don’t you let anyone tell you otherwise.’
Selena wiped her eyes dry with the back of her sleeve and half-sobbed, half-laughed. ‘There’s no one left to ask.’
‘Hate to break this up,’ Vicky said, ‘but we really need to go.’
‘Which way, Selena?’ Kath asked. ‘We need to try and avoid main roads if we can. Look for little alleyways and side-streets. There’s less chance of them following us down there.’
Selena’s face was illuminated by the light from her phone. The networks were long dead and the electricity had failed weeks ago, but she’d had enough about her to find various ways of keeping her phone going since day one by using a couple of solar powered charging bricks and occasionally plugging into abandoned cars. Digitally nimble, she’d also had the foresight to download offline maps of the local streets before the data had dried up. All that apart, she used the phone sparingly, eking out the time she had left with her digital self. The world she knew was gone, and though on some level she was beginning to accept that, she wasn’t yet able to let go completely. The phone was the only shred of her pre-apocalypse life remaining. Its words and pictures, sounds and memories, that softly glowing light... right now they felt more precious than oxygen.
‘If we can get out through a back door and come out on Savoy Street, there are loads of little roads we can follow.’
‘Where to?’ Kath asked.
Vicky looked over Selena’s shoulder at the map as she scrolled. ‘Go the other way,’ she said. ‘West, not east. We want to try and get ahead of them.’
‘We need more of a plan that just heading west,’ Kath said. ‘It’s alright for you two, but I can’t keep running all day.’
‘I know, Kath, I know.’ Vicky continued to look at the map. ‘Stop! There.’
‘That’s Trafalgar Square,’ Selena said. ‘Didn’t you say keep away from main roads?’
‘Yes, but that’s a decent sized open space. If we can get ahead of the bulk of them and we reach Trafalgar Square, we should have a better chance of getting away.’
Kath wasn’t convinced. ‘How so?’
‘More space means they should be spread out. It’s the best idea I can come up with, anyway.’
‘Then it’ll have to do.’
The movement of the three women inside the shop was enough to attract the attention of several of the dead. One of the cadavers lifted a leaden arm and slapped a palm against the grubby window. The sudden noise alerted scores more of them, and within seconds the small supermarket was the focus of a rancid mob. They pawed and scratched and thumped and pushed to get inside. As Vicky ushered the other two through to the back of the store, corpses began thudding against the glass the way birds sometimes fly into windows. She might have thought it funny if she hadn’t been so bloody frightened.
Stay calm. Stay focused. We can do this.
Getting anywhere took forever these days, but time wasn’t an issue. They could hop from building to building the entire two hundred and fifty miles from London to Ledsey Cross, if they had to. No matter how many times they did it, though, and no matter how temporary their shelter might have been, leaving was always nerve-wracking.
The temperature and stench of the air outside was sobering, the lack of noise equally unsettling. In the past, with this many people in such close proximity, silence would have been impossible. The city soundtrack of traffic and people was long gone now, replaced by a constant dull, muted drone: the dragging of thousands of dead feet, the buzzing of flies... civilisation’s death rattle.
Vicky looked left and right then stepped over the remains of a shop worker they’d had to evict from the store when they’d first broken in. Her blue check uniform shirt, heavily stained with rot, flapped around her emaciated frame.
Up the hill along Savoy Street to their right, they could see the dead continuing their unsteady march along The Strand in swollen numbers. A hundred metres or so down Savoy Street in the opposite direction was the Victoria Embankment and the Thames. Numbers were somewhat lower down there, but there were still far more of them around than they’d seen previously, and they were continuing to move west. ‘Stay quiet, follow me,’ Vicky whispered. Kath and Selena nodded, didn’t speak.
Bunched tightly together, they crossed the road then went down Savoy Hill, another one of the similarly named, impossibly narrow, maze-like streets that could be found in many parts of London, where the growth of the city felt more organic than planned. These one lane roads and walkways made moving around the city more complicated; with tall buildings on either side, the view was limited to what was immediately ahead and behind with no way of knowing what was waiting around the next corner.
They’d been outside for only a couple of minutes, but Kath was already struggling. Vicky stopped and spoke directly into her ear to minimise the risk of drawing attention. ‘How’s your knee?’
‘Knackered,’ she said.
‘We can go back if you want.’
‘You know as well as I do, we can’t. Keep going.’
Savoy Hill curved around to the left. They took a turning into Savoy Way, an even narrower strip of road which ran parallel with The Strand. Glimpsed through gaps, the slow-motion river of dead people moving along the major road they were avoiding appeared to be acting as a self-perpetuating distraction. There was enough collective movement at the top of the file to keep the hordes interested in shuffling along in fragile unison. Vicky, Kath and Selena disappeared into the shadows under a covered part of the road. Above them, ancient-looking protective netting had been strung between the buildings on either side, presumably to stop the even more ancient-looking pipework they could see from dropping onto unsuspecting pedestrians.
‘The Savoy!’ Kath cried. ‘A theatre, swanky hotel, lovely restaurants... oh, we could have set ourselves up quite nicely here. I didn’t realise we were so close; would have been better for my back than that floor last night.’
‘We could stop here if you want,’ Vicky suggested.
‘For the last time, no. Just keep going. We’ll never get anywhere if we keep stopping.’
Dead end. Savoy Way ended abruptly in a T-junction. Vicky looked at Selena who checked her phone then gestured left, down towards the river. ‘We can get back onto Savoy Place if we go that way,’ she said, and they started to move, spurred on by the shuffling sounds of a handful of bodies behind them. They’d been followed from the supermarket, albeit at a miserably slow pace.
They were closer to the many corpses on the Victoria Embankment than was comfortable now, but the embankment gardens, a wedge-shaped area of park bordered by black metal railings, kept the bulk of them at a distance. As she walked, Vicky recalled the details of the map she’d seen on Selena’s phone. She remembered seeing Villiers Street along one side of Charing Cross Station, and there was a pedestrian underpass beneath the railway lines that would bring them out close to Trafalgar Square. What they did from there, however, was anyone’s guess.
They’d dropped their guard slightly, fooled by the relative inaccessibility of their current location with buildings on one side and the park railings on the other. Whether it was bad luck or otherwise, several of the dead that had been milling in the park saw the three of them and started to surge. They crashed through the undergrowth towards them, oblivious to their own physical limitations. There was never any danger – the fence stopped them getting anywhere near, and all they could do was stretch their gangrenous hands through the gaps in the railings – but their intent was unquestionable. ‘They’re definitely getting more aggressive,’ Vicky said, standing just beyond their outstretched fingertips.
‘No question,’ Kath said. ‘Didn’t I tell you they were changing?’
‘Can we go?’ Selena said, clearly terrified, and now there was no way forward. The street ahead was blocked by building work that hadn’t been visible until now, and though Selena and Vicky might have been able to climb over the construction site barrier and keep going, there was no way Kath could. 
‘You’ve got to be bloody kidding me,’ she wheezed, more annoyed than afraid.
Vicky started looking for an alternative route. Should they break a window, try to get into and through the building to their left, or did they take their chances with the handful of cadavers approaching from the other end of Savoy Place? On the face of it, that seemed to be the most obvious option, but not with so many other corpses around. Any day but today, she thought.
Selena was staring at her phone again, looking for another solution.
‘What’s up, love?’ Kath asked, struggling to read the confused expression on Selena’s face. She showed her the map.
‘There’s another road.’
‘Where?’
‘Here. Look, Adam Street.’
‘Let me see,’ Vicky said, and she orientated herself with the map and tried to make sense of their
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