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PRAISE FOR AUTUMN: INFERNO
 
“David Moody redefined the zombie apocalypse with his startlingly original and powerful AUTUMN series. AUTUMN: INFERNO revisits this grimdark world of struggle, survival, hope, and horror, with even higher stakes as a small army of survivors and hordes of the risen dead war over London. An original, gritty, grim, and realistic vision of the zombie apocalypse certain to please genre fans.” -Craig DiLouie, author of THE INFECTION trilogy


“Much like at the end of that first book, I find myself excitedly awaiting the next one, this new trilogy continues to show just why Moody is the master of zombie fiction, especially when it comes to his unique take on the undead.” -The Rotting Zombie


“Moody has a special talent for creating fantastic characters. They are relatable, varied and you can see your friends, coworkers, and yourself amongst them. AUTUMN: INFERNO has a great cast, I cheered some on and cursed some others. Moody made me care about them, one way or another.” -2BookLovers Reviews


“AUTUMN: INFERNO is another masterclass in writing zombie fiction from David Moody, and further proof that Moody is a maestro at the very peak of his talent as an author of horror fiction. With AUTUMN: INFERNO Moody has once again demonstrated his undeniable ability to revolutionize and revivify the zombie as a staple of the horror genre, reframing the humble, shambling corpse as a genuinely terrifying opponent in a way that hasn't been seen in the genre for some time. I cannot wait to see what Moody has in store for his remaining survivors” -The SciFi and Fantasy Book Review


“AUTUMN: INFERNO is an absolute blast from beginning to end. One that fits within the Autumn world, expands it just enough and sets up, what is sure to be, a blistering finale. 10/10” -Games, Brrraaains & A Head-Banging Life
 

1
DAY SEVENTY-TWO
MONUMENT BASE
TOWER PLACE – 7:00am
 
In the four weeks since the chaotic day that had brought this group together, the dead had advanced and blocked them in tight. There were thousands upon thousands of them, crammed up against each other and against the barricades that protected the living, and the pressure of their numbers had wedged them into position. Decaying flesh had seeped into wrinkles, folds, tears and open wounds like wet putty. 
On the other side of the towering boundary walls, the group had had to shore-up their defences to protect the scrap of land they’d managed to hold onto around the Monument and the Tower of London. Once the perimeter had been sealed, the violence and bloodshed had, thankfully, stopped.
Until today.
The group was now a victim of its own success.
At more than three hundred and fifty strong, they were the biggest group of survivors for many miles, if not in the whole country. Those numbers meant they had relative strength and security but, Christ, that was a lot of mouths to feed. They hadn’t had time to stockpile before locking down; the base had almost fallen as the last eighty or so folks had arrived. And though they’d done what they could to eke out their supplies for as long as possible, they’d known all along that this day was going to come. If it hadn't been today, it would inevitably have been tomorrow.
Having lost substantial swathes of land in those battles a month ago, they were now living on a sliver of space about half a square mile in area, a fraction of the size the bosses had originally envisaged. Claustrophobic and unsanitary, it was little better than the wastelands beyond the walls.
For now, the bulk of the dead were being held back by the barriers to the west and by an elevated and fortified section of railway line stretching from Fenchurch Street to Limehouse to the north. With the Thames to their south, that left only one logical direction in which the group could advance.
More than eighty volunteers gathered on the lawn in front of the Tower Hill Memorial in Trinity Square Gardens. The once well-tended grass was churned up and muddy, the memorial defaced with graffiti – poignantly scrawled outpourings of anger and grief. The volunteers were a motley bunch. Survival these days seemed random, arbitrary; the only thing these folks had in common was that they still had a pulse. They huddled close to each other because of the cold and listened as Dominic Grove addressed them.
‘This is a big day. A monumental day. The work we’re going to start this morning will make life much more comfortable for all of us. It’s going to be hard, there’s no disputing that, and dangerous too, but we all know that nothing we do from hereon in is going to be easy. Today we’re taking our first steps towards carving out a safe future for ourselves.’
He paused, waiting for a reaction that didn’t come.
‘It’s almost a month now since David, Marianne, and the others joined us, and we’ve all benefited from our increased numbers. Until now we’ve been focused on protecting this place and keeping it secure and on getting everyone settled in, but the time’s come to start reclaiming some of what we’ve lost. We’ve already achieved a lot, but there’s much more we need. Today, that work begins in earnest.
‘I know this is a huge ask of all of you, but there really is no alternative. With increased numbers comes an increased need for food, water, clothing, medicines, and space. We’re surrounded by a vast number of resources, and every scrap of it is ours for the taking. We just have to go and get it. 
‘Fighting’s not in our nature, and I wish there was another way of doing this, but clearing the dead from Wapping and reclaiming the streets is our only option. We must take a stand against them. We have to forget who they used to be and focus on what they are now and the threat they present. We cannot allow the dead to dictate the way we spend the rest of our lives.
‘Before we go out there today, I want you all to take a moment to think about how strong we are, both individually and collectively. Our ability to coordinate and communicate puts us at a clear advantage over our enemy. Sure, there are many thousands of them and only a few hundred of us, but we have the upper hand. We can do this, I know we can. It’s going to be tough and it’s going to take time, but we’re going to take small steps every day beginning today to take back what’s rightfully ours. Soon, all those small steps will add up to colossal strides.
‘The place where we’re gathered this morning is a monument to some of those who lost their lives in the first and second world wars. Take a moment to remember the sacrifices countless generations made to give us our freedoms. Although our world has changed beyond recognition, and the danger we’re now having to deal with is very different from the threats that anyone before us had to face, but there’s just as much at stake, perhaps more. For though they fought for Human liberty, we battle now for the very survival of our race. And we’re not just doing this for the people who are here with us today, we’re doing it for all those who will come after us. We do this for our children; we do this for our children’s children. It’s no exaggeration to say that groups like ours may be all that’s left of Humanity; ensuring our future is an unparalleled responsibility that all of us here must now share.
