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Chapter 1
 
   Phil thought it was just the alcohol at first.
 
   He felt a little strange, as if his head was full of air. No big deal. He was just drunk, or tired, or something.
 
   Then came the anger.
 
   He rose from the toilet seat and slammed his fists against the walls of the cubicle, feeling them shudder. Bite everyone! he thought, but then instantly rejected the idea.
 
   Where had that come from? That wasn’t what he wanted. Somebody else wanted that. Somebody else was in his mind. No! That wasn’t possible! That was crazy! He was going crazy!
 
   His body convulsed. With his trousers around his ankles, he fell forwards and smashed his head against the cubicle door, knocking it open.
 
   A man was there – facing a urinal. Now he turned to look, swearing in surprise.
 
   Phil fought to bring himself under control, but could make no difference. Was this a stroke? A brain tumour? Had someone spiked his drink? He would attack them, he would attack everyone. He would attack that man first.
 
   Wait! No! That wasn’t what he thought. He had to fight these ideas. This wasn’t him… No… But it could be… It could be him. He could attack. He could be angry. He was angry!
 
   And the man… he was going to bite him. He was going to bite him. He was going to bite him. He was going to bite him…
 
   Phil started to drag himself along the floor
 
   Roughly fifty yards away, Fiona was entering the building. She was freezing and thankful to get inside. The bass – which had been thudding the air outside – was joined by the other frequencies. The drums got mixed up with something inside her, creating a feeling that didn’t seem to fit in her chest, yet somehow still resided there. The air was warm and thick from the heat of the crowd. Purple lasers shot through the smoke high above, and beams of red, blue and yellow blazed out from lighting rigs, tracing patterns onto the sea of people. Young men and women stood in groups, laughing and singing lyrics to each other, whilst others did their best to get through the mix of shirts, jeans, and short skirts – free radicals starkly contrasted against the large clumps that they navigated.
 
   Through all of this ran an undercurrent of desire – hungry men frequently looking around to stare at some bare piece of flesh, at times not even remembering to dance, whilst women moved their bodies with a delicate mixture of feigned obliviousness and calculated glances. The place had been open a while, so parts of this undercurrent were in the later stages. Fiona could see bodies grinding and pushing against each other, their faces serious with arousal and ideas.
 
   Fiona and her friends moved over to the bar. She loved the energy of all this. She loved being in a room full of people who were searching for fun, for excitement, people who had dressed for good times, people who wanted to make tonight special.
 
   The two women with her were blonde, thin and tanned. It was Steph, however, who always looked the best in Fiona’s mind. Steph was naturally beautiful, with big eyes that caught those of the people near her and made them stay. Kylie was fairly plain, with an oval face and features that were a little too small – but she applied her makeup so well, and so often, that there was always some essence of attraction captured, unlocked and strewn upon her.
 
   As for Fiona, she wore one of her favourite dresses, a little red number that never failed to make her feel special.
 
   Steph was next to Fiona at that moment, and her perfume was strong. Fiona was reminded of pineapple. They had picked it together.
 
   “What do you want?!” Steph shouted.
 
   “Vodka and Coke!” Fiona shouted back.
 
   Something pushed against her, and she stumbled in her high heels, almost losing her balance. The crowd swelled in her direction. The three of them moved to the side – the idiots were going to squash them against the bar.
 
   Steph took her hand and gestured for her to follow. It was unclear what was happening, a fight perhaps, or someone had fainted. Whatever it was, it was cramping their style, and the club had plenty of other places to get a drink. Fiona took Kylie’s hand to complete their chain, and they moved away into a slow but steady stream of traffic.
 
   “Hey,” someone shouted in her ear.
 
   She looked over her shoulder, annoyed by the volume of the man’s words and trying to convey this to him. He was a well-built guy, with a flannel shirt and an intense but rather dim-looking stare.
 
   “Do you know what’s happening?” he asked.
 
   Fiona shook her head and looked away before he could say anything else. It was best to give clear signals in case he had ideas about trying to hit on her.
 
   They came to a staircase, and Steph led them up. Finally, they had space to move unhindered. ‘Respect’ by Aretha Franklin flooded the room. It wasn’t the kind of thing Fiona was into. She preferred the music downstairs, but at least they could get a drink now.
 
   The three of them moved over to the bar and waited for their chance to order. Once again, Steph took charge of getting everyone’s drinks. Fiona started dancing with Kylie in a silly and overemphasised way. She wanted to show everyone on this floor that she was a fun person.
 
   After some time, Steph handed them their drinks. That was when the music stopped, the house lights came on, and a loud, piercing alarm blared. Everything looked so much less glamorous in the harsh brightness. Suddenly you could see the wrinkles, the spots, and the shaving rashes.
 
   Fiona lifted her glass. “I’m finishing my drink,” she shouted.
 
   Kylie grabbed Steph and pointed at Fiona’s urgent swallowing. They both laughed.
 
   “I don’t care how many fires there are, nobody gets in the way of my vodka and Coke!” Fiona shouted, although it was hard to make herself heard.
 
   Her friends laughed and gestured for her to follow them.
 
   Fiona started dancing in time to the noise.
 
   “I keep on moving when the fire alarm’s on!” she shouted.
 
   A man with slightly too much hair gel caught on to what she was doing and danced with her in a playful, exaggerated way. Fiona found him kind of attractive and could see he was up for a laugh. She decided to humour the situation, moving her body in time to his for a while, before ending it all with a high five. His smile was unwavering and only seemed to stretch wider.
 
   It was the power of the red dress, she thought.
 
   A bouncer approached them. “Can you move towards the exit, please?”
 
   “After this song… after this song has finished,” the man shouted, more to Fiona than to the bouncer.
 
   Fiona laughed and then decided to flirt with the bouncer, just so she could see how the other guy responded.
 
   “Can I finish my drink first?” she shouted into his ear, pouting and fluttering her eyelashes as if to evoke sympathy.
 
   “Move towards the exit,” he said – at her, rather than to her, as if he hadn’t heard her at all.
 
   She turned to look at the crowd of people trying to leave. No one was making any progress.
 
   “It’s not even moving,” she said.
 
   “Move towards the exit, please.” His contempt was becoming more obvious now.
 
   She resigned herself to doing as he asked.
 
   Her dance partner was still smiling. She raised her eyebrows at him and downed the rest of her drink, now putting her glass on the bar, and joining her friends as they moved to the crowd of people trying to leave. More people filled in behind them as they waited.
 
   “Oi, move faster!” Steph shouted, as if no one had thought of that.
 
   That was when Fiona heard screams and, for the first time, seriously considered that there might actually be a fire. She said as much to the others and could see that they were worried also. The crowd suddenly moved against her. She was pushed backwards, her feet stumbling with theirs, now getting misplaced. The crowd grew above her as she hit the floor.
 
   Panicked stomps fell from above, clattering against her body like hail. She lifted her hands to try to stop them. A blow hit her face. Her skull swarmed, full of pain, as it bounced against the floor. Her body took over, rolling onto its front and pulling the knees to the chest. Now she pushed, throwing a skinny arm into the sky. A piece of clothing scrunched in her grasp. She pulled, forcing herself back up. Her shoes had come off. Instantly she was swept sideways, stumbling, only just keeping her balance.
 
   More screams scratched the air very close to her. A huge portion of the crowd fell, all taken by the same domino effect. Fiona saw a man with sickly yellow eyes and blood all over his shirt. He jumped – a rawness in his body – a fallen woman his landing.
 
   Fiona screamed as he sunk his teeth into the woman’s face.
 
   The man’s jaw jerked to the side, struggling against the elasticity of her cheek. Those near him clambered to their feet, and Fiona’s view was quickly obscured.
 
   It was impossible to run.
 
   There were no individuals – just one chaotic entity, a sea of shoulders and heads that swelled and crushed. Each person became a reflection, each figure, not only a prisoner, but also the cage. Some managed to rise above the crowd, having found things to stand on. They quickly became spectres of anguish and fear, as the horror of their new perspectives was etched upon them – powerless observers as they shouted things to their friends, or froze from their terror. A man next to Fiona started convulsing, his elbows painfully jabbing into her side. She tried to back away, but the homogeneous mass blocked her. At that moment, a strong surge moved them all. The man fell, taking many others with him. In an instant they were all out of view.
 
   The crowd jerked, suddenly finding a new direction. Fiona looked over the sea of figures to see a scrambling mess of bodies climbing through a shattered window. The sudden escape route dragged them all in its direction. But Fiona could not yet see what was happening to those nearest – they had become an obstacle to everyone’s exit. The force of the crowd had smashed them forwards. Some had made it through the window. But some were crushed against the frame, or the wall. Some fell, dragged down by the storm of panic, unable to rise up against the anger of the current, forced to stay and trip others, so that a pile began to grow, so that limbs and skin hit and encased them – adding to the self-creating mass of flesh that pulled victims into its core.
 
   Now Fiona could see it all. In a heartbeat, she was forced to take her first step onto the layer of squirming bodies. There was a sudden strong movement under her left foot. She stumbled. Her hand grabbed a woman, keeping her upright whilst causing the other person to fall.
 
   The writhing pile blocked the window. Fiona was no longer on her feet, but on her knees, climbing, her hands grasping at clothes and skin. The view of the streets outside continued to shrink. Kylie emerged – her bottom half sunk into the mass. Fiona locked eyes with her terrified friend, but kept climbing, unable to avoid kneeling on Kylie’s face as she moved, now arriving at the space between the human mound and the top of the window frame. She pushed forward and fell out.
 
   The cold air of the night exploded around her. She stood up and ran across the concrete roof. The edge drew close, overlooking quiet streets. She jumped, the cold metal of a parked van rushing up to slam against her feet. Now she moved to the vehicle’s edge and dropped to the concrete of the car park.
 
   Others were around her, some on phones, some running or shouting. She had to get away. Her lungs ripped the air with ragged breaths – condensing and churning into the sky with the echoes of her footsteps. The rushing streetlights passed by her sides. A corner came and passed – then another. She knew a road near here. There were taxis there.
 
   Ahead, a young girl rushed from one of the houses. Next came a man – short and bald. He was the dad, it seemed. Maybe he could help. The man caught up with the child in the middle of the road. He picked her up with his strong arms and sunk his teeth into her shoulder.
 
   Fiona let out a whimper.
 
   The man threw the child aside. Her flailing body thudded against a car.
 
   Fiona turned and was caught in the arms of the man behind her.
 
