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  For my wife—your fierce love steadied me when the world bled and burned.




For my parents—though buried, you still whisper through every scream.




For my friends—your loyalty held fast when the dead clawed at the door.




This tale of rot, blood, and survival is yours as much as mine. Without you, there would be no light left beyond the horizon.
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  Foreword



They say the world ends in silence.




They were wrong.




It ends with screams — torn from shredded throats, echoing through crumbling cities as the sky burns red. It ends with flesh splitting beneath rusted teeth, with bones snapping under the weight of hunger that will never be satisfied.




Dead Horizon was born from nightmares — the kind that stain your thoughts like old blood. It crawled up from the grave of despair, stitched together with the sinew of everything we fear losing: family, sanity, control.




There’s nothing clean here. No heroes with shining blades. Only survivors—torn, broken, haunted. Some become monsters to escape monsters. Others cling to memory like meat to a stripped bone.




This book is not a comfort.




It is a wound.




One you’ve chosen to open.




Welcome to Dead Horizon.




Pray you’re not too late to turn back.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




Dead Horizon




No one saw the end coming.




There was no single day. No single scream that marked when it began. No grand explosion or trumpet blast to herald the fall. The world didn’t shatter overnight. Instead, it rotted quietly, beneath the skin of a nation already fraying at the edges.




It started in the forgotten places. The places no one looked at any more.




A man — no one remembered his name — coughed blood into a ragged handkerchief behind the boarded windows of a terraced house in Bolton. His fingers trembled as he stared at the stain blooming dark on the filthy cloth. Outside, rain lashed the cracked pavement. A single streetlamp flickered, casting long shadows on the abandoned cars and shuttered shops.




He muttered to himself, voice breaking.




“Just a cold. Just the bloody flu…”




But deep inside, he knew. His body betrayed him, convulsing as fever burned through muscle and marrow. His neighbours didn’t check. Not out of cruelty — but because no one checked any more. No one wanted to know.




Hours later, his body lay slumped in a chair, one hand still clutching the handkerchief, eyes open, glassy. For a time, the house was silent. Then the corpse shuddered. Fingers twitched. A breath that wasn’t a breath rasped from blackened lips.




His head jerked up, jaw slack, and the last of his humanity slid away.







In Norfolk, an old farmhouse stood silent against the storm. Curtains drawn tight, doors bolted. Inside, a man held his wife’s hand as she trembled on the bed. Her skin had gone pale, veins black as oil spreading beneath the surface.




He wept quietly, wiping her brow with a damp cloth.




“It’s all right, love. I’m here. I’m right here.”




Her eyes opened, milky and unfocused. She smiled.




And then she tore out his throat.




The room filled with the sound of tearing flesh, of blood splattering the cracked floorboards, of a final, gurgling gasp. Outside, the storm howled on, uncaring.







No alarms were raised. No headlines broke the story.




In London, sirens screamed, but sirens had always screamed. The BBC spoke of “isolated disturbances”, of “precautionary cordons”, of “temporary quarantines.” The newsreaders wore grim expressions but their voices stayed calm, their ties straight, their hair neat.




MPs in Westminster argued behind locked doors, their faces pale, hands shaking as reports piled up on their desks. But no action came. The city burned around them.




In the Underground, packed trains rattled through the tunnels. The air stank of sweat, of fear. A woman in a business suit dabbed at the blood on her lips with a tissue, telling herself it was nothing. Stress. Just stress.




The man next to her stared at the smear of red, eyes wide, but said nothing. What could he say?







And then came the storm. The Black Rain.




It fell first over Sheffield — a thick, oily downpour that clung to skin like grease, that burned the eyes, that left sores that would not heal. The storm swept south, drowning the Midlands, swallowing town after town in its choking maw.




Hospitals overflowed. The living turned on one another, fighting for space, for medicine, for hope. And the dead began to outnumber the living.




“It’s in the rain,” a nurse whispered, clutching a scalpel as the infected battered the hospital doors. “It’s in the bloody rain…”




Some said it was chemical. Others biological. A punishment. An experiment. The name Echo Circle began to appear — on pirate radio, scrawled on the walls in blood-red spray paint, whispered like a curse in the dark.