‘Our group includes people from all walks of life. We represent many cultures and many beliefs. We have an enormous range of abilities and capabilities, skills both honed and yet undiscovered. Collectively, we represent an inexhaustible store of knowledge and experience, all of which is going to be vital to rebuilding our world from the ashes of what’s been lost.
‘So, I want you to look out for each other today. Like I said, we may have many differences, but there’s one thing that every single one of us has in common... we’re survivors.’
Dominic paused, almost overcome by the gravity of his own words. Sanjay leant across and whispered to David Shires. ‘Bloke’s a fucking twat. Do you think he actually believes any of that horseshit?’
David laughed. ‘If he does, he’s the only one.’
If Dominic was disappointed by the reaction of the crowd, he didn’t let it show. ‘I’m going to hand over now to Piotr who will talk us through the detail of this morning’s operation.’
Dominic stood down; Piotr stepped up. The difference in their styles was notable. Where Dominic took his time and waxed lyrical, Piotr didn’t.
‘We secured almost a mile of Cable Street at the beginning of all of this, when we blocked the gaps under the train line.’ He pointed towards the main roads as he spoke. ‘Over there is East Smithfield. It runs parallel with Cable Street and is clear as far as the junction with Vaughan Way, Dock Street, and The Highway. The buildings in the area north of East Smithfield have already been stripped. Today we continue east along The Highway and clear another half mile, as far as Cannon Street Road. North of that is a valuable area that we’ll then focus on clearing.’
Dominic couldn’t help himself butting in. ‘Piotr’s right, it’ll give us access to some prime real estate. There are several tower blocks that we think will be easier to clear out than the lower-level buildings we’re used to, and there’s a lot of green space that we can use for recreation, and, in due course, farming. There’s a school, hundreds of individual residences... it’ll take some time for us to secure the area completely, but the potential rewards make all that effort worthwhile.’
His enthusiasm wasn’t matched by any of the faces looking back at him. Piotr, too, appeared unimpressed and he turned back towards the crowd. ‘Listen up. This is important.’
Everyone was already quiet, but now the group became pin-drop silent.
‘These are the rules. First, every one of you is a fighter, and everybody goes out there with a weapon. Second, you follow instructions, because if any of you go rogue, it puts everyone at risk. Third, you forget that those things out there used to be like us. If they remind you of your mother or your mate or your missus or your kid, or, God help us they are your kid, it still doesn’t matter. They’re not human. They are our enemy. If we don’t destroy them, they will destroy us.’

2
THE BATTLE OF WAPPING
 
They may have looked like an army as they marched along Tower Hill together, but most of them felt woefully underprepared. David Shires was near the back, cursing himself for volunteering but knowing he’d had no alternative. It just wasn’t in his nature to sit back and let others take the risks on his behalf. Also, he’d wanted to see for himself how bad things were out there. But now his nerves were clanging, and he wished he could trade places with someone who’d stayed behind. He was a reluctant combatant at the best of times, and today was far from the best of times. They came to a halt a short distance from the junction of East Smithfield and The Highway. David was sandwiched between Gary Welch on one side and Sanjay on the other, bracing himself against the crisp, icy-cold wind of the dry, mid-November morning. He didn’t think he’d ever felt more out of place in his life.
‘You’re shivering,’ Gary said. ‘Nerves or cold?’
‘Both. You?’
‘Shitting bricks. I don’t know about you, Dave, but when I come up against those dead fuckers and I’m not expecting it, I can cope. It’s the anticipation that gets to me, all this waiting around. Puts the fear of god into me, it really does.’
‘I’m the same,’ Sanjay said. ‘It amplifies the nerves, makes everything feel a thousand times worse. Reacting is one thing, thinking about how you’re going to have to react is something else altogether.’
‘Still, we’ll let that lot take the brunt of it, eh? They’re the pros, apparently.’ Gary gestured towards the large pack of fighters ahead of them, closer to the frontline. Some of them appeared disturbingly keen, chomping at the bit to release weeks of pent-up tension by battering the dead. There was nothing professional about them; many of them just looked the part because they’d taken the initiative and helped themselves to armour and weapons from the relics on display in the Tower of London.
‘They’ve definitely got the kit for it,’ David said, looking down at his own gear. His makeshift protection had been fashioned from reclaimed scrap metal, fastened in position with wire and rope. Gary was wearing a breastplate cut from the bonnet of a green Toyota, held in place by gaffer tape wrapped around the arms of his jacket. Most people wore PPE; everyone was ordered to wear at least one item of fluorescent clothing to distinguish themselves from the decrepit masses they were about to wade into. Some people had hardhats taken from the corpses they’d found near construction sites, but most were going into battle wearing only goggles or safety glasses and facemasks to protect them from the inevitable noxious splashbacks. They were armed with crude but effective weapons. David had a metal railing from a fence, sharpened to a point; Sanjay carried a claw hammer in one hand and a dustbin lid shield in the other. 
‘You wouldn’t think it, looking at me now,’ Gary said, ‘but I used to do a lot of running, back in the day. Three London Marathons, I did.’
David was impressed. ‘I watched it on TV, and that was tiring enough. So, what are you saying? You going to make a run for it?’
He laughed. ‘Not at all. I was just gonna say that I feel like I used to on the start line, waiting for the off. Frigging horrible, it was. No matter how much training you’d done, you never felt ready. You knew you had hours of pain ahead of you.’
‘And that’s what you think we’ve got coming?’
‘No, mate, not hours. We’ve got days of pain ahead. Weeks. Months, even. The races I used to do had a finish line, but I can’t see where this one ends.’