   …
 
   Screams woke John up. He lay for a few seconds, confused. Was the noise from the real world or his dreams? There it was again. His brain shook off the daze and pushed him out of bed. The curtains loomed ahead, making a kind of dull, dirty rectangle for him to move towards. He pulled them aside.
 
   On the black asphalt, two figures wrestled in streetlight-tinted rain. For a few moments, he was transfixed. Now he moved back to his bedside table, patting the darkness with his hands. The close walls and trapped furniture appeared in watery light as his fingers made contact with his phone screen. Quickly, he tapped 999.
 
   He was back at the window. The screams had stopped. A man was running away. A buzz filled John’s ear, loud and indifferent. He checked the screen:
 
   ‘Busy’.
 
   “That’s impossible,” he whispered.
 
   Again he tried, and again it buzzed back at him. He stared at the remaining figure, lying motionless on the ground – a woman wearing a red dress. She had lost her shoes somehow.
 
   Come on, John, don’t fuck this up. Think!
 
   The light switch clicked under his finger, revealing the narrow, woodchip wallpaper hallway. He crossed the cold laminate to the front door of the apartment. It clicked and squeaked open, leading John into the otherworldly glow of the musty, second-floor corridor. The carpet was wires under his feet. He pounded on ‘12’, which was two doors down on his side.
 
   “Laura, it’s John – open the door. It’s important.”
 
   A few seconds passed, and then she appeared. John noticed, without really processing it, that she had dyed her hair red.
 
   “Yeah?” she said, her eyes squinted – having clearly been asleep. She was wearing boxer shorts, and, up top, something purple with the arms cut off.
 
   “I need to use your phone. Someone’s been attacked, a woman.”
 
   “Really? Shit.”
 
   She went back into her apartment.
 
   “Zombies!”
 
   The shout made him jump. A middle-aged man thundered down the stairs, dressed in only pants and a shapeless t-shirt. John had passed him in the hallway a few times. Now he saw that his face was screwed up with fear.
 
   “There’s zombies, people eating people,” he spoke between heavy breaths, his chin wobbling as he moved towards them. “We have to block the door.”
 
   Laura returned, phone in hand. The man kept running, his feet stomping down the next level of steps.
 
   “What’s he say—” Laura began.
 
   “I have to ring for this girl,” John interrupted.
 
   He hadn’t suspected that the man had mental problems before – but there was no time to think about that now.
 
   He dialled for emergency services. Laura’s phone was a basic Nokia – good for only calls and messages. One word, in simple black text, was pasted against the green backlight of the screen. He stared at it:
 
   ‘Busy.’
 
   “What’s up?” Laura asked.
 
   “It’s busy. Mine is as well.”
 
   “No,” she said, matter-of-factly, taking it from his hand.
 
   At that moment, something clicked. John’s stomach jolted – his legs started running.
 
   “John!” he heard Laura shout.
 
   He ignored her and found the man on the ground floor, where the building’s entrance was situated. He was pounding on the doors of various apartments. John could not see very much. The bulb was blown on this level – had been for a while.
 
   “What do you mean? What do you mean zombies?”
 
   “Zombies! Zombies! Here, in real life.”
 
   A line of light was drawn between one of the doors and its frame. Some clicking noises, and it opened slightly.
 
   “Let me in!” the man shouted. “It’s an emergency.”
 
   “What?!” a woman asked through the slit – with a mix of fear and anger.
 
   The man thudded the sole of his foot into the door. It flew open, breaking the latch off the wall. The woman shrieked. John could not see her, but knew she must be on the floor.
 
   Before the man could do anything, a tall guy – dark-haired, with bloody office clothes – slammed through the entrance, grabbed him, and bit into his neck.
 
   “ARGGGGGGHHH!” He fell to the floor, the attacker on top, teeth clamped firmly into blubbery flesh.
 
   “Fuck!” John shouted, eyes wide, instinctively moving back.
 
   For a moment, he could only watch. The struggle was unreal, cast, as it was, in the sideways light of the busted door. Then instincts moved in his veins. He turned and scrambled up the stairs. Laura stood at the top. Behind her, an East-Asian woman he’d never seen before.
 
   “Get in. Get in, now!” he said, grabbing and pulling them into his apartment, slamming the door so hard the walls trembled.
 
   He ran into the main room – a living space and kitchen separated by a breakfast bar – and lifted his bulky CRT television off its stand. He didn’t know exactly what he had just seen. But he knew it was terrible.
 
   “What’s happening?” Laura shouted.
 
   “Block the entrance!” His voice was thick from the weight in his hands. He moved out from the darkness of the living room, back into the hallway, and across to the door, putting the TV to rest against it. “Listen. Zombies, or something. Here. The man was just attacked.”
 
   Laura just stood there in the narrow hallway. On the poster to her left, Brad Pitt held the same cool face he always had. Laura’s was a mix of confusion and fear, a dissociated expression that didn’t seem to fully know what it was representing. The Asian woman was on the threshold between John’s bedroom and the hall; she had a more recognisable look of dread. There was a thud at the door.
 
   “Hhhheeeeerrrrrrrgggghh,” a voice groaned.
 
   John grabbed Laura’s shoulders. “Look out the window. Ju… just look out the window.”
 
   She went to the window in the main room. The other woman didn’t move. John started dragging a small chest of drawers out of his bedroom. Laura came running back a few moments later. She seemed to understand his urgency now.
 
   Thud, thud, thud. The door vibrated hard.
 
   John kept dragging, and Laura took the other side. They carried the heavy item of furniture to the entrance and looked for the next suitable object. The thudding stopped. They heard the sound of feet running up stairs.
 
   “Is there another way out, John?” Laura said, grabbing him.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Shh.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Shh.” She turned off the light, plunging the hallway into darkness.
 
   “They know we’re here,” he whispered.
 
   “You don’t know.”
 
   The Asian woman walked slowly over to the window in John’s living room. The curtains were open, the pale white of the street lights finding most of the room. Laura joined her.
 
   “The balcony. We could jump,” she said.
 
   He joined her at the window. The streets were empty. The balcony in question was on the same side of the road as them, a patch of black railing anchored to a neighbouring building.
 
   “Yeah, we can make it.” He had imagined making the jump before – it was a silly fantasy that had entertained him on days gone by.
 
   “Does this open?” Laura asked, scanning the window.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Guard the door. I’m going to smash it open,” she said, walking towards the hallway.
 
   John followed her. “What if there’s more over there?”
 
   “It’s an escape route.” She moved towards the front door.
 
   “But what if there’s more of them?”
 
   “It’s an escape route,” she hissed. “In case we need it. Maybe we won’t need it.”
 
   She picked up the TV and walked past John, back into the living room.
 
   “Move,” she said to the other woman, who was staring through the glass.
 
   Laura ran towards the window and threw the TV. The glass shattered upon contact, spreading out into the air with a quick, scattering smash. John heard his TV collide with the ground. Cold air sucked itself inside and danced on John’s skin.
 
   “If they come, we’ll jump,” Laura whispered, picking up a beer bottle from the breakfast bar on her left and jabbing out the remaining shards of glass.
 
   Her eyes fell to the streets, and she became very still.
 
   “Laura,” John said.
 
   No response.
 
   “Laura,” he said again.
 
   She turned and looked at him. John had never seen anyone look so empty – he didn’t want to know what she had seen.
 
   “Come away from there,” he said, before turning his attention to the other lady. “And you!” She didn’t respond fast enough, so he gestured for Laura to grab her, which she did.
 
   The sound of footsteps came from the corridor. John could hear heavy panting.
 
   Thud, thud, thud. “Grrruuuurrraaaahhhhhhhhhh.”
 
   The sound forced itself down his spine. They stood still, waiting.
 
   “Haaaaaaaaaaeeeerrrrrrrrggh.”
 
   That was when the thuds multiplied, and the groans became layered. There were many of them now. The moment engulfed and distorted everything, etching itself onto them. John kept his eyes on the hallway as he spoke.
 
   “It’s holding.”
 
   A pause – then John spoke again.
 
   “They can’t get in.” He was talking as much to himself as to them.
 
   Laura walked quickly to the hallway and looked at the door for a long time. Now she looked at John and nodded.
 
   The Asian woman had moved to the corner, and was now sitting, hugging her knees.
 
   “Laura,” said John.
 
   “What?”
 
   “We have to think.”
 
   She came to him. “There’s an escape route.” Her throat seemed to close up. She took a deep breath.
 
   “There’s an escape route,” John repeated, trying to keep her calm.
 
   She exhaled loudly. “What else do we need? We need to stay put. We’re safe here. As long as the door is fine.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What do you have? A hammer, nails?”
 
   “Yeah.” He thought quickly about what was in his flat. “We could use the slats in my bed!”
 
   “Go get it all.”
 
   “I’ll get the slats,” John said, leaving the room. “The hammer is under the sink.”
 
   He threw the mattress off the bed and took as many slats as he could carry, meeting Laura in the walkway.
 
   “You hold them, I’ll hammer,” she said, putting some of the nails in her mouth.
 
   They approached the shaking door. John held up the first board. He watched as Laura lined up a nail. She missed a few times – her hands trembling. But now some of her strikes hit home. A consistency rose up, breathing with the thuds of the hammer. The first nail stuttered deeper into the wood. She took another and worked on that, fixed with fierce concentration. It, too, sank, another small, hot victory in their stomachs. John watched as she buried all they had. He moved away, back to the living room. It was becoming increasingly harder to think.
 
   This is real? some inner voice asked.
 
   “John, come on, yeah?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Move on to the next thing. We have to… keep doing stuff.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Numbness… He suddenly felt numbness. If he could stay numb, he could keep going, he could keep making decisions.
 
   “John.” Laura pushed his arm. “Check the news.”
 
   John pulled out his phone and started tapping.
 
   “I don’t know. It’s not working.”
 
   “Keep trying.”
 
   “No. It’s”—his eyes frantically scanned the screen—“it’s not working.”
 
   “What? The Wi-Fi?”
 
   “Yeah… but… it won’t… I’ll try…”—some more pressing—“No… no signal,” he said.
 
   “Phone signal?” she asked.
 
   “Internet signal.”
 
   “So do you have phone signal?”
 
   “No, no I don’t.”
 
   Laura took out her own phone. “I had it earlier.”
 
   John walked over to the window to see if that helped.
 
   It didn’t. His gaze fell outside. A small group of five were in the street. It appeared from the way they were dressed that they didn’t know each other. The first man was young and well-groomed, wearing a V-neck shirt. The second man was much older, with a pot belly, a simple shirt and some jeans. He had a plank in his hands. Two of the women were of a similar age to him, but one of them was much more dressed up than the other. Then there was a young woman, dressed in fairy wings and a tutu. She had a plain, tight t-shirt with some writing on. It was the classic hen party outfit.
 