But no one knew what it meant.




No one lived long enough to find out.







The infected didn’t shuffle. They didn’t stumble like the dead of old horror films.




They ran.




Fast.




Driven by hunger — and something worse. Memory. Or the ghost of it.




In the middle of the M62, a woman saw her son — her baby, only seven — sprinting across the motorway, mouth open, eyes wide, arms outstretched.




“Mummy!” the sound of it — almost a word, almost real — froze her in place.




And then he leapt, teeth bared, tearing into her throat as she screamed his name.







In Leeds, a police van overturned on the ring road. Its crew barely had time to climb free before they were dragged down, screaming as teeth found flesh, as fingers clawed for their weapons in vain.




In Brighton, the pier burned. Flames turned night to day as the infected hurled themselves from the rails into the sea, vanishing beneath the waves — only to crawl out hours later, bloated and reeking, still hunting.




England fell in weeks.




Villages became graveyards. Cathedrals became tombs. The great cities — London, Manchester, Birmingham — became blackened labyrinths of ash and bone.







The survivors learned quickly: trust no one.




Marauders roamed, faces daubed with blood and soot, calling themselves the Reapers. They hunted the living as eagerly as the dead, tearing through settlements, leaving only ruin.




The Ash Pact came next — torch-bearers who burned entire communities in the name of mercy. Better ash than infection, they said. Better ash than the hunger.




Then the Flock — wild-eyed zealots who preached that the infection was holy. That the dead were chosen. That to be devoured was to be saved. They sang as they were torn apart, arms spread in rapture, voices rising over the screams.




The army crumbled. The government vanished.




The phones died. The networks fell silent, replaced by static and strange voices.







“Safe zone confirmed. You are not alone.”




Again and again, the beacons called out. Gentle voices, kind voices, promising sanctuary, salvation, purification.




No one who followed those voices ever returned.







The last true broadcast came from Coventry. A ham radio operator. His voice cracked with terror, breaking into static.




“Don’t trust the beacons. The beacons… it’s them, it’s—”




Silence swallowed him.







And then… only ruin.




Now the land is empty. The dead run the streets, silent save for the wet slap of bloodied feet on tarmac. They gather at the edges of ruined towns, watching, waiting, remembering.




Above, the sky hangs low, thick with ash, heavy with the promise of the next storm.







And somewhere, in the skeleton of a tower long abandoned, a lone figure moves.




No name. No face. Just ragged breath beneath a gas mask slick with grime. Torn gloves fumble with the controls of a dead beacon. The figure stares at the console, its lights flickering weakly, the recorded message still looping.




“Safe zone confirmed. You are not alone.”




A lie. The last lie.




The figure hesitates. A whisper breaks the silence — their own voice, raw and cracked.




“Enough.”




Fingers press the kill switch.




The beacon’s light dies. The hum fades to nothing.




Outside, the dead storm rises. The air fills with the stench of rot, of burned flesh, of despair.




The figure pulls the door open. Wind howls in, carrying the sound of the dead. They come fast, drawn by the noise, by the last flicker of life. Their eyes burn with hunger, with hate, with the ghost of who they once were.




The figure steps into the storm, coat whipping around thin legs, boots crunching on broken glass and bone.




A last breath drawn — of ash, of ruin.




A last look at the world they could not save.




And then they are gone, swallowed by the storm, by the dark, by the endless dead horizon.








  
  
  Introduction

  
  




England, 2037.




The sound of the man’s bootheels was the only sound left upon the earth.




The M1 stretched like a broken spine across the ruins of the Midlands. Once, this had been the beating heart of a nation — tarmac threads binding steel and concrete, hauling commerce and families from one end of the land to the other. Now, it was a grave. The hum of traffic long ago replaced by silence, broken only by the moaning wind and the crackle of burning ruins. The man didn’t remember when it happened. Not the date, nor the moment. Not any more. Time itself felt like a rotting thing, eaten from within.




He kept to the centre of the motorway, the safest place. The verges offered too much cover for the things that hunted. The sun was a grey disk smothered by low, choking cloud. Its light offered no warmth. The air was sharp with the sting of old petrol, burning plastic and a faint undertone of decay. Everywhere he looked, death spoke its story.