Sanjay butted in. ‘And in marathons you didn’t have thousands of people coming the other way, all trying to kill you.’
‘Correct. Anyway, all I’m saying is that once that barrier’s opened, this is gonna hurt.’
‘Great. You’re a real inspiration, Gary,’ David grumbled.
‘I aim to please.’
Marie Hannish, who worked in PR before the world had fallen apart, was standing on the other side of Gary, wearing tin-can armour and wielding a hockey stick. She just looked at him. ‘Have you ever thought about becoming a motivational speaker?’ she asked, deadpan.
‘No.’
‘Good. Don’t.’
In front of David, Holly Wilkins appeared to laugh nervously. She’d been billeted on the same floor of the hotel as he had, and they’d left the building together this morning. When she looked around, he saw that she was crying. ‘It’ll be alright, Hol,’ he told her, resting a hand on her shoulder.
‘You think?’
‘Oh, sure,’ he said, and he pulled her close and squeezed. ‘We’ll look out for each other, okay?’
She just nodded, far from convinced.
Paul Duggan, one of Piotr’s chiefs, climbed onto the roof of one of the two trucks they’d parked back-to-back across the street, blocking the full width of The Highway. The nervous chatter in the ranks was silenced because everyone knew the time had finally come. The floodgates were about to open. 
Paul kept his back to the others and looked out over the dead hordes. Directly below, a couple of them lifted their ravaged faces and glared up at him with rheumy eyes. Most remained slumped forward against those in front, an immobile plug of diseased flesh, just waiting. The brightness of the morning allowed him to see everything in detail. He thought a little autumn fog might have made the view a bit more palatable. As it was, the queue of death stretched so far into the distance that he couldn’t see the end. The most disconcerting thing was the movement. Whereas they frequently wandered the desolate streets, today they were all moving in this direction, filling in the gaps.
The sound of approaching engines.
The crowd of fighters on the street parted to allow the well-used backhoe loader through. It had proved equally adept at moving rot as rubble. It rumbled into position, flanked by a tractor and a pick-up truck, both of which had seen better days.
David kept hold of Holly, but he found himself on the opposite side of the road to Gary and Sanjay now. He watched them across the gap and wondered if they felt as absolutely fucking terrified as he did. It was the uncertainty, as well as the apprehension, he decided. What were they about to face? How aggressive would the dead be after all this time? This was going to be their first direct confrontation since... well, since forever. He realised this was the first time he’d gone out into the wilds with the sole aim of wiping out as many of those diseased fuckers as possible. Individually, he knew they were nothing, but collectively... well, that was a different matter altogether. He started doing a few pointless back-of-a-fag-packet calculations in his head as a distraction. If we can get rid of an average of fifty each, and if the backhoe loader can wipe out several hundred, then maybe we have half a chance. It was only ever going to be half a chance because he knew that even if they hacked down around a thousand of them today, the same number would be lining up to take them on tomorrow. He tried every tactic he could think of to remain positive. Don’t think about them in individual numbers. Think about it in terms of ground gained. Reclaim a few metres every day, that’s all it’s going to take. Step by step by small, incremental step.
The moment had arrived.
Alfonso Morterero was an HGV driver from Bilbao who’d found himself stuck in central London on the day the world ended. His English was limited (but rapidly improving), but Alf, as he’d inevitably become known, didn’t shy away from taking responsibility. Any opportunity to drive and he was there, volunteering before most people had even heard the call. He climbed up into the cab of one of the blocking trucks then hung out of the open door, looking up at Paul and waiting for the signal.
Thumbs up.
Alfonso had kept the truck well maintained; he’d always known it would need to be moved at some point. The engine started first time, and he glanced across and saw the corpses immediately reacting to the noise. A wave of excited movement rippled through the mindless swarm. Alfonso turned the wheel sharp and drove along Dock Street, opening up The Highway.
For a moment that seemed to last an eternity, nothing happened. The first few rows of dead creatures, for so long pressed up against the side of the truck and compacted in place by the ceaseless weight of thousands more behind, initially remained rigid. They were stuck in place, brittle bones interlocked, glued together with dried out decay. From his position, David noticed signs of movement along the fleshy dam. A few slight wobbles and vibrations, then parts of it began to rock back and forth, the pressure increasing. A couple of seconds longer and it gave way, sending a lumpy tide of once human slurry gushing across the street. The fighters who were furthest forward scrambled back. Still on top of the other truck, Paul Duggan yelled at them to hold their positions.
After the initial flood had subsided, the dead began to advance.
The first of them appeared barely human, deformed by the pressures being exerted on the front of the pack. Everything was wrong about the horrific, dripping monsters that lurched forward. One was a barrel shaped torso on spindly legs, both arms torn off, long gone. The next appeared to have its head on sideways; its neck was broken, but decapitation had been averted by the few stubborn sinews that had refused to tear. Another one had originally been two. With a pair of ribcages intertwined like latticework, the combined monstrosity walked crablike with two heads, four arms, four legs, and a single intent.
A guy standing behind David ripped off his facemask and vomited over his boots. The acidic smell was barely perceptible over the stench of everything else.
Paul signalled for the backhoe loader to move up. Kevin Greatrex was the only one who ever drove the machine. He’d got hold of the keys when they’d first found it and had refused to let them go. Now he carried them with him everywhere, even slept with them in his hand because the digger was his protection, his suit of armour. It enabled him to exact long overdue revenge on the dead without too much personal risk. He usually found the destruction therapeutic, but right now he’d have happily given up his seat to anyone who asked. 
Here goes everything.
Kevin accelerated and dropped the digger scoop. It scraped along the road, filling the air with ugly noise, making him the focus of everything. He levelled off his speed slightly, aiming for the sweet spot between control and carnage, then ploughed into the hordes head-on.