   They were pounding on doors and shouting for help, the streetlights illuminating them with an ugly efficiency.
 
   The older man looked up and caught sight of John. “Let us in.”
 
   John could hear the man well, despite being two stories above him.
 
   “I can’t! The hall is full of them,” John shouted back.
 
   “Fuck,” he heard the man say.
 
   Laura came over.
 
   “Pete!” the dressy older women screamed, pointing.
 
   They all faced something that John and Laura couldn’t see at first – a figure sprinting towards the group. The man with the plank prepared himself, whist the others backed away. The sprinter ran right into the man’s swing. There was a cracking sound. The creature fell to the ground. The man ran forward and attacked, smashing his weapon into the fallen figure.
 
   A door suddenly flew open, almost directly opposite John’s window. A woman appeared. Two men chased her. One of them caught up, pulling her to the ground. The other ran past them both and collided with the girl in fairy wings, also taking her down. A scream tore the air.
 
   The older, dressy woman awkwardly tried to intervene, pulling at the new assailant and landing blows on the rolling struggle. The screams became more agonised. Its head jerked back repeatedly, tugging at her flesh. The young male ran down the street. The older woman ran into the open door of the building that had spewed out these new attackers, slamming the door behind her.
 
   Another frenzied figure sprinted into view. The older man, having caused his first assailant to stop moving, once again prepared himself. It was a late strike, closer to his body and not as clean – just enough to make the attacker lose its stride and stumble to the ground. The older man ran past it and out of view, leaving just the two women and the creatures that clung to them.
 
   John felt somebody pull him away from the window. It was Laura.
 
   He stared at her blankly for a few seconds, as if his eyes couldn’t process the darkness of the room, and were, instead, still on the streets. He could hear the women’s screams. “There’s no signal,” he said to Laura, emptily.
 
   “A virus?” she whispered.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   A silence.
 
   John let out a long, shuddering breath.
 
   “Jesus,” he said.
 
   He felt himself trembling. How was this happening? A sick dread consumed him – a strong sense that all good had left the world. Something had ended. Something had begun. Outside, the man’s screams stopped.
 
   Laura stared at him, but said nothing. There was a long silence.
 
   “Will the army come?” the Asian woman asked.
 
   John had all but forgotten she was there.
 
   “Someone’s got to, yeah. They won’t let it spread,” said Laura.
 
   “The government has emergency plans for stuff like this. It’s going to be okay,” John heard himself say.
 
   It felt like it had come from someone else.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   They had settled into positions. Laura and the Asian woman – who had revealed her name to be Suzy – were on John’s cheap brown leather sofa. Laura had borrowed some of John’s clothes to keep herself warm – a thick blue hoodie and a pair of black work trousers that were too big for her and thus hoisted unnaturally high and secured with a belt. Suzy had also received a hoodie, which was red.
 
   John was sitting in the hall, but was visible to the others through the doorway. He tried 999, as he had been since they had stopped moving. When that failed, he tried the internet, finding both the Wi-Fi and the satellite signal unresponsive. He had no idea how many times he had tried this now. A few moments passed. The urge to try again quickly rose in him once more.
 
   Suzy was also glued to her phone. John assumed she was doing the same thing he was.
 
   They were stuck. They were afraid. The reality of it bored into their heads, whilst the lights shone at hours they weren’t used to, and the room held a tension it wasn’t made for.
 
   Things were changing outside. At first there had been screams, the sounds of struggle, and the mindless empty noises that these things vomited into sound. After a while, these noises had grown louder, gaining definition and texture, becoming layered and countless.
 
   John realised that it was sound of their number increasing. He was struggling to make sense of his crashing thoughts. They were zombies. He understood the word, he understood the concept. That’s what these things were, but why? How? What did it mean? Where were the answers in all of this? The sound continued to increase in volume as it rose through the smashed window and joined the similar, but more distinct, noises coming from the hallway, so that it seemed as if it materialised from the air itself.
 
   John had no idea how many there were. He didn’t want to look. All he knew was that the amount was growing.
 
   But amongst all this, his heart clung to a sense of camaraderie, because at least they were together. At least this was all shared with others who didn’t belong here, who understood that none of this was meant to be real.
 
   “…Maybe the flies can, like, transmit it,” Laura said out of nowhere.
 
   “I don’t know… you think so? You think they will bite us?” John replied.
 
   “We got to block the window.”
 
   John looked around. “What with?”
 
   “Cling film?”
 
   “Okay.” He stood up.
 
   He was there now, looking down. Every window and door had gruesome figures pressing against it as if they could enter the buildings by osmosis. As a result, the street was full of clumping huddles dotted along the length of the road – regular as the potential entrances they were drawn to.
 
   “Where’s the fucking army,” he said to no one in particular.
 
   He suddenly had a moment of pure perception, his pale hands working in front of him to re-seal the window, the artificial brightness dropping from the streetlights onto asphalt, and the mindless figures… The organic guts of the nearby bars and clubs, that which had once been the anonymity of Manchester, the strangers, the blank spectres that filled John’s bus rides, passed him on street corners, served him in shops, faded in and out of his sphere of awareness. It was the culture, the country, the people, the species. The physical, spiritual embodiments of consciousness, corrupted, twisted, deformed and re-moulded in the shape of evil, of infection, of hate. It was happening. Second to second, image to image, this was happening.
 
   John waited, hoping that the adrenaline spike would fall away.
 
   He made some rough estimates about the size of the nearby population. How many were safe? How many would be on the streets? He knew that the figures he could see did not account for the majority of those who lived in the area. It was, he told himself, a good sign – a sign that this wasn’t as contagious as it could be.
 
   In that moment, he questioned just how much the zombie films he had seen were warping his expectations. He had been weighed down by the idea that the whole world was fucked. But that was just the films, wasn’t it? This was real life – there was every reason to believe that this would be contained and eradicated.
 
   He felt the small warmth of reassurance growing in him. This was real life. It wasn’t the same. Fuck, maybe those that had it could even be cured. They were just sick, right?
 
   …
 
   The hesitant tones of daylight diluted the sky, revealing an endless soft hum of grey clouds.
 
   John, Laura and Suzy were on the sofa, huddled together under the tartan blanket that John kept there. It had several curry stains, and was something John had been planning to wash for several weeks. Somehow, the actual act of doing so had eluded him, despite the necessity being painfully clear every time he made the mistake of looking at it.
 
   For the last five hours, the noises hadn’t stopped. John could feel the groans crawling inside his brain, each one so drawn-out and unrelenting. He had tried to block them out, but they had broken him down. They had invaded his mind, his soul – so that neither fully belonged to him now. He yearned to claw them out of his skull, to dig his fingers in and scratch everything away.
 
   And all the while, there were the thuds. Loud, heavy, challenging any attempt to stay calm, interrupting every little thought, so that everything was fractured and immediate and inescapable. Despite this, they were noticeably softer than at the beginning – as if the zombies had forgotten their reason for being there.
 
   He wanted a distraction.
 
   “I’m going to make some food. Will one of you watch the door?”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Laura said quietly.
 
   He moved around the breakfast bar divide to the hob. “Hey, the gas is still working. That’s a good sign, right?”
 
   “Yeah. It is. And the electricity as well. But use the, like, fresh stuff,” Laura said.
 
   It was clear she was thinking long-term now.
 
   “Yeah, I’m putting it in an omelette.”
 
   “No, save the eggs. They last, don’t they?”
 
   “They’re old, really old. I’ve got to use them. Anyway, we need a proper breakfast. Keep ourselves alert.”
 
   John prepared the meal, and they ate in silence.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Three days had passed now. The number of zombies they could see on the streets continued to grow. There had been a point where something had changed inside John. The total shift in his world and the sheer chaos of his thoughts were leaving him increasingly more fragile and clouded.
 
   In the back of his mind, a voice reminded him that he was not suited to this. A voice that pointed out that he had been depressed, delusional, suicidal, lost and, at his worst, utterly unable to control or even understand his actions, and that was in everyday, normal conditions. How was he meant to cope with this?
 
   Sure, he had come a long way since his darker days, but that was with love, support and a sense of place. Now the world was descending into something unearthly. Could he keep it together? Could he stay within the boundaries of a clear mind?
 
   Even if this was all fixed and society returned to some sort of normality, there was still the question of his friends. He loved them. They had stuck by him in the hard times, and they made the good times. They had helped him be him, the good version of him. But what if they were gone? What if they had been infected or killed?
 
   And what about his mum?
 
   Dad was not someone he cared as much about. He was already dead as far as John was concerned. Such was the extent of the numbness he had forced himself to adopt as a safeguard against his father.
 
   But his mum meant so much to him. And, knowing his susceptibility to pain and mental collapse, he had thought long and hard about how he would come to terms with her passing. He had made efforts to prepare for her death. After all, part of growing older meant losing your parents. He had worked on defining his attitude to death, on reaching some sort of spiritual acceptance and understanding of the mortality of those he loved.
 
   But he knew he would never be truly ready, especially if this was to be it, if her death wasn’t even caused by age but by some terrible disaster, some unthinkable impossibility.
 
   Already he could feel the dark hounds of his mind, hear their maddening growls. The noises from his front door continued to overwhelm him, his imagination flashing images of them getting in and ripping into his flesh. What was happening to the world? What was happening to him?
 
   At first he had tried to muster positivity: it could all be fixed; there would be a cure, and it would arrive soon. And everyone would be okay, bitten or otherwise. But these ideas had grown weaker. Now he couldn’t stop the worst thoughts, those about this being as final and irreversible as it seemed. He had tried so hard to keep them away. But they seemed to swarm and brood and multiply, slipping in between the cracks of his vision, and further darkening the terror unfolding on the streets. He felt like something would break inside him, and everything would flood into him and rot away his mind.
 
   He was in the living room asking silent questions. Was the disease airborne? Could he be contracting it right now? Did he feel different to normal? Could he be feeling the disease inside him? Was it taking him over, changing his normal thoughts one by one until he was something else? His heart was thudding hard. Was this it? Was this the first symptom, or was he just scared? He stood up and marched to the other side of the room. If he turned into a zombie, he wanted Laura and Suzy to see it, to have time to react. He waited.
 
   “You all right, John?” Laura asked.
 
   “I’m fine. Just tired,” he said, because he knew it could all be imagined.
 