A coach lay overturned across both lanes, its windows exploded, its interior blackened by flame. The smell of charred flesh still lingered. Against the crumpled steel was a hand — or what remained of one. The bones poked through shrivelled skin like broken kindling. The man ignored it. Not out of cruelty, but because cruelty was meaningless now.




A small car had spun to rest halfway down the embankment. Its windows were misted with condensation and dried gore. Inside, a woman slumped forward, the bones of her fingers pressed flat to the glass. A child was wedged between the seats, mouth agape, ribs poking out from torn flesh. The man stopped for a moment. Not to pray, or to grieve — he had no words left for such things. He stopped because of the sound.




A faint rustle from the car. Movement.




Then a hand, tiny and twisted, smacked desperately against the misted window.




The man drew his machete and watched as the thing inside pressed its misshapen face closer. Its mouth snapped wildly, black drool leaking down its chin. The boy it had been was gone, replaced by a thing that screeched soundless pleas and clawed at the glass. The man stood very still, tightened the grip of the blade in his hand, and stepped closer.




With a sharp kick, he shattered the side window and brought the blade down. It sank deep, splitting the child’s misshapen skull. The thing thrashed, then sagged like a torn sack. The man pulled the blade free with a sound like a kiss. Its tip came away black and dripping. He wiped it down with a piece of cloth torn from the boy’s shirt and kept walking.




A crack of thunder announced the rain.




It came down slow at first — one drop burning a hole in the man’s glove, making him hiss and wipe it away. The second drop bubbled as it sank into the asphalt. By the fifth, the air was filled with a sickly mist, stinking of burning meat and spoiled petrol.




Then came the sound. The shriek. Somewhere behind him.




He spun, one hand tight around the hilt of the machete.




A figure bounded across the mist-drenched tarmac, long legs working like a beast, arms flung out wildly. Its head snapped from side to side, as if tasting the air. The thing was too fast. Too strong.




Its scream ripped down the motorway. Human, and yet inhuman. The sound bubbled through a throat that no longer resembled a throat, twisted into a sound that felt like it could shatter bone.




“Fuck,” the man hissed, and ran.




Through the mist he surged, breath tearing at the edges of his chest. Broken cars became barricades, burning lorries became landmarks. The thing was gaining, gaining fast. Its bare, ragged feet pounded the asphalt like hammer blows. The man felt spittle land warm upon the nape of his neck.




He cut hard right, sliding down a crumbling embankment towards the broken shell of a service station. Its roof sagged inward. The windows were a latticework of cracks. The doors were barred with a steel pipe. The man crashed into them and felt the sting of sharp glass across his forearm. He rammed a length of metal into the handles as the thing slammed into the door from the other side. The sound shook the frame. The beast roared.




The man sank down, pressing himself to the floor. The screech became a ragged growl, a sound torn from some animal place long ago abandoned by mankind.




Then came silence.




A faint crackle pulled him from the edge of despair. Somewhere, in the depths of the shop, a radio clicked and hissed.




He rose slowly, brushing dust from his torn jacket. Against the back wall, tangled in cables and cobwebs, a radio winked faintly with a green light. Against every rule he had made for himself, every lesson learned the hard way, he crossed the room and lifted the receiver.




“…sanctuary… Beacon 12…” The voice was faint. Broken. Fractured between bursts of static. “…all uninfected… Proceed east… Proceed ea–”




Then silence.




The man sank down on an overturned shelf and pressed the radio closer to his ear. “Beacon 12,” he rasped aloud. His voice felt like a stranger’s. Too long ago used.




He didn’t know where it was. Didn’t know if it existed. But the words had been scrawled upon walls, smeared in blood upon abandoned service stations, scuttled across the ruins of churches and schools and farms.




“Lies,” someone had written. “The beacons are lies.”




But the voice… The voice had sounded desperate. Human.




The man pulled the radio from its charger and shoved it into the top of his pack. He rose just as the thing slammed itself into the door again. The sound was like a hammer beating bone. The pipe buckled, screeched across steel.




“Not tonight,” he growled.




Through a side door he went, slipping into the alley beyond. The air was damp, tasting of old rot. The thing’s screech rose behind him, shaking the night. Somewhere beyond the mist, more screeches joined it, rising and falling like a chorus of the damned.