The tractor and pick-up truck followed in the wake of the powerful digger, veering off in either direction to obliterate even more of the dead on either side. Between them, they covered almost the entire width of the road and drove forward in a line, substantially reducing the flow of corpses that might otherwise have broken through.
Behind the three vehicles, the first of the troops were dispatched into the chaos. The undead proved frustratingly difficult to deal with because of their unpredictability and miserable physical state. Hardly any of this first wave had enough strength to stay standing. Similarly, it was hard for many of the fighters to remain upright as they waded through the semi-liquid filth. It was slippery as a slick out there, and they had only the remains of corpses and each other to hold onto for support.
David was holding back, watching the madness unfold. Christ, all they’d done was open one side of a road junction, but from where he was standing, it was as if they’d prised open the gates of Hell.
Standing above them, Paul was far from impressed. ‘Fight, you fuckers!’ he yelled, as if there was an alternative.
As the people all around him began to move, David too started to run forward. The first body came at him and he skewered it with his railing, effortlessly driving the spike into its chest then flipping it over and slamming it down onto the road. He stamped hard on its upturned face then yanked free his spear. It had been weeks since he’d seen the dead up close like this, and the degree to which they’d deteriorated was astonishing. The creature under his boot was unrecognisable. He couldn’t tell if it had been male or female, young or old... hell, he was having trouble believing the damn thing had ever been human.
No time to waste. Straight onto the next.
David lunged at the next cadaver but slipped in the mire and went over. He struggled to get back up, the treads of his boots already clogged with filth. Someone smacked the corpse he’d been aiming for over the head with a baseball bat, then grabbed his arm and hauled him upright. It was Holly.
‘You’re not allowed to get hurt; you’ve got my back, remember?’ she said, managing half a smile.
‘Got it. Thanks, Hol.’
They both selected their next targets and lashed out. Holly split another skull with a hollow-sounding thunk while David forced the tip of his railing up through the chin of another ghoul and scrambled what was left of its brain.
Then the next.
And the next.
And the next.
The backhoe loader and its entourage continued to roll forward, their speed now substantially reduced. Agile dead were crawling all over the machines, others were crushed under wheels and caterpillar tracks, ground into the tarmac. David and Holly fought as a pair behind the tractor, back-to-back, defending the bubble of space around them. David tried to concentrate on each individual corpse that stumbled into range, but it was hard not to be distracted by the madness unfolding in his periphery. The brutality of what he was witnessing, what he was a part of, was sobering. Beheadings. Disembowelments. Amputations. The slicing, hacking, ripping, tearing, shredding of flesh. As deserving as the dead surely were of all of this, the savagery of the fighters was astonishing. He remembered what Piotr had said about these undead monsters being no longer human, but from where he was standing, no one on the battlefield appeared civilised today.
He sensed that Holly was struggling. Poor kid. He booted away a half-height corpse that was crawling towards him then turned to check if she was okay. She’d been wearing a hardhat and glasses but had discarded both. Her eyes were wide and filled with fear, her pale face streaked with grubby blood. ‘Can’t do this,’ she said.
‘You can,’ he told her. ‘We have to.’
She shook her head. She was breathing too fast. Panic attack. David held her upright when her legs threatened to buckle and locked his eyes on hers. ‘You’ve got this, Hol. Breathe slowly.’
‘I’m okay,’ she said, but she wasn’t.
‘You will be. Just take your time. It’s the sudden start that’s done it. Weeks of doing nothing, now everything’s gone batshit crazy.’
She nodded.
‘Keep fighting!’ Paul Duggan yelled. David looked back and saw he was still up on the roof of the truck.
‘Hark at him, telling us what to do. Here’s us up to our necks in shite, and he hasn’t even got his boots dirty yet. Cheeky fucker.’
Holly smiled. That was progress.
As the fighting continued, so the first attacking wave moved deeper into the dead. Consequently, the area around David and Holly was now relatively clear, though the ground remained covered with body parts and oily gore. A second tranche of people had arrived to mop up the remains. These folks were equally keen to do their bit, but generally older or carrying an injury or otherwise less physically able. They scoured the filth on their hands and knees and used kitchen knives, garden trowels, screwdrivers, and all manner of other implements to put the twitching dead out of their misery. A swift stab to the temple usually did it; enough trauma to inflict sufficient damage on what was left of the creatures’ mushy brains and stop them functioning. Their arrival was a welcome distraction. It gave Holly time to compose herself.
‘You good now?’ David asked, and he could see that she was.
‘I’m good.’
‘Sure?’
‘Yep.’
‘Ready for more?’
‘I’m ready,’ she said, and they marched on together.
It felt like they’d walked miles, but the backhoe loader had only managed to advance some fifty metres from the junction with East Smithfield, where the battle had begun. David found the gruff noise it made strangely cathartic, a huge fuck you to the undead. He could hear another sound now, yet more vehicles were approaching, blasting their horns to alert those clearing the streets. David and Holly shifted out of the way as two industrial-sized lawnmowers drove forward. They’d been cannibalised and modified by the petrolheads and mechanics in the group’s makeshift chop shop. Mowing blades were replaced with sheets of metal that acted as rudimentary ploughs, churning up tonnes of flesh and offal and dumping the resultant gunk into the gutters.
The frontages of buildings, metal railings, and the hoardings around never-to-be-completed construction sites had largely kept the bulk of the dead channelled forward, but there were junctions being uncovered now which needed to be blocked. More cars were driven out along The Highway – expendable, battered old wrecks that barely limped along but which were useful as mobile blockades. The driver of a wrecked Ford Focus overtook one of the lawnmower-ploughs then accelerated into the writhing chaos at the mouth of Virginia Street. He abandoned his car at an angle, straddling the gap, then scrambled out with hardly a second to spare before another Ford drove into the back of his, completely blocking the side-street. As the way ahead was secured, the trucks that had originally been used to block the width of The Highway were moved up, ready to take up new positions further east.