   A part of him wanted to say something, but he couldn’t. He didn’t want to scare them without reason. He didn’t know what was going on in their heads. They were running out of food. Maybe they would go crazy. Maybe they would kill him so that there was more food. Maybe they would kill him so that they could eat him.
 
   He knew nothing about Suzy. Sure, he knew Laura, but could he trust her? Because, really, he knew her in the old world, in a world where she wasn’t going to starve, in a world where his death wouldn’t extend her life, maybe even save it. He didn’t know her now. He didn’t even know himself now.
 
   He moved over to look through the window. He didn’t want them to see his face. He would look more normal if they couldn’t see his face. The undead were still pressing themselves against the openings of the buildings, but he wasn’t watching them – he was watching his thoughts, waiting for them to get hijacked by the disease.
 
   An undeterminable amount of time passed. Nothing changed. He started to tell himself that he was going to be okay, that it was all in his head, repeating the thought again and again in the hope that he might believe it, and that it might be true.
 
   Laura spoke.
 
   “Guys, I don’t know. I’m thinking, like, I’m not sure the army’s going to come.”
 
   John and Suzy said nothing. She continued.
 
   “The disease, it’s too, like, different from anything we’ve ever seen. It’s like it’s a weapon, you know, like it’s chemical warfare, so, who knows where else has been hit. This could be a war.”
 
   With a final mental push, John embraced his freak-out as nothing more than a panic attack and forced himself to focus on what Laura had said. They all sat in silence for a while.
 
   “Was there anything in the news?” Suzy asked.
 
   “Nothing I saw – nothing other than the normal stuff,” said John.
 
   Laura shook her head. “This has been”— she thought for a second—“three days, yeah? Nothing’s changed. No helicopters or planes. Don’t you think they’d be checking it out, or something? I mean, like, what if they’re just going to nuke the place?”
 
   Another silence, eventually broken by John.
 
   “But we still have power, and gas and water. Surely those would go offline if the whole country was affected.”
 
   “There’s been nothing, though, has there? No internet, no phone call, no text. No… you know? No, like, contact from anybody. No government or army,” said Laura.
 
   “So, what do we do?” said John.
 
   She was silent for a few seconds. “I think we should jump.”
 
   This was not the first time Laura had brought up the balcony over the last few days. Recently they had noticed that the French door connecting it to the flat was ever so slightly open. They weren’t sure if it had been like that from the start…
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “I don’t know, John,” she said. “We need to get food. We’re going to run out today, aren’t we?”
 
   Suzy looked as if she had just been diagnosed with some terminal illness.
 
   After another long silence, Laura spoke again. “Let’s… we can… we can just get ready. What do you think?”
 
   John’s eyes were lost in some other place. “I guess. And then, well, we can get ready and then wait, and see if anything changes. We don’t need to decide today, right?”
 
   “All right,” Laura said.
 
   …
 
   Tension made the air thick as they finished off the rest of the food. John didn’t have a proper table, so they ate on the sofa, side by side, all facing where the TV used to be. No one spoke.
 
   John had to force each mouthful down his throat. Afterwards, he found his backpack under the bed. He wasn’t sure what to put in it, eventually deciding on some clothes. It occurred to him that they could double as bandages if someone got injured. The only other medicinal items he had were some ibuprofen and some plasters, both of which he added, along with some mouthwash, which he supposed might work as a kind of disinfectant.
 
   “I’m thinking,” said Laura, “if we go over, we need to have a plan for fights.”
 
   “Yeah, I was thinking about that. Maybe we could saw up that table and use the wood to make bats.”
 
   “Sure, nice one. And take some knives or something.”
 
   “Knives… is that a good idea? You have to get very close to use a knife.”
 
   “Maybe you’ll have to use it, though, if, like, the bats aren’t enough.”
 
   “I guess…”
 
   “Take one tucked in your belt, just in case. It won’t hurt.”
 
   “Okay, but that’s going to be my plan B.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   “You think that’s all a good idea, Suzy?” John asked.
 
   She nodded without looking at them.
 
   John finished packing and began working on the table. The saw had been left behind by the previous tenant. This was the first time he had ever used it. Soon, he was sweating. Having something to occupy him was good. It seemed to lessen the sensation that his insides were being worn away, which had been with him for a long time.
 
   Laura and Suzy took his bed, as they had the last few nights – with John on the sofa-bed. He kept the lights on, which had become the norm. Lying on his back, he prayed to anything that might be listening for something to change.
 
   They should have gone to Laura’s flat, he thought. She always had more food than he did. He stared at the beige ceiling. It was the same ceiling it had always been. If it weren’t for the sounds coming in his front door, this could be a normal moment. This could just be him in his house, looking at the ceiling, and that would be it. But he had never stared at it like this, with these thoughts, with this awful sensation inside him.
 
   It wasn’t the same ceiling after all. It had changed. It had all changed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   The next morning, carrying the weight of his sleepless hours, John stumbled over to the kitchen to make himself a coffee. After only a few minutes, Laura and Suzy came in together. It was clear from their drained faces and the bags under their eyes that they also hadn’t slept well.
 
   The atmosphere was muted as Laura made herself a coffee too. Suzy went straight over to the sofa and started staring into her phone. Eventually, Laura said the words John didn’t want to hear.
 
   “Guys, are we going to do it?”
 
   “I think we have to do it.” John didn’t like what he was saying, but he had made a decision.
 
   “No…” Suzy said.
 
   “It’s all right, we’re going to be okay, Suzy,” said Laura.
 
   Suzy started crying. Laura moved to her side and wrapped an arm around her.
 
   “It’s all right, darling. We’re going to be okay.”
 
   Laura looked at John with eyes that seemed to beg him for something, as if he could somehow guarantee her words. In that moment, he could see how scared she truly was.
 
   “I can’t fight them,” sobbed Suzy.
 
   “We can’t give up, though, can we? We can’t give up. We can’t just starve.” Laura kept trying.
 
   “We can wait. We can wait. Someone will come.”
 
   “No one’s coming, Suzy,” John said imploringly. “No one’s gonna come. There’s been nothing. No planes, no nothing.”
 
   Suzy just kept crying.
 
   Laura put her hand on Suzy’s back. “Suzy, you can do it. You’ll be with us. We’ll look after you. You don’t want to stay here alone, darling.”
 
   Suzy shook her head.
 
   “And you don’t want to starve, do you?” she continued.
 
   Again she shook her head – a timid little shake.
 
   “Let’s go together. You going to come with us? Find something to eat? Let’s get out of this stupid flat, with John’s awful furniture, yeah?”
 
   After what seemed a long time, Suzy nodded her head – wiping her face on her sleeve and looking up at Laura with intense fear. Laura nodded at her reassuringly and stroked her back.
 
   “So I think I’ve got some tactics, right,” John began. “We need to try and stay together. We can’t let our backs be exposed, so, keep them against a wall. If there’s something there, we can’t run, because we’ll be stuck in the room with it, so… We have to fight… Whatever is there, we have to fight. We can’t let them get close. Aim for the head. If there’s just one of them, you use your stick to keep it back. Jab it, or kick it if you have to. I’m going to use this.”
 
   He moved over to the hoover and pulled a metal pole free.
 
   “It’ll be good for close range. So, you keep them back. That’ll give me a chance to lunge in and smash them over the head.”
 
   “Is that strong?” Laura asked, taking it off him.
 
   “Yeah. I actually knocked someone out with that once.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What if they don’t go down, though?” asked Laura.
 
   “I’ll just keep hitting.”
 
   “We might have to restrain them, though,” she said.
 
   “No way. That’s dangerous.”
 
   “What do we do if we can’t stop them?”
 
   John’s eyes flicked to the side for an answer.
 
   “…Well, if that happens, and if there’s just one, I’ll try and take it down, put it in an arm lock or something, but that’s a last resort. Only I’m allowed to try that. You keep using the sticks.”
 
   “There might be more than one,” she said.
 
   “Use the same plan. You keep them back. Kick if you have to. I’ll take them out, one by one – we have to stick together and get our backs to the wall.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   There was a pause as they realised no one had anything else to say, then they collected their things and stood in front of the window. John removed the cling wrap from the broken window, letting it fall down to the pavement, and couldn’t help but imagine himself falling with it.
 
   He looked at the figures in the street. He was sure there were more of them now. It was getting to the point where more than half of the space was occupied.
 
   “I’ll go first,” said Laura.
 
   “No, I’ll go,” John insisted.
 
   “We need you. You’re the one who finishes them,” she said in reference to his weapon. “Stand behind me and get ready.”
 
   John did. Laura held him and kissed him on the cheek, before hugging Suzy and kissing her hair. “You ready?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah,” John said.
 
   “Suzy?”
 
   Suzy nodded, trembling.
 
   “We can do this, all right? Just… focus. All right. I’m going.”
 
   Laura put her foot on the ledge, eyed up the jump, and propelled herself forward. John watched as she landed on the balcony with a cold clanging noise. She made room for John. He put one foot on the ledge, bringing the streets and the zombies closer in his vision. He knew that it wasn’t a difficult jump. The balcony was very close, and not too much lower than his window. He knew the secret was not to overthink, so he just jumped.
 
   The black metal rushed up to catch him. He landed with a clunk. Laura held out her arms to steady him. It wasn’t necessary as he had done it with just the right amount of knee-bend.
 
   They turned to look up at Suzy.
 
   “Is it safe?” Her voice was battered by the wind, hard to hear over the groans of the zombies on the streets below.
 
   “Yeah. You can do it,” said Laura.
 
   “Is it safe inside?”
 
   Laura tried again. “I don’t know. Quick, darling. You can do it.”
 
   She started shaking her head. “I can’t.”
 
   “Suzy, get over here, now!” John shouted.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “John, come on. Let’s go without her, we c—” Laura began.
 
   “NO!” His voice grew louder. “NO! We’re doing this together.”
 
   Laura leant close to him and lowered her voice. “Shut up! She’s gonna be no good.” Her eyes burnt into his, trying to make him see. “She can’t fight – look at her. She’s safer over there.”
 
   “We’re not!”
 
   “She won’t cope. It’s better for her and for us that she stays back. Trust me, John. Please.”
 
   John stared at Suzy. She was effectively choosing safety over helping them. Was she really in that much distress, or was she just being extremely clever?
 
   “Bitch,” he whispered to himself.
 
   But he still wasn’t ready to give up. This was their plan, to go in together, to have each other’s backs.
 
   “Suzy,” he shouted, “we need you. We need your help.”
 
   She shook her head, her face twisted with torment.
 
   “John, quickly. They might hear us. Element of surprise. I’m with you. You with me?”
 