The man pulled the machete from its scabbard and pressed on, down the broken slip road, towards a sign half-swallowed by moss and decay:




COVENTRY – 5 MILES.




Blood was dried across its surface, dark handprints long ago baked into the metal. Someone had scrawled words in a crimson line:




THE CIRCLE WATCHES.




Another sign, half a mile later:




BEACONS ARE LIES.




Then came the ruins.




A village, still burning. A stink of charred flesh and burning plastic that made him retch. The cottages, thatched roofs long ago fallen inward, smouldered like pyres. At the edge of the road a man lay half in the ditch, one arm severed, a ragged stump pressed tight to his chest. The man with the machete drew closer.




“Please,” the figure croaked, looking up from a pale, sweat-slicked face. “Please. I cut it off. I… I cut it off. Just like they said…”




The man stopped, looming over him. The wounded man was shaking, choking down sobs. The stump was hastily wrapped in cloth that was already soaked crimson.




“Bitten?” the man asked quietly.




“Yeah,” came the reply. A cough bubbled blood from torn lips. “But I… I cut it… I tried…”




“Where?”




“Ankle,” the wounded man wheezed, lifting one shaking leg. The boot was gone. So was the foot. The leg was wrapped in torn shirt fabric and duct tape. The skin around the stump was black and oozing.




The man shook his head slowly.




“Please,” came the voice again. Broken. Terrified. “Please, don’t leave me like this…”




The man drew the machete. The sound was a whisper. The wounded man closed his eyes and bared his throat.




The blade came down.




It sank deep, silencing the plea mid-word. The sound bubbled from the ruined throat and stopped.




The man pulled the blade free, wiped it down with the edge of the fallen man’s shirt, and stood. The wind rose, carrying the stink of death across the land.




Behind him, the sound of movement in the mist. The screech of the infected. The hum of a world long ago abandoned by mercy.




He adjusted the pack upon his shoulders. The radio crackled faintly. Somewhere out there, somewhere beyond the mist, was a beacon. A chance. A lie. It didn’t matter any more.




The man stepped back onto the motorway, boots falling upon the broken tarmac. The mist surged and swirled like breath from the grave. The horizon was a gaping wound. The air was tasting more and more like death.




It didn’t matter.




He would walk until the end came for him. Until the blade dulled. Until the air was too thick to breathe.




Until the dead horizon claimed him too.








  
  1

  
  
  Black Rain

  
  




The rain came down in sheets so heavy it blurred the world, swallowing the city in a veil of black mist. The sound of it beating down on broken concrete and twisted metal was like a dirge, a death hymn for a place long lost. Leicester, 2037, was gone. Whatever it had been before—whatever memories had shaped its skyline, its streets, its people—were drowned in the flood. What remained was a carcass, gutted and rotting.




Mara slammed herself into the warped door of the stairwell, grunting with effort until the rusted hinges gave and it shrieked open. The stink that surged out was like a physical thing—a choking blend of damp concrete, old urine, rot, and something darker. The air felt sodden and electric. Even breathing felt like swallowing ashes.




She pressed herself inside, brushing sodden hair from her eyes. The sound of the storm surged like a beast beyond the walls. Somewhere above, a pane of glass gave way with a long, screeching crack, then crashed down to the floor. Somewhere in the stairwell, a sound bubbled forth: a cough. A cry. A sound that might have been words long ago.




Mara pressed herself to the wall and drew the long kitchen knife from her belt. Its edge was dulled from too many nights carving through sinew and bone. Not ideal. Not enough any more. Not for this.




“Hello?” she called, voice shaking. The sound was swallowed by the building. “If you’re up there, you can’t stay. Not tonight.” Not tonight—or any night.




The only reply was a soft, keening wail that rose and fell like a dirge.




Mara tightened the strap of her pack. Bandages. A half-empty morphine pen. The knife. No food. No water. No guns. Not any more. Not in this place.




She pressed a palm to the stairwell door and pushed. The sound of metal scraping concrete screeched out like the cry of a beast. The smell hit first. Old death. New death. Everything death.