After a month of enforced inactivity, the frantic movement all around was overwhelming. David was also struggling to take it all in, and now it was Holly keeping him moving in the right direction. It was the intense physicality of battle that had caught him so off-guard. He was sweating profusely under many protective layers, and his arms felt heavy as lead. He couldn’t stop fighting, not even for a second, because, despite destroying a swathe of corpses already, they hadn’t made the slightest dent in their numbers. The dead were uniform in both their grotesqueness and their limitless aggression. There was barely anything left of some of them – hardly any meat left on their bones – and yet they continued to attack as if the battle had only just begun.
David swung around and skewered one through the eye then drove the metal spike through the throat of another that Holly had tackled to the ground. He twisted the spike, moving it back and forth, back and forth, until he'd separated the dead thing’s skull from its spinal cord with a sickening pop. He looked around, trying to orientate himself, but didn’t have time to focus before yet another staggering, stick-man cadaver came straight at him, arms outstretched. He lanced it on the tip of his spike, hefted it up, then smashed it against a building site hoarding.
Then, finally, another few seconds of space. Holly caught up with him and they leant against each other, exhausted. The fighting continued up ahead. ‘Look at them, Dave,’ she said. ‘They’re actually enjoying this.’
She was right. There were cheers, shouts of encouragement, and whoops of delight as bodies were battered and broken. Two men were keeping score against each other, racing first to fifty. David watched Lisa Kaur and her partner Richard Finnegan fighting ferociously alongside each other. They were both in their mid-twenties and in good shape. He often saw them exercising together around the grounds of the Tower, and he envied their physicality. The lack of food and the group’s desperate situation apart, they were otherwise at their peak, and they made the killing look effortless. It made him feel double his age. It also made him wonder what kind of a future these people had. Christ, at their age he’d still been spending much of his time in the pub, avoiding any responsibility for as long he could get away with it. The contrast with these kids was sobering.
His thoughts were interrupted by more movement. A third wave of people had been sent out from the base. These folks were cleaning up, trying to make each metre of reclaimed land useable again. Wrapped up in many layers of protective gear, they shovelled slurry from the surface of the road and loaded body parts into barrows. The remains of the dead were piled up in immense, foul-smelling heaps, where they would be left to dry out then incinerated. It was a technique that had proved useful previously: mass cremation on an industrial scale. The bodies were so much easier to deal with once they’d been reduced to ash. Less bulk. Less risk of disease.
David was conscious that he and Holly were the only ones standing still in a sea of movement. ‘We should get back to it,’ he told her.
‘I guess so.’
‘Are you sure you’re okay?’
‘I’m not sure any of us are okay anymore.’
‘Fair point,’ he agreed, and they waded back into battle.

3
 
Several hours in now, and the stop-start reclamation of The Highway had continued at a decent pace. Cannon Street Road, the street they needed to take between The Highway and Cable Street, was finally in sight. Equally important was the discovery of a half-full fuel tanker in the frozen traffic queue on the approach to a petrol station. This unexpected haul of fuel was a heck of a bonus, and a couple of mechanics had already been summoned from base to try and get the behemoth vehicle started and driven back. Piotr had sent Chapman, another trusted aide, to coordinate efforts, such was the importance of the find.
The clearance operation continued while the logistics of moving the tanker were explored. The backhoe loader and its companion vehicles, along with a pack of some thirty fighters, continued to push back the dead tide. The road-blocking trucks were parked up a way back to provide additional cover.
Running parallel with Cannon Street Road was Crowder Street. It was accessed from Cable Street, and a dead-end meant that, while it didn’t fully reach The Highway, it served a similar purpose. Gary had found himself waiting for orders a short distance back from the frontline, and it occurred to him that they could save time and effort if they stopped sooner and used Crowder Street as the eastern boundary of their reclamation efforts today. He hunted out Paul Duggan and put his proposal to him. ‘Look, Paul, we’re better off just stopping here. It’ll save us a load more effort for very little gain.’
‘What do you mean?’
He gestured for Paul to follow him through to the end of Crowder Street. ‘If we stop and firm up the blockade across The Highway here, we’ll have access to the frontages of all the buildings that Dominic wanted. If we keep going to Cannon Street Road, it’s going to take a shedload more effort and all we’ll gain is access to the backs of the same buildings and a bit of grassland behind them. I really think we should stop here for today.’
Paul took a moment to weigh up their options. ‘I see what you’re saying. It makes sense.’
‘Good. We can get the trucks parked up across the road here, and that’ll be job done for today.’
‘I’ll need to check first.’
And before Gary could object, Paul called Chapman over and explained. Chapman shook his head. ‘No way. Piotr says we keep going.’ He gestured towards a formidable looking block of flats and maisonettes that appeared to stretch along nearly the entire length of Crowder Street, a brutalist concrete wedge. ‘That’s Brockmer House. Piotr told me he wants it secured, front and back. It’s strategically important, he said.’
Gary couldn’t help himself. ‘Strategically important? Are you fucking serious?’
‘According to Dominic there’s about seventy apartments in there. There will be food and supplies in each one of them. So yes, it’s strategically important. Get it done.’
No negotiation. Conversation over. Chapman walked back towards the tanker, pausing only when a lone corpse slipped through the defensive line and came towards him. He floored it with a single punch to what was left of its face.
Paul slapped the side of the nearest truck and woke Alfonso who, incredibly, had been napping. ‘Move up,’ he shouted. ‘Final push for the day.’