   John tore his eyes away from Suzy’s to look into Laura’s, which were fierce and urgent.
 
   “Yeah. Stick to the plan. You hold them off, I’ll strike.”
 
   John pulled the French door open and crept inside, weapon raised, shaken by how quickly their plan had gone awry.
 
   The wind swirled with the dry air of central heating. The flat was exceptionally hot and smelt like rotting food. Other than the TV, no lights were on, allowing the dulled glow of the sky to fall in through the windows. Fast food wrappers and containers littered the floor, and two sofas pointed towards an Xbox, in front of which a few game cases were scattered, some open, some closed. The pause menu of a video game threw itself into the flat.
 
   At the back of the room was a small kitchen area. John stood still, listening intently. There was nothing except the slight hum of the fridge. He looked at Laura. She nodded at him. They moved forwards slowly.
 
   “Urrrrrrghhhh!”
 
   John stopped dead. He watched, horrified, as a tall woman with stained, matted hair shuffled into the room – arms outstretched, with sad eyes, tinged with yellow. Her mouth slowly opened wider.
 
   “Huuuuuuuurr!”
 
   John held the pole above his head. His skin prickled. Laura pointed her plank at it.
 
   “Keep it back,” he said.
 
   The thing moved closer. They backed away. It moved closer. They backed away, stepping over the clutter on the floor. John’s heart thudded. He urged himself to stay calm, to ready his attack with every bit of skill and timing in him. He had to save himself. He had to make this work.
 
   “Just keep it back,” he said.
 
   His mind flashed through the options. He knew he wanted to attack the head. But should he get it on floor first? Could he push it over? Kick it back? Should he just move close, strike and back away? Would Laura be effective? Would she be able to keep its bite away from them?
 
   Its feet dragged clumsily along the carpet.
 
   He knew, now, what he would do – get close, grab it by the collar to keep its mouth away, and smash its head until it dropped.
 
   “I’m going to attack it,” he said.
 
   The cold glass of the French doors pressed against their backs.
 
   He had to get it right. He had to time it just right.
 
   A blood stain marked its left arm, a filthy wound cast against discoloured skin.
 
   He must get it right.
 
   “Hhhheerrrrrraaarrrrrrrgggghh!”
 
   John felt himself shaking. The zombie took a few more steps and stopped, staring into his eyes in a mournful kind of way. It was almost close enough. Was this his chance? It legs bent slightly. John didn’t know why. Then he did. It was too late. It jumped at him. He slammed against the glass, distantly aware of Laura screaming.
 
   They fell to the floor – it was on top. John gripped its clothes. He had lost his pole. The body thrashed in his grip. Its hands sunk into his hair. Its teeth drew closer, inches from his face. He squirmed, trying to get away, trying to put his legs between them. A groan shook loudly in his ears – almost apologetic.
 
   Twonggg! – a dull ring.
 
   Twonggg! – another.
 
   Laura had recovered the metal pole. She lifted it back and struck for the third time.
 
   Twonggg!
 
   “GET OOOOFF!” she screeched.
 
   Twonggg!
 
   John felt it get weaker and continued pushing. Finally, he kicked it away. It stumbled and fell onto its back. Laura was there fast, crouching over it, striking… striking… striking, now kneeling on its chest – both hands wrapping around the metal pole as she bludgeoned its face.
 
   John grabbed Laura’s discarded plank and ran over.
 
   The thing lifted up its arms towards Laura. She took one of them in her hand, and, with the other, kept attacking.
 
   John arrived. All his strength surged into an arching swing. The plank thudded against the head and bounced back slightly. Laura was still wrestling with the arms. John struck again. It had no effect. Instinctively, he ripped the metal pole out of Laura’s hand and smashed it against the skull. Again. Again. Again. It groaned louder.
 
   Laura had both of its struggling arms now. John ran to the kitchen counter and frantically rummaged through the drawers. An idea hit him. He ripped the microwave free from the socket and ran back to the zombie, positioning it so that the corner was facing the zombie’s skull. He forced it down – hard. A loud crunching sound.
 
   The microwave fell to the side. The zombie’s arms went limp; Laura dropped them and took the plank. The skull had split down the middle of the forehead, and now the zombie’s head lolled to the side, blood pooling out of it. Laura smashed her plank into it, then pulled it back for the next blow. John joined in with the pole.
 
   Their frenzy continued, spattering blood on the carpet in drops and lines, as the skull moved with their blows, and the brain started to squirm out of the gap. John felt a raw power rushing through him with every strike. The physicality of it lifted his soul and shook the pride back into him.
 
   He. Would. Not. Be. Defeated!
 
   He finally found enough headspace to stop, but Laura lifted her arms again. He grabbed her.
 
   “There could be more,” he said with heavy breaths.
 
   They backed up to the French door and waited.
 
   “Can it… come back?” Laura said with what air she had.
 
   “No. That’s impossible.”
 
   Everything was still, deathly still. Nothing happened, and continued to happen, unrolling in the room.
 
   “We need to clear the flat,” John whispered as quietly as possible.
 
   Laura gave him a face that said, ‘What?’
 
   “We need to clear the flat,” he said, only slightly louder.
 
   “They could dive again,” she said.
 
   “…We’ll attack first. We’ll rush them.”
 
   “…Yeah… You sure?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Wait. Me or you?” she asked.
 
   “Both.”
 
   “…All right.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Come on.”
 
   They moved, each step taken with the ultimate care. John’s ears strained for movement. All he could hear was the carpet under his feet and his heart against his chest.
 
   They went through a doorway and arrived in a hall. On their right was the front door. Laura put her ear to it. A few seconds passed. She pulled her head back and gestured that she was going to try it. Her hand slowly moved to the Yale lock. The handle turned in her grip. She paused to see if that caused movement in the hallway. The silence remained. She turned it fully and gently pulled.
 
   The door did not move.
 
   This time she tried with more force – no movement. She looked the door up and down for extra locks. There was another keyhole. She looked at John and shook her head. John tried for himself, pulling as hard as he could, but it made no difference.
 
   They turned. At the other end of the corridor were two doors, one of them open, bringing dull light onto the beige paint and making the wooden laminate shine. They moved towards it, their view increasing as they walked. Now they were at the threshold. John slowly pushed the door further back.
 
   In his mind, it didn’t open fully, instead knocking against a zombie waiting behind it. In reality, the door was unhindered and led to a bedroom. John’s eyes cut to the two most dangerous places – under the bed and in the wardrobe. He decided that, first, they had to check the other room – the only room left. He touched Laura’s arm and mimed for her to open the other door. He lifted up his weapon.
 
   She counted them in with her fingers:
 
   Three…
 
   Two…
 
   One…
 
   She flung it open. A small bathroom. It was empty. John turned back around.
 
   Bang! Bang! Bang!
 
   They flinched.
 
   “Hello?” a male, slightly rough voice shouted from the front door.
 
   They looked at each other.
 
   “Hello?” John shouted back.
 
   “A zombie is in there!” the man said.
 
   “How many are there?” John was moving away from the bedroom.
 
   “One zombie. Only one.”
 
   John felt a wave of relief. “It’s dead.”
 
   “Is it?” said the voice.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   John went back to the living room to double check.
 
   “Yeah, it’s dead.”
 
   “You all right?”
 
   John’s fear was swirling into excitement.
 
   “Yeah, we just jumped in from another flat.”
 
   There was a pause before the voice spoke again.
 
   “Who’s with you?”
 
   “Laura… and Suzy,” said John.
 
   Another pause, and then the voice again:
 
   “You all right? You been injured?”
 
   “No, we’re fine. We’re safe,” he said.
 
   “All right.” They heard the man engage in some inaudible talking. “All right,” he began again. “We got to, er, work out what we’re going to do, so – be back in a bit. Hang tight, fellers.”
 
   “You’re going?”
 
   “Er… yeah.”
 
   “Wh… should I come out?”
 
   “The door’s locked… and nailed. But we got to… Look dude, we don’t know if you’re safe, so we have to chat and get back at you.”
 
   “Okay… Okay.” John said. “I don’t know how much food we’ve got in here.”
 
   “No worries – we’ll sort it, dude.”
 
   Whilst they waited, Laura returned to the balcony to convince Suzy that the room was safe. After receiving constant reassurance, she finally built up the courage to jump over. She hugged Laura, and tried to hug John, who remained completely still. She ignored his iciness, standing awkwardly at his side.
 
   “I’m going to go check the food,” said John.
 
   “What about the body…? Let’s get rid of it,” Laura said.
 
   “Er, I think it’s best you don’t touch it.”
 
   “The disease might get in the air.”
 
   John couldn’t think of an answer to that.
 
   “Right. I’m going to find some gloves and make, like, a mask or something, and I’m going to put it out the window,” Laura said.
 
   “Okay, I’ll help you when you’re ready.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” Suzy said quickly.
 
   John didn’t look at her. “We can all do it. People are pretty heavy.”
 
   He walked into the kitchen area and checked for food, finding quite a few tins and a fridge that opened up to reveal an array of ready-meals. The freezer was empty.
 
   Laura found some washing up gloves under the sink.
 
   “There’s only one pair,” she said.
 
   “Okay. I’ll improvise.” He went into the bathroom and pulled down the shower curtain. “Laura, you could wrap her in this.”
 
   “You should put something on your hands, though.”
 
   “Plastic bags!”
 
   “Nice one, yeah.” She nodded.
 
   John located the appropriate kitchen drawer and retrieved enough bags for everyone. He returned to find Suzy with some clothes in her hands.
 
   “We can use these as masks,” she said.
 
   John took them off her impassively. He wrapped a red jumper around his head, tying the sleeves at the back. Next he tied the plastic bags onto his hands.
 
   They went into the living room. The corpse made John feel sick. He tried not to look. They laid the shower curtain down, rolled the body onto it, lifted it up and laboured over to the balcony. John counted them into a series of swings, and at the apex of the third, they let the body plummet to the ground and softly thud against the asphalt. The zombies in the street stared at it – neither excited nor disinterested, as if they were yet to decide what it was. The closest ones were the first to dismiss it, and that sentiment seemed to pass outwards through the crowd.
 
   The three of them threw all the plastic bags and clothes out also and then washed their hands.
 
   “Do you think they’ll come back?” Laura asked.
 
   “Who?” said Suzy, suddenly sounding worried.
 
   “Oh… There were people at the door,” Laura replied.
 
   “Humans?” asked Suzy.
 
   “Yeah.” Laura nodded.
 
   “I think they will,” said John. “They must live in this building. I’m sure they’ll see that we’re safe soon enough.”
 