Her voice rose, desperate. “If you’re alive, say something. We have to move. Now!”




A sound came from the upper floor. Not words. Not a voice. A soft whimper, rising into a thin, broken wail.




A child.




Mara clenched her jaw. Against every instinct, every bitter lesson learned, she started up the stairs, knife held tight in her shaking hand.




Each step was a trial. The concrete was slick with water and gore. The faint beam of the storm-lit windows illuminated streaks of crimson dried into the steps. Whatever had been dragged down here hadn’t gone quietly. The air felt charged, oppressive. As she neared the top, the sound came again, wavering through the dark hallway.




A door, slightly ajar. The sound came from within.




Mara pressed herself flat to the wall, knuckles whitening around the knife, and pushed the door open with the tip. The hinges groaned, and the room revealed itself like a tomb.




Mrs. Patel was slumped in the corner, one hand pressed to a gaping hole in her belly. The other hand cradled a small boy. The boy was staring with glazed, terror-filled eyes, tiny fingers buried in the soaked fabric of the old woman’s shirt.




“Mara?” Mrs. Patel rasped. Her voice bubbled with blood. “Please… help him.”




The boy didn’t move. Didn’t speak. The child was breathing shallowly, terror locking every muscle in place.




Mara crossed the room in three long strides, dropping to her knees. The smell of copper and decay was overwhelming. Mrs. Patel’s hand was shaking, slick with gore.




“Where are the others?” Mara asked. Her voice was hoarse, broken.




“Police station… they tried.” Mrs. Patel clenched her jaw as a wave of agony twisted through her. “They’re gone. All gone.” She sank down, brushing the boy’s pale, terror-lit face. “Help him. Take him. You must…”




A crash shook the stairwell.




Mara whipped around, knife rising, body going tight.




Footsteps.




Not the sound of shoes. Not the sound of running. The sound of bare feet slapping wet concrete. Too quick. Too sharp.




Then came the screech. Not human any more. Not a cry. Not words. Pure terror moulded into sound.




“Move,” Mara growled, grabbing Mrs. Patel by the arm. The old woman sagged instantly. “Get up! Now!” But Mrs. Patel didn’t rise. Couldn’t rise.




Her fingers tightened around the boy. “Go. Please.” The words bubbled forth, soaked in guilt and fear.




Then came the sound from the stairwell. A low, rasping growl rising to a shriek.




Mara pulled the boy from Mrs. Patel’s arms, pressing him tight to her chest. The boy was silent, choking down terror, too frightened to breathe. Mrs. Patel met Mara’s gaze, a single, faint nod. A glance at the door.




Then the thing came.




It exploded from the stairwell like a beast from a nightmare. A man—or what was left of one. Skin sloughing from bone, eyes burning crimson in the faint light. Its mouth was a gaping chasm of torn skin and exposed teeth. It screeched as it launched itself across the room.




Mara twisted just in time. The beast crashed into the space where she’d been moments ago, slamming Mrs. Patel down. The sound was like breaking wood—and breaking bone.




Mrs. Patel didn’t scream. Not any more.




The boy buried his face in Mara’s chest as the beast sank its broken teeth into the old woman, tearing a wet, sick sound from deep within.




Mara kicked out, slamming the thing in the side. It reeled, snapping wildly as she pulled herself backward and surged towards the door.




Another screech came from the stairwell. A second beast emerged, longer, leaner, a ruin of skin and bone and madness. Its head tilted sharply, jaws working. Its eyes locked onto the boy.




“God, no. No.” Mara spun, kicked the door shut, wedged herself against it. The boy shook violently in her arms, making a sound like a wounded animal.




The door shook. The beasts slammed themselves into it, shrieking, tearing. The wood buckled inward, splinters spraying across the room.




Mara drew a shaking breath. This was it. No weapons, no ammo, nowhere left to run. The boy pressed into her chest like a second heartbeat, one that refused to still.




Through the sound of beating rain and shrieking terror came a crack. The door bent inward, twisted like a broken spine.




Then came the sound. The sound of many hands and too many teeth.




Mara refused to wait.




She surged towards the room’s only window, crashed into the glass, and felt it explode around her. The boy was pressed tight to her chest as she twisted, felt the sting of glass bite deep into her skin, felt herself falling. The sound of the beasts surged from above like a scream rising from hell.