#
David and Holly were fighting near the back of the group again, dealing with the stragglers that had escaped the backhoe loader and other vehicles that were continuing to nudge through the crowds up ahead, inching towards the finishing line at Cannon Street Road. It reminded David of another running analogy Gary had shared earlier. He’d been talking about how, when he’d been racing, no matter how hard he’d run or how knackered he was, when the home straight appeared he always managed to get a second wind. David wasn’t feeling it. Just a few more metres left to claw back from the dead today, but he was struggling to keep going. They’d discovered a branch of McDonald’s adjacent to the petrol station. ‘Come and hide in there with me, Hol! I’ll treat us both to a burger,’ he shouted.
‘Twenty chicken nuggets please,’ she shouted back. ‘Used to love my nuggets after a night on the lash.’
David swung his railing around and almost lopped the head off another dripping, scarecrow-like monster. He looked up at the grime-covered golden arches and felt an aching sadness, bordering on disbelief. Sadness because it reminded him of everything he’d lost, of tea-time treats for the kids back home in Ireland; disbelief because it was becoming increasingly hard to hold onto memories of the world before all of this had happened. It was hard to imagine there’d ever been a time when they’d been able to move around without fear, a time when food and drink and anything else they needed had been available, close at hand, and with the minimum of effort.
The backhoe loader had finally reached Cannon Street Road. Kevin turned right and accelerated up towards Cable Street, heading home. Alfonso and the driver of the other truck moved their vehicles up to block The Highway on the other side of Cannon Street Road. The bastardised lawnmowers continued to churn through the hacked-up remains of the rotting population of this part of London, and David turned away as they drove past him in parallel, spraying him with blood and filling the air with their abrasive twin noise. Once they’d passed and followed the backhoe loader up Cannon Street Road, it became much quieter, but not quiet enough. Not as quiet as it should have been. David could hear something else, and he crossed the road to investigate.
‘Problem?’ Marie Hannish asked, concerned. He hadn’t seen her since first thing, and it took a couple of seconds for him to recognise her through the gore.
‘Maybe. I’m not sure.’
He could hear a dull banging noise, a constant patter of thumps and thuds coming from somewhere around the petrol station forecourt and the McDonald’s drive thru lane. Other people heard it too. 
‘Did they send someone over there to clear those buildings out?’ Holly asked.
David shook his head. The noise they could hear had nothing to do with the living. The tall wooden fence to the rear of McDonald’s and the petrol station was being battered by a glut of furious corpses trapped behind. The panels were beginning to sag and separate, and he could see the dead crowding forward. It looked like an unfortunate coincidence; dumb fuckers had been trying to get to the source of all the noise and had got themselves trapped. They’d been whipped into a frenzy by the activity along The Highway and were stuck, those at the front unable to go anywhere because of the mob that had followed. David was only watching for a second, but it was long enough to realise that a substantial part of the fence had been weakened by the combined weight of the dead pressed against it. It wasn’t going to take much more for them to bring it down.
The mechanics got the engine of the fuel tanker started at the worst possible moment. The driver revved the motor hard, keen to keep it running after weeks of inactivity, then blasted the horn to get people out of the way. He swung the nose of the tanker around in a tight arc, crossing the forecourt, abandoned the foot soldiers, and drove back down The Highway towards home.
It was like a slow-motion nightmare, inevitable and unstoppable. The sudden crescendo of noise caused an equally sudden swell of movement, and the weakened section of the fence collapsed with staggering ease. A swarm of newly freed corpses tripped into the open, gravitating towards exhausted fighters who’d thought their day’s work was done.
‘Seriously?’ Marie said.
‘Keep fighting,’ Paul Duggan shouted. ‘Let those fuckers through now and we’ll lose everything we’ve fought for today.’
He was right. It had only been a couple of seconds since the fence had gone down, but already there was a wall of angry dead flesh coming at them. David watched his co-fighters wearily pick up their weapons and ready themselves for more conflict. Everything about their demeanour had changed since their first encounters with the enemy this morning. Back then, they’d been raring to go, eager to start battling. Now, though, many people were simply too tired to keep going. They were holding back, waiting for the dead to come to them instead of taking the initiative. In shocking contrast, these corpses were moving with just as much speed and unnatural intent as ever. They never got tired, never gave up. There were scores of them coming, and through a gap in the chaos David could see thousands more filling the streets behind, ready to pour through.
‘Stop them!’ Paul screamed, and he launched himself at the nearest rancid creature. More people forced themselves to move, but many others remained frozen to the spot, unable to keep going.
Holly stood her ground. ‘There are too many. We’ll never clear all of them. We’re trying to fight a war with bits of fence and baseball bats, for crying out loud.’
Someone shoved her forward and David lost sight of her in the unfolding madness. It was like a medieval conflict, and what was left of their relatively small army was now hopelessly outnumbered. Everywhere he looked he could see more of the dead being hacked down, but there were endless others waiting to join the fray. David thought they’d been lucky so far. It was good fortune that only part of the fence had toppled, leaving the bulk of the dumb dead stuck in a bottleneck of their own making. He heard someone yell for runners to get a message to base and get more drivers out here to plug the hole, but they couldn’t afford to wait. Everyone was fighting now. Even those folks who’d just been out here to clean up the mess had been dragged into the hand-to-hand, everyone doing whatever they could to hold back the dead tide.
Except they weren’t, were they?
They weren’t thinking, they were just reacting. 
All around him, David saw people attacking individual corpses. Their reactions were understandable and instinctive, adrenalin-fuelled responses, but it wasn’t the solution. They didn’t need to wipe out all the thousands of corpses being drawn here by the noise, they just needed to block the fucking hole in the fence and stop more of them getting through. And they couldn’t afford to wait for reinforcements, because other fence panels were beginning to tip forward.