   “They might not want to share their food with us, you know?”
 
   “Er… I guess…”
 
   “We should say we’ve got, like, a shit load of food,” said Laura after a while, “so they open the door.”
 
   …
 
   A few hours later, the voice returned: “Hello?”
 
   They all replied excitedly.
 
   “All right, guys,” the man continued. “Problem is we don’t know if you’ve been bitten or scratched or, er, you could turn from something else, so, we don’t know shit about you. We got to wait for three days, be totally sure you’re not going to get zombie-fied.”
 
   “People change straight away. We’ve seen it,” Laura said.
 
   “Er, yeah. But not that woman in there. She was all right. But she changed. She’d been with us for a few hours – no worries. Then she changed. She was close to getting us. Fucked up.”
 
   “But we haven’t been bitten, mate,” said John. “None of us.”
 
   “Good! Great! We gotta be sure. You gotta understand. Have you got enough food?”
 
   “Yeah, we’ve got… we’ve got a lot of food. Plenty of food. But we don’t want to stay here too long,” John said.
 
   “No worries, dude. We won’t wait any longer than three days, all right?”
 
   “Three days? Okay, yeah… I guess. Does it have—” But John was interrupted.
 
   “Three days. I promise, all right? I’m gonna go, all right?”
 
   “Okay…”
 
   “Speak to you later, guys.”
 
   And that was it; he was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   The days passed. John was stuck in his thoughts. One of the first things he had done was to scroll through his phone contacts, trying to call the people in his life, having now given up on 999. He tried his mum, his friends, even his boss. Each time the phone had given the same obtuse beep and displayed the same message: ‘call failed’.
 
   How many of these people had been turned into one of those things? he had asked himself. Later, his thoughts had turned to humanity in general. How much of it had been destroyed? Was it just Britain? How had this even happened? Would living still be worth it? Everything noble that humans had strived for, justice, abundance, love, happiness – was it all being wiped away?
 
   As for Suzy, he hated her. On one level, he knew he could empathise and forgive her – and that would be the intelligent, considered choice, but it felt good to hate her. He was dealing with things, and she was a coward and a traitor. By hating her, he was able to hate something that got hurt, something he could upset, unlike the horde on the streets which could rip him to shreds.
 
   But waiting hurt. Would the voice come back? Would they be let out? What could they do if they weren’t? Then there was the fear that had been with him from the start: was there a chance he could get infected somehow? The risk seemed much higher now they were using a space that a zombie had been in. He constantly felt dirty, and so did everything he touched. John wasn’t the only one who worried, and they all quickly became obsessed with cleaning – spraying everything they could with disinfectant and taking frequent showers.
 
   John’s fear went much further than that, however. Every sip of water tasted like poison, and the only thing he ate was baked beans, because they were sealed in tins. And when he did, he made sure to pour the contents straight into his mouth, not even trusting a spoon.
 
   He could feel how bad it was to let the worry chip away at him, to think the same thoughts again and again. He needed to stay sane and clearheaded, for his sake, for Laura’s sake. He needed to keep himself occupied, distracted – and so, despite it feeling like a trivial thing to do, he spent most of his time with the Xbox controller in his hand, forcing himself into worlds that had been crafted in better times, trying his best to care about something else.
 
   It was without warning, in one of the hollow, languid moments that had come to define them all, that the voice reappeared, and they heard what they wanted to hear.
 
   “All right. We’re gonna come in.”
 
   After a lot of noise, which John knew must be the sound of nailed-on planks being removed, the door was finally unlocked and opened. In came an older, fairly short guy with a beard, hairy arms, and a deer hunter hat. John put him as being older than him, somewhere around the thirty mark.
 
   “Hey, guys. What’s up?” said the voice they had come to recognise. Behind him, several other people looked at them with everything from concern to fear.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   The owner of the voice introduced himself as Duke. John assumed it was nickname.
 
   It transpired that the whole building – consisting of several flats – had been secured by Duke and the others living there. They had organised things with a group mentality, whereby some flats received specific roles. One was used for cooking, another for storage, another for eating and meetings. After filling them in on the basics, Duke led them out of the flat and up the cold, sparse hallway. At the foot of each staircase, large windows interrupted the chipped beige walls to show a starless sky pinpricked by streetlights. They continued on through this tunnel of strange light and plasterboard until they were taken into a flat that had been stripped bare. It looked odd without any furniture, reminding John of the sensation of arriving at an unfurnished flat, ready to move in.
 
   “All right. Sorry guys, but you gotta take your clothes off so we can see if you’ve been bitten,” said Duke.
 
   John looked at Laura. She shrugged.
 
   “Do you all have to be here?” John asked.
 
   “Sorry, yeah. Everyone has the right. We’re risking it with you guys, you gotta understand.”
 
   John shrugged. “Okay, I guess.”
 
   John took off his top. In that moment, he felt more like a test subject than a human being. His mind flashed the idea that he could have picked up some scratches or marks. What if they were mistaken for bites? He took off the rest of his clothes and waited whilst they were all inspected to the satisfaction of the group.
 
   It occurred to him that he didn’t know that much about Suzy. She could have an injury. In fact, it wasn’t completely impossible that she had been bitten. After all, Duke had mentioned that not everyone turned straight away.
 
   But to his relief, the group found nothing. They were given some privacy as they got dressed, which they did as quickly as possible. John led them out of the room, and they followed the others to another flat.
 
   They were on the top floor. Duke had introduced them to six other people, but John only remembered the name ‘Mary’ – a mousy woman with smoking wrinkles, whose teenage son was also in the room – and ‘Dreadlocks’, a well-built man who, quite helpfully, had dreadlocks.
 
   Like the other flats they’d been in, the living room and kitchen were one open space. But this time an assortment of mismatched chairs encircled a combination of coffee tables, which had been slotted next to each other to make one uneven surface. It was clear that this was a kind of meeting room, and possibly where they ate. Another thing that stood out about this place was that it didn’t have the boring ‘blank canvas’ beige walls of the other flats. Instead, it was a cheerful yellow colour, which suggested it may have been bought and liberated from the tunnelled vision of an estate agent. Large windows looked out onto the streets. John noticed it was raining.
 
   Duke wore a bright, multi-coloured jumper – all shapes and patterns, skinny jeans and bright red skateboarding shoes. He began to talk about his experience so far. “I didn’t wake up ‘til someone knocked on my door. And then we was making sure none got in here. Then all this shit happened with Linda. She was all right to start with, but pale. But we were all probably pale, being fucking scared. But she started coughing and shit. And then she tried to get us, so we locked her in.”
 
   “So she was the one we killed?” asked John.
 
   “Yes, brother. It’s horrible, but we had to. You had to. That’s the way it was. What’s your story, anyways?”
 
   John looked at Laura, and then spoke. “…Well… I woke up, there was screaming. I went to my window and saw someone being attacked. So I went to… No, wait. First I tried to ring the police and then…”
 
   “Busy,” one woman muttered. She was black – the only non-white person in the room other than Suzy – and smartly dressed. She had no shoes, however. Only black tights covered her feet. John couldn’t remember her name, only that it began with ‘J’.
 
   “Yeah, so I go and ask Laura to use her phone.”
 
   “Didn’t screams, like, wake you up?” ‘J’ asked Laura.
 
   “Er… no… I didn’t have my windows open, and I guess…”
 
   “Oh, you have different apartments?”
 
   John spoke. “Yeah, we live on the same floor. Anyway, I went to knock on her door, and then this old guy, who I’ve only seen a few times, ran down and started to shout, and… I followed him down… but he got attacked. I couldn’t save him. The lock on our apartment door is broken, so they just all came in and… and they got him… and so we all ran back into my room. That was when I saw Suzy, on the way back to my room. And, yeah, we locked ourselves in.”
 
   There was a silence as they all thought about what he’d said.
 
   “You reckon there’s guys in your block still?” Duke asked.
 
   “I don’t know. There’s a lot of zombies, but I guess there must be others, because it was late and no one sleeps with their door open, do they? They were pounding on our door the whole time.”
 
   “Same downstairs. Linda was doing it as well, poor bastard.”
 
   “So… do you guys have any theories what it is?”
 
   “For sure, millions. Could be fucking anything, couldn’t it?” Duke said.
 
   “…So?”
 
   “I don’t know. Chemical weapons, a virus, some sort of insect. It’s better to just focus on what we can control. ‘Cause, ultimately, we don’t fucking know what it is. So, we’re focusing on our plan, be mega-efficient with the food, stay here ‘til they die.”
 
   John frowned. “Until they die? What makes you think they’ll die?”
 
   “They have to die. The virus or whatever will suck all the bodies’ energy. Straight up science shit, isn’t it?”
 
   “Um, I guess.”
 
   “‘Cause they’re still, you know, made out of matter, and they’re using energy, but they’re not taking any energy in. They don’t eat, really, just sort of bite for a bit. So, they have to run out of energy. No doubt.”
 
   “Okay… yeah!” John felt a surge of hope at the idea. It did make sense. The end could be in sight. “How much food have you got?” he asked.
 
   “Don’t know. Hard to tell. Could be enough for a week… a few days,” said Duke.
 
   John hoped it was enough. He quickly tried to predict what would happen if they ran out, but was jerked out his thoughts by the young teenager – Mary’s son.
 
   “So you ‘ad to kill that woman, like.”
 
   Mary punched him in the arm.
 
   “Tyler!” she shouted.
 
   “No, it’s all right,” said John. “Yeah, we had to kill her.”
 
   “Was it ‘ard?”
 
   “Ummm… Well, er, the thing was strong. It was like fighting a person – but it wasn’t so clever. It just… It was unpredictable because it was just walking and then it threw itself at me.”
 
   The teenager said nothing else and seemed to be thinking.
 
   “I reckon this calls for a celebration. You want tea and biscuits?” said Duke, who then seemed to address the whole room. “I reckon now’s the time to break that shit out.”
 
   Clearly there was some significance to this suggestion. John guessed that they were probably low on biscuits. He realised that the pure simplicity and everydayness of this suggestion was meaningful. This was a link to an old way of life. This was a link to normal society. Amongst everything, anything normal was special.
 
   “I would love some,” he said. “Thanks.”
 
   …
 
   After a little while, the group started making their way to bed.
 
   “You guys wanna sort out where you sleep?” Duke asked them.
 
   They were exhausted and accepted his offer. Saying goodnight to the room’s remaining occupants, they followed Duke down the cold stairwell, their footsteps echoing around them.
 