Then came the ground.




Mara slammed down on a heap of sodden garbage. The boy shrieked, twisting, and she pressed him closer as she pulled herself free. The sound of the beasts crashing out of the window above shook the alley. Broken forms, snapping bones, screeching throats.




She didn’t wait to see if they rose. Didn’t wait to watch the dark shapes claw themselves from the heap. The boy was shaking, soundless except for the ragged draw of breath.




She pushed herself to her feet and ran.




The alley was a grave. Broken bodies, torn steel, and puddles that shimmered with oil and viscera lined the path. The sound of the beasts rose like a chorus of the damned behind her. Somewhere to the left, a figure slunk from a burned-out car. Not one of the screechers. Not one of the beasts. A man—or what remained of one. Skin pulled tight across a skull. An axe clenched in a blood-slicked hand. His mouth twisted into a smile that spoke of madness long ago embraced.




Mara tightened her grip on the boy and crashed past him, sending him sprawling. The sound of screeching rose closer. The boy refused to make a sound. Not any more.




The city opened before her like a tomb. The skyline was a ruin of concrete and flame. moulded winked faintly in the mist like dead stars. Somewhere in the distance, a church bell rang. Its sound was slow, deep, broken.




The boy pressed closer. The sound of screeching surged, closer still.




Mara rounded a corner and dropped herself down into a dried storm drain, pressing herself and the boy flat against its walls. The sound of the beasts came closer. Closer still. They crashed down the alley, screeching and tearing, their sound filling the space until it shook.




Then came silence.




Breathing ragged, knife shaking in one hand, the boy pressed tight to her chest, Mara sank down into the storm drain and pressed herself as far from the sound as she could. The boy’s breath was like a whisper. The sound of screeching rose and fell until, at last, it too was gone.




Through the mist, across the burning ruins of the city, the boy raised a shaking hand and pointed.




A sign. An old motorway sign.




Coventry, five miles.




Scrawled across its surface in dried, black blood:




THE CIRCLE WATCHES.




A shiver passed down Mara’s spine. The boy pressed closer, making no sound.




Then came the voice. A crackling sound, faint, broken. Somewhere in the mist, buried deep within the ruins of an old petrol station, a radio hissed and spoke.




“Beacon 12. All uninfected welcome. Proceed… east. Proceed…”




The voice was a whisper, broken by the sound of screeching that rose like a howl from the ruins. The boy pressed closer, shaking, silent.




Mara tightened her grip, drew a breath that felt like death, and pulled herself to her feet. The city was a grave. The boy was a ghost. The world was gone.




But still, she stepped forward.




Through the mist. Through the ruin. Toward the faint voice calling from the dark.




Toward the end. Toward the Circle.




Toward whatever came next.
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The air beneath London stank of damp stone, rusted metal, and the sour stink of too many bodies crammed too close together. The platform was a grave for forgotten hopes — littered with torn advertisements, scraps of abandoned lives, and the detritus of the last desperate people who’d fled here, thinking the Underground might save them.


It hadn’t.


Mara pressed herself into the cold, slick tiles and pulled the boy closer. He was five, maybe six, tiny for his age, with a shock of matted brown hair. His skin was clammy and grey, and he hadn’t spoken a word since they’d crossed the barricaded ruins of Whitehall. Not a sound, except for faint whimpers when the ground shook.


Around them, the group shuffled and shifted in the smoky half-light. There were a dozen of them, strangers thrown together by terror and chance. An older man sat with his knees drawn up, humming under his breath like a mad priest. A teenage boy clenched a rusted tyre iron until his knuckles blanched. An exhausted woman with half her hair singed away rocked a quiet infant.


And Shaun.


Big, brutal, a scar slashing down the side of his bearded face. He was pacing the length of the platform like a beast in a too-small cage, grunting and muttering.


“We can’t stay down here,” he growled.


Mara didn’t reply. What was the point?


Shaun rounded on her. “Are you listening? We can’t stay down here! You saw





































































































































OEBPS/aa87d5b5e080746d251298a7323ca60971ca70b1_smallRaw.jpg