There were cars on the forecourt of the garage that were being ignored. They’d not moved for months, but that didn’t matter because they didn’t need to drive them, just shift them. David ran across the street, shoving shambling corpses away as they came at him, ducking and weaving through the individual scraps unfolding all around. He dove for the nearest car – didn’t even pause to check what it was – and smashed through the driver’s window with the tip of his fence spike. He reached in and opened the door, shoved the rags and bones of the long dead driver out of the way, then released the handbrake. He paused for an instant, startled by the sudden fury of two thrashing dead kids strapped in on the backseat, then started to push. The car’s steering was stiff, the wheel locked, but it was pointing in the right general direction, and even if he didn’t fully block the hole in the fence, he’d at least make it harder for some of the dead to get through.
It was a start.
‘Get out of the way!’ he yelled as the car finally began to gain momentum, and, despite the chaos everywhere, people reacted to his voice and jumped clear. Marie Hannish cursed him in surprise then thanked him once she saw what he was doing.
Others began to follow his lead, and by the time David had found another car to move, he could see six more vehicles being steered towards the breach. A knackered old van brushed past him with four people pushing and a woman behind the wheel, steering a path through the confusion. She tried the ignition on a whim, and it caught. She blasted the horn repeatedly, then accelerated and thumped the van’s snub nose into the glut of advancing dead flesh. She scrambled clear just before another car collided with the side of the van, wedging it in place.
Vehicles were coming from all angles now, rolling at various speeds from various directions, all converging on the same general area. They crushed scores of bodies. Others were trapped between the wrecks. Paul Duggan ordered another attack, invigorated by the success of their improvised defence. With renewed energy they dealt with any rogue cadavers that slipped through, but the battle was far from being won. The army of the dead had been slowed but not beaten. If anything, the battle unfolding around the fallen section of fence was whipping them up; the harder the people from the Monument pushed forward, the harder the dead fought back, their appetite for confrontation insatiable.
David was relieved when he heard more engines close behind. More vehicles were approaching from the base, and Kevin Greatrex was back with the backhoe loader. 
A mechanic got another car started and raced it across the fuel station forecourt, swerving through the ongoing fighting and other wrecks, then drove through a newly opened gap and carried on out into the crowds of dead. He carved a clear line through the corpses as if he’d driven through a field of unharvested corn then scrambled out through the sunroof and set light to the interior before racing back to safety. By the time he’d reached the fuel station, the car was completely ablaze, dirty black smoke belching into the air. With the hordes temporarily distracted, Kevin began to shift some of the other wrecked vehicles into position, building up a makeshift wall in front of the fallen fence.
Paul relaxed. ‘That should hold it.’
‘For now,’ David said.
‘I saw what you did back there. That was quick thinking. Thanks.’
‘It’s the only quick thing I’ve managed all day,’ David replied, self-deprecating. ‘That’s the advantage of being old and unfit. Things look different when you’re standing on the fringes, trying to get your breath back.’
‘Just take the compliment; it was a smart move. We’re safe, thanks to you.’
‘You reckon? Did you see those bloody things out there? Doesn’t matter what you do to them... there’s never any hesitation, no emotion, never a thought for self-preservation... they just exist to attack, and the sooner we learn to deal with that, the better.’
He started walking back to base but stopped when he saw Sanjay crouching over a body. He gently rolled the corpse onto its back, and David saw that it was Marie. She had a puncture wound in her belly and her neck had been slashed. Her blood was vivid red, contrasting against the gallons of dark, stinking muck that covered the battlefield.
‘We need to find out who did this,’ Sanjay said, furious.
‘It doesn’t matter,’ David sighed.
‘How can you say that? It’s Marie, for fuck’s sake.’
‘I know. It’s the price of war I guess, Sanj, as shitty as that sounds.’
‘Are you serious?’
‘Sadly, yes. Whoever did this probably didn’t even realise. This world makes no sense anymore. There’s no rhyme or reason... It’s shit and it hurts, but that’s just how things are now. We’re not soldiers, you and me, and we never will be. Everyone’s just doing the best they can. Let’s get Marie home. We’ll show her a little respect and say a few words. That’s the best we can do.’

4
 
People worked well into the night, scavenging through several of the smaller buildings that had been reclaimed during the day’s operation and picking through the bones of the vehicles on the streets. The small army of folks transported their hauls back in carts and barrows, then dumped everything in the atrium of Tower Place. Mihai Ardelean coordinated the unpacking, sorting, grading, and storage of everything. Clothes, tools, medicines, food, drink... it was a promising start. It augured well for when the real work started tomorrow.
Most of the buildings that lined this stretch of road were apartment blocks, many of them were never occupied, their construction barely complete. There was another fuel station which had been overlooked during the height of the fighting, and Vicky, Ruth, and Selena had arrived to strip the kiosk of anything of value. The glass and chrome door had stuck in its frame, but Ruth managed to get it open with a couple of shoves. She disappeared inside to deal with the thrashing remains of a lone member of staff trapped in a room out back, ending its dogged resistance with a swift stab of a screwdriver through its temple. ‘All yours,’ she said, and Vicky and Selena disappeared inside. Ruth frisked the corpse for anything useful, found nothing, then dumped it on one of the bonfires burning along The Highway.
They propped the door of the kiosk stockroom open to let in some light and the three of them began emptying the shelves. Ruth heard the hiss of a bottle of Coke being opened and looked around. Selena was hiding behind the propped door, guzzling the drink. ‘Are you stealing Mihai’s stock?’ she said with mock disapproval. ‘I’ll have to let Dominic know about this.’
‘Spoils of war,’ Selena said, laughing, and she crammed a bar of chocolate into her mouth.
Ruth carried another load out to Vicky. ‘She’s in there nicking food, little madam.’
‘I know. I told her to. Have you seen her? Kid’s like a stick insect. It’s probably not doing her any good eating all that sugar and crap, but it’s better than nothing.’