   “Here you are, dudes,” Duke said. “These two are empty, and that one at the end there. I’m number 11 if you need anything.” He smiled. “Sleep well, yeah?”
 
   “I don’t want to sleep alone,” Suzy said after he had left.
 
   “I didn’t want to fight a zombie on my own,” John said quickly.
 
   She was starting to cry. “I was scared.”
 
   “Sleep in that room, Suzy.”
 
   “I’m… sorry,” she said, becoming increasingly difficult to understand. “I’m sorry. I… I… I just… I was scared… I’m so sorry…”
 
   “John,” Laura said softly, pulling on his sleeve. It was clear she thought he was being too harsh. But John could not help but feel angry.
 
   They heard footsteps, and Dreadlocks appeared on the stairs. “Heeey. What’s happening, friend?” he asked.
 
   Suzy continued to sob, either too upset or too embarrassed to say anything.
 
   “She’s very scared,” said Laura, “and she doesn’t want to sleep alone.”
 
   “We’re safe here,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   Suzy just kept crying.
 
   Dreadlocks looked at John and Laura, and then spoke to Suzy. “It’s all good. You take my bed. I’ll take the sofa. I’ll be the guard for the night.”
 
   She wiped her sleeve across her eyes and nodded.
 
   “It’s this one,” he said, opening the door for her. “Go in. Get yourself a glass of water.”
 
   She went in, and he turned back to them, smiling kindly. “She’ll be fine. God bless you, friends. See you in the morning… around nine we eat. There’s a wake-up call.”
 
   “Okay, man,” said John.
 
   “Thank you,” said Laura.
 
   Once he had gone, she turned to him. “I don’t want to sleep alone as well.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Without another word, they went into the bedroom. John watched as she got into bed fully clothed and with her shoes on. He guessed it was in case she had to get up and run. He had been doing the same thing himself, and this night would be no exception. He got into bed. A few seconds passed, and then Laura cuddled up close to him. Momentarily, he felt an urge to kiss her, but then days of fear and sleeplessness hit him like a truck, and he fell asleep, Laura’s embrace helping him feel safe on the way down.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Bang! Bang! Bang!
 
   “Breakfast time!” Duke’s voice travelled into the room from the hallway.
 
   John lifted his head groggily. It took a second for him to remember where he was.
 
   Laura stirred. “Ummmfh.”
 
   “Hey,” John said softly.
 
   “Hey… You sleep all right?”
 
   “Yeah, good,” said John. “It’s breakfast time.”
 
   “I know.” She rolled out of bed as John did the same. “I finally had a good sleep,” she said.
 
   “Me too. It feels safer here.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, thank God we made it.”
 
   “You ready?” she asked.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   She walked close, held his hand and kissed him on the cheek. He held her close to him. They stood for a while, breathing each other in.
 
   “We’re going to be all right,” she said, rubbing his back.
 
   …
 
   There were already two people in the eating area – a tall, slim ginger guy with glasses and curly hair, and a young lady. They exchanged greetings and sat down.
 
   After a while, John asked them to remind him of their names. He’d always been terrible with names.
 
   “Dan.”
 
   “Elena.” She had chestnut hair, coffee eyes, a strong jaw and a Spanish accent.
 
   Dan spoke to John. “So what’s your occupation?” John noticed that his accent was posh.
 
   “Err, I work in a bar.”
 
   “Fantastic. And what about yourself, Laura?”
 
   “I study photography.”
 
   Dan spoke. “Ah, well… I trust you’ve taken some pictures of all this?” He had a nervous energy, as if swinging wildly between denial and a total meltdown.
 
   Laura stared at him for a moment, then pulled the disbelief off her face. “Er… no… I don’t have my camera. It’s in my flat.”
 
   At that moment Dreadlocks arrived, carrying two plates with brown toast and eggs.
 
   “Good morning, friends,” he said, setting the food down in front of Dan and Elena. “You want to eat?” he asked John and Laura.
 
   They told him they did.
 
   “You want a hand with anything?” said Laura.
 
   “No, no. Thanks, friend,” said Dreadlocks. “Take it easy.”
 
   He left. After a while, Laura turned to the Spanish lady.
 
   “Sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.”
 
   “Elena.”
 
   “What do you do for work, Elena?”
 
   “I test cardboard. In a paper mill.”
 
   “Oh, cool.”
 
   She nodded her head and smiled politely, then looked back at her food. John could see that she was not in good spirits. He couldn’t blame her.
 
   A little while later, Dreadlocks returned with their food, and the other members of the group started arriving. After everyone had eaten, Duke stood up.
 
   “All right. Dan, you and me… observation time.”
 
   “What’s observation?” John asked.
 
   “Going on the roof, looking out at the bastards! Seeing if we can learn something, or see anyone. Really, we’re just all dying to see them all die. Then it’s over, isn’t it?”
 
   John thought for a little while and then said, “Can I go?”
 
   “Of course, dude. Anyone can go whenever.”
 
   “I’m going to go.”
 
   “I’ll come with you,” said Laura.
 
   “All right,” said Duke. “Dan, you could…er… They could take your place.”
 
   “No, no, nonsense. It’s my turn. That’s what we said, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah, but… it’s cool if you want—”
 
   “No.” He looked at John and smiled bravely. “We must do what we must do! We can’t be getting the heebie-jeebies now, can we?”
 
   “Er… No,” John said, simply because Dan seemed to be waiting for some sort of answer.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Dan opened the door onto the stained concrete roof, and they walked out into fresh air and bright, redeeming sunshine. There was something special about the blue sky, unaffected as it was by what it surveyed. The roof was a rectangle. They had emerged at one of the short sides, and straight ahead, beyond the edge of the other short side, John could see the railway bridge. It was a big thing made out of red brick – its structure a repeating pattern of thick arches. John had always thought that there was something beautiful about something so big and sturdy carrying the long metal tracks, so slim and neat in comparison.
 
   Dan headed to the long edge on their left.
 
   “Oh, gosh,” he said, visibly shocked. “They are all much, much slower now.”
 
   John and Laura joined his side to overlook the same street that they had watched from the window of John’s flat. The zombies had become completely listless. Only a few were standing – walking as if destinations didn’t exist. Others were grounded against walls and flat on their backs. They looked more like dumped bodies.
 
   “I’m gonna go tell Duke,” said Dan, leaving quickly.
 
   “Maybe they’re dying!” said John.
 
   Laura put her arm around him.
 
   A few moments later, Duke arrived.
 
   At first he looked a bit like he was going to cry. “This is it! I can feel it! I can feel it… We’re close.”
 
   Before too long everyone was there, except Elena and the black woman with no shoes – John overheard that her name was Jess – who were on entrance guarding duty.
 
   The others pointed, and shouted, and rattled out nervously restrained optimism. They had been turned from survivors into spectators. And with the beautiful sunshine, and elevated perspective, it almost felt, to John, like a day out at some sporting event. They quickly noticed that where there was shade, there were no zombies. Duke came up with an explanation for this:
 
   “I reckon it’s their low energy. They’re trying to stay warm.”
 
   A little later, Dan was soon chatting happily about what they would do if all the zombies died.
 
   “We’ll need to rebuild things, of course. The first thing we absolutely must consider is the food, the supermarkets. Perhaps we will have to start growing more food. Britain, I mean. Or maybe it’s okay in the other countries. Maybe we will all be re-housed in a foreign country. Oh gosh, I hope it doesn’t come to that.”
 
   John felt conflicted. He wanted to believe so badly, but knew better than to set himself up with wild optimism. This could just be a temporary change. Even if the zombies really were dying, there was no guarantee that the group’s problems were over. What if they couldn’t get access to food, or clean water? What if the government of this country, or another, ordered that the place be bombed, as an attempt to destroy the infection? What if whatever caused this in the first place caused it again? This could be just the first wave. What if the infection still lingered on, in the air or the food or the water?
 
   He strongly felt that the others were losing perspective and feared that any disappointment would all but destroy them now that their hopes were so high. He feigned interest in looking over a different edge, thus moving him away from the group. Laura joined him for some reason of her own.
 
   He projected his unease onto her. “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   “I’m fine. It’s just… I don’t know. I don’t know if they’re really dying, or how we should, like, think about this.”
 
   John was glad she felt the same as he did.
 
   “Yeah, me too,” he said. “I mean, it does make sense… that they wouldn’t last forever. I mean, they don’t seem to eat anything.”
 
   “Sure… but now”—she gestured to the zombies—“I don’t believe in things that make sense. Do you know what I mean? I don’t know, I’m scared of getting my hopes up. But, God, I mean…”
 
   John looked towards the gaggle of excited people throwing their hopes into the wind. “Yeah… It’s… It’s what we all want – of course.” He shook his head slightly, and thought for a while. “I’m going to wait for a bit and then go and talk to Duke,” he said.
 
   And wait John did, watching the zombies intently. It was easier to see these things as people now. That’s what they were, just people. People that were ill. Would any of them be cured? Perhaps there would be some sort of global coming together of all the medical professionals. Or perhaps these infected souls would just be shot in the head, put out of their misery.
 
   If this was really it, if they were all dying, then what came next? First he would look for his mum, then his friends, find out who was okay. More than anything in the world, he hoped that he hadn’t lost anyone.
 
   But what about after that? Would he be able to find something to eat? Would society return to normal? Would he have a job to go back to?
 
   A part of him didn’t want that. A part of him wanted change. Maybe there would be some sort of government intervention, just as Dan had said, and he would be given a new home in an exotic country. That would be a silver lining, he supposed, as he had wanted to travel for a long time.
 
   Fuck, should he be thinking smarter than this? Maybe there would be some once-in-a-lifetime opportunities.
 
   He could try to break into a jewellery store. If he could get it right, he’d never have to work another day in his life. He’d be free. What about Laura? Would she be up for it? He wasn’t sure. Would she think it was worth the risk? He had plenty of friends who could probably be talked into it. But who knew if and when he would see them.
 
   What was the risk? Maybe there could still be the odd zombie left alive. Maybe they lived longer when they were trapped inside, and just as he lifted up the first shiny diamond, one would burst into the room and rip his face off. But surely there weren’t any other risks. They wouldn’t get caught, would they? Surely the police and the courts and everything else weren’t going to be a threat for a long, long time. In fact, who knew how long it would be until Britain would be civilised again. Maybe never.
 
   He reminded himself that nothing was guaranteed. Maybe this was it, maybe the whole world was like this, and they wouldn’t see a return to normality in their lifetimes. In which case, jewellery probably wouldn’t be that valuable anymore. The problem would be food.
 