‘Tell me about it. I’d kill for something fresh, you know? Can’t remember the last time I ate a vegetable that wasn’t canned. I’ll be eating shoots and leaves at this rate. And I’m not even joking.’
Vicky was acutely aware of her own weight loss. She could count every rib. Her leggings were loose. Who the hell ever had baggy leggings, for crying out loud?
‘Wish I could lose weight,’ Ruth said, watching her. ‘I hardly eat anything, but I’m still the size of a house.’
‘Better than being scrawny as hell, like me.’
‘I think you look good.’
‘I'm wasting away,’ Vicky said, and she went back to work.
The light was fading fast. Between them, they finished clearing the kiosk and piled everything up at the side of the road to be transported back to base. It was a good haul, one of the best of the day. Ruth checked the cars on the forecourt while they waited for someone to bring a cart across. Mark Desai, a strip of a lad who spent most of his days running between different folks and passing on messages, raced over to them, breathless. ‘Mihai’s sending one of the forklifts down for this lot,’ he said, hands on his knees, gasping for breath. ‘He says you’re to wait with the stash, Ruth, so no one helps themselves.’
‘Great.’
Selena was cold and walked back to base with Mark. Vicky stayed to keep Ruth company. They sat next to each other on the low brick wall bordering the forecourt and waited for the forklift.
As the sun sank below the horizon, the brightness of the body part bonfires appeared to intensify. It was as if they were sucking in the light, the rest of the world becoming darker around them. Vicky checked no one was watching, then opened a packet of cigarettes and lit up. She offered one to her friend. Ruth declined. ‘No thanks. Bad for your health.’
Ruth watched Vicky as she took a long draw on the cigarette, held the smoke, then gently exhaled. ‘You never told me you smoked.’
‘I gave up years ago. Didn’t realise how much I’d missed it.’
‘Strange time to start again.’
‘Best time, if you ask me.’
‘It was awful out here today.’
‘I heard. I stayed back at the hotel. I’ve got this cough I can’t shift.’
‘And you think starting smoking again is going to help?’
Vicky managed half a smile. ‘I just thought that, as we’re dealing with an enemy that reacts to sound, the last thing you need is some idiot on your side having a coughing fits every couple of minutes.’
Ruth laughed. ‘Fair point. I’ll take my chances, though. I’d want you on my side whatever. You can be vicious when you need to be.’
‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’
‘You should.’
‘So, why was today so bad?’ Vicky asked.
‘The dead were ferocious, and there were so many. The first few hundred were in such bad shape that they virtually fell apart. The others, though... some of them were crazy aggressive.’ Ruth stared into the flames of the bonfire and thought for a moment.
‘Tell me what you’re thinking.’
‘It’s just that every time I look over the border wall, all I see is thousands and thousands and thousands of them, just lining up to get at us.’
‘But they’re not really, are they? It’s nothing personal. They’re here because there’s nothing else going on in London to distract them.’
‘If you say so.’
‘So what’s your point?’
‘It just makes me realise how hard everything’s getting, you know what I’m saying? A bloody horrific day fighting monsters in the street just to take back a little strip of road and a handful of buildings.’
‘Is there an alternative?’
‘I don’t know. I don’t think so. But it’s depressing if this is all we’ve got to look forward to. Fight, rest, start again tomorrow. Rinse, dry, repeat.’
‘Or just give up altogether?’
‘I’m not going to do that,’ Ruth said, defensive.
‘I know you won’t.’
‘You bust your balls all day and feel like you’ve made some progress, then you come back next morning and you’re right back to square one again.’ She pointed at the building across the way, a prison-like grey block. ‘Freaks me out to think that most of the time, buildings like that are all that’s separating us from them. That’s nothing. Remember when they used to say you’re never more than six feet from a rat in London? Just swap rats for walking corpses.’
‘We’ve got rats and walking corpses. Have you seen the number of them around the food stores? It’s ridiculous. The frigging vermin eat better than we do.’
Ruth laughed. ‘I’m just waiting for someone to start catching them and cooking them. I bet Phillipa could do a wicked rat curry, don’t you think?’
‘Gross.’
‘I can see it happening! Rats, disease, insects... nothing surprises me anymore. So, when you start one of your regular arguments with Dominic Grove about getting out of London, just remember, I’m behind you one hundred per cent.’
‘Good. Because I still reckon that’s our best option. I’m going to get me and Selena out of this place if it’s the last thing I do. At this rate it probably will be.’
‘She’s properly bought into the Ledsey Cross dream, you know.’
‘Good. She needs something to hold on to. I made a promise to Kath to get her there. Even if it’s just me and Selena, we’re going.’
‘I’ll come along if I’m invited.’
Vicky smiled, a rare event.
The forklift was approaching, its flashing orange hazard light blinking in the gloom. It made a hell of a noise as it rattled down the rubbish-strewn street towards them. Nick Hubbard, the driver, was a grumpy bugger who clearly resented having been sent out. They helped him load the pallet on the front of the forklift then followed him back.
He’d only driven a couple of metres when the forklift stopped. Nick jumped out of his seat and kicked the side of the machine in anger.
‘Problem?’ Ruth asked.
‘Out of gas. I knew this would happen.’
‘Go get some more.’
Nick rapped his knuckles on the empty LPG cylinder. ‘There isn’t any more. That’s the last one. Frigging Mihai sending me off here there and everywhere to get stuff. He never plans, he just reacts. Too scared of Dominic and Piotr to say no.’
‘Great. So, what now?’
‘Wait here. I’ll go get some trolleys,’ Nick grunted, and he wandered off.
‘Good,’ Ruth said once he was well out of earshot. ‘I didn’t want to go back just yet. I’d rather stay out here with you.’
They helped themselves to a little more from their haul and sat by the nearest funeral pyre to keep warm while they waited.
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