   His thoughts continued in this vein for a while. Eventually he saw that Duke was more accessible, insofar as he was only in close proximity to the young teenager and his mother Mary. He walked over to find Mary in mid-sentence: “…work or… I don’t know what’s going to ‘appen, know what I’m saying?”
 
   “For sure. For sure,” said Duke.
 
   She tucked her hair behind her ear. “What you think’s gonna ‘appen, John?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I think we should wait and see.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s not gonna be like it was, is it?” she said.
 
   John nodded. “Yeah… yeah, sure. Hey, Duke, can I have a quick word?”
 
   “…Yeah.”
 
   “What’s ‘appening?” said Mary.
 
   “I just wanted to talk to Duke about something.”
 
   “What you saying to ‘im that you can’t say to me?”
 
   She spoke sharply, like she was used to arguing.
 
   “Okay… I was just going to say, to Duke, I was just going to say that I don’t know if we should get too excited. I don’t want us to assume it’s all going to be okay. I just wondered what he thought about that.”
 
   “Why didn’t ya wanna say that to me?”
 
   “Well… Duke’s… kind of… the leader, isn’t he?”
 
   “Yeah. But that doesn’t mean you should trust ‘im, and want to tell ‘im stuff, but not me.”
 
   “Okay… I just wanted to get his opinion. I guess I didn’t want to just start being negative to everyone, and… I just thought Duke could be like… someone to bounce ideas off.”
 
   “So what you saying? I’m too thick?” Mary said.
 
   “No, I didn’t say that.”
 
   “It’s got to be over. They ain’t gonna last forever.”
 
   “Sure… well–”
 
   “And we’ll find out, won’t we…”
 
   “Yeah. We will,” he said earnestly.
 
   “John’s right, though,” said Duke. “We gotta keep it real. They’re not dead yet. We don’t know, for sure, what the deal is.”
 
   “Yeah, but, they ain’t gonna stay forever. They ‘ave to eat, and they don’t, so… what they gonna do?” said Mary.
 
   “Well, I’m going to go back to watching them,” said John.
 
   “Good call, man,” said Duke.
 
   John returned to Laura’s side.
 
   “Well, I let Duke know that we shouldn’t get too excited just in case. Mary wasn’t having any of it, though.”
 
   “You can’t blame her for being excited, John.”
 
   “No, not really. But that’s why I just wanted to tell Duke.”
 
   “Yeah, I—” Laura began, but John interrupted her.
 
   “I don’t know what her problem is. I was just trying to be tactful.”
 
   Laura didn’t seem very interested and changed the subject. “Not knowing is driving me batshit crazy here.”
 
   “Yeah, well… Maybe we’ll see one of them die soon.”
 
   John sat with his back against the walled edge and looked at the others. Dreadlocks and Suzy walked over to them.
 
   “Hello, friends,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   Suzy smiled at them nervously.
 
   John just nodded – still annoyed by Mary’s reaction, and now bristled by Suzy’s presence.
 
   “Suzy was telling me about how brave you both were,” Dreadlocks continued.
 
   Laura shrugged. “We did our best, you know?”
 
   “John.” Suzy sat down next to him and touched him lightly on the arm. “Please forgive me. Please.”
 
   John looked away and thought for a few seconds. “I don’t know… Why did you do it? You knew what you were doing.”
 
   “I was scared. I just… I just got too scared, and… I just… I couldn’t.”
 
   “Yeah. I was scared, Laura was scared, but we didn’t freeze.”
 
   “I know, you were so brave. You were amazing… I… I’m sorry. I promise I would never do it. If it happened again I would never do it. It was just the fear. “
 
   “Well… I don’t know. You can see why I’m angry, right?”
 
   “Yes.” She nodded reluctantly.
 
   “What you did, there… We had a plan. You could have killed me and Laura.”
 
   A few tears rolled down her cheeks. She wiped them off with her sleeve. “I know… I’m sorry.”
 
   John searched himself. “Well… I guess… you can’t have wanted me to die. You needed me and Laura, we needed each other, so… it can’t have been a genuine traitor thing. You can’t have thought about it, because if you’d thought about it, you would have seen that the safest thing was for us to work together. If we had died, me and Laura, you would have died, alone, in my flat… so I guess… I do forgive you. I forgive you, because you must have been scared. But I don’t trust you. I won’t ever be able to trust you.”
 
   “But do you forgive me? Do you hate me?”
 
   “I don’t hate, no… not anymore… You would have hated yourself if I had died, though. Think about that.”
 
   “I do… I did.”
 
   There was an awkward moment where neither person knew what to do next.
 
   “Give her a hug, John,” said Laura. “She’s sorry, you know?”
 
   John stood up and they hugged. A primitive flicker of attraction sparked as he held her close and caught the smell of her hair.
 
   “Thank you, John,” said Suzy.
 
   Dreadlocks shook John’s hand. “Respect for that, friend.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Eventually the sunshine fell behind some clouds on the horizon and the temperature started to drop. The group stayed on the roof, still excited by the possibility that they might see the first zombie die. There was a theory, first proposed by Dan, that the zombies currently lying down were the closest to death, whereas those that were still standing had some way to go. Occasionally a zombie would sit down, and the group would get energised. Occasionally a zombie would stand up, and things would be said about how it wasn’t anything, and it would soon sit back down again. Sometimes it did. Sometimes it didn’t.
 
   John became overwhelmed from attributing meaning to every little action. As time went on, he found that he was becoming less confident in his ability to judge. He could just as easily claim that there was more of an energy in the horde as he could that there was less. It was impossible to tell. He thought that he could perhaps hear a slight decrease in the noise level of the moans, but he couldn’t be sure. And there were occasional moments where they seemed to get louder.
 
   The more he watched, the less confident he felt. And the less confident he felt, the more negative he became – and the more he perceived an increase in energy rather than a decrease. Now he watched as these negative impressions seemed to fade into reality. Bit by bit, step by step, what had originally been the slipping judgment of his drained mind became truth. Their ferociousness, their urgency, their mania, their endless groaning – it all started to grow, rising up and mercilessly choking the optimism of the group.
 
   Now no one was saying anything. The zombies had found their feet. They had found their drive. Once more they were searching for them – to reduce them to the emptiness that they suffered. It was as if their drowsiness had dissipated with the warmth of the day.
 
   Still no one said anything. It felt like any words spoken would turn septic.
 
   Finally it was Duke that broke the silence. “We gotta talk about this.”
 
   …
 
   They followed Duke down the stairs, arriving at the building’s ground floor. They could see the entrance door. It had a square of glass, against which several ghoulish faces were pressed – made blurry from the condensation of their breath.
 
   On this floor was a thin corridor that moved away from the door, hugged the side of the staircase, and led to two ground floor flats. Elena and Jess were on the stairs, both sitting on pillows and guarding the door. They both had large kitchen knives resting on their laps, and there was a long metal pole sandwiched between Jess and the banister. Upon the arrival of John and the others, they had taken out ear plugs. John understood as well as anyone the value of those.
 
   Duke explained to the two women what had happened. They remained seated as he spoke. After this he addressed the whole group, who had awkwardly gathered in the small square of space between the entrance and the stairs.
 
   “So, yeah, I don’t want emotions right now, though. Emotions won’t help us. Emotions will kill us if we let them, all right? I want to know what we’ve learnt and what we’re going to do.”
 
   There was a silence. John felt as dejected as everyone else, but he understood that Duke was trying to stop them from wallowing, and so he spoke for the sake of speaking.
 
   “It’s like the sunlight was slowing them down. When it got dark, they started going apeshit again. And the only time I’ve seen them slow was today, in the sun.”
 
   Duke looked at him. “True… True.”
 
   A shrill, wavering voice cut the air. “Perhaps they’re cold-blooded,” said Dan.
 
   They waited for him to continue, but he simply stared at the ground with a strange half-smile. John worried about him.
 
   “They could have been drowsy. Like we are in the sun… sleepy,” said Laura.
 
   The conversation went round for a little while, full of words but not really going anywhere new. Then Duke said something that made the whole room fall quiet. “Guys, this could be our chance to move. Maybe, next sunny day, we should ditch this place. Take the initiative.”
 
   “Where the hell would we even go?” Jess said, visibly shocked.
 
   “That’s not easy. Somewhere with food. It needs to be safe. It sorta needs to be free of zombies,” said Duke.
 
   “No, no way…” Jess had the air of someone realising something terrible. “I’m not going out there. No way.”
 
   “Maybe we don’t have a choice, you know?” said Laura.
 
   “No… I’m not going,” Jess insisted.
 
   “Yeah. ‘Ow you know it’s even gonna ‘appen again?” added the teenager.
 
   Duke spoke. “Of course if the sun comes, and they’re not drowsy, I won’t go. But if they are, I’m off.”
 
   “If we stay here and we run out of food,” added Laura, “then we’re in trouble. We have to make a choice. We’ve watched them for days, and… no deterioration.”
 
   “They have to deteriorate! It’s… They have to?” said Dan.
 
   Laura looked at him. “Without water, we’d be dead by now, but they don’t drink, do they? They’re not like us.”
 
   “What about the sun?” John said. They turned to him. “They all became slow in the sun, just like when you’ve eaten a big meal and you get sleepy. Maybe they get their energy from the sun, and maybe their water comes from the air.”
 
   They all remained silent, thinking about what he’d said. He continued.
 
   “It’s totally possible that this could be something manmade. If it’s a weapon, if someone made this virus in the first place, who knows what they can do. Who knows how they’ve engineered it to work. Whoever made it wants everyone gone, right? So maybe they really made sure it works.”
 
   “Elena, you have that pen, dude?” said Duke.
 
   Elena handed it over, and Duke started writing on the wall.
 
   “Guys, I’m getting a solid weapon. I’m packing up everything useful, and then, next sunny day, I’m out of here. Anyone who wants to come with me, write your name here, all right? We can go together.”
 
   There was a communal heartbeat of silence, then various overlapping conversations flooded the room.
 
   John turned to Laura. “Are you going?”
 
   She frowned, deep in thought. “I’m thinking we have to, right…? I don’t want to run out of food. But, first, we need to have a better plan.”
 
   “Like—” John began.
 
   “Are you going?” she interrupted.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said.
 
   “Yeah, but where the fuck we gonna go?” Mary asked above the noise.
 
   The room stilled to hear the answer.
 
   “We gotta figure that out,” Duke said simply.
 
   “Another block of flats?” Dreadlocks asked.
 
   “For sure… That’s an option, man.”
 
   “How about an ‘ospital?” said the teenager.
 
   “One thing, guys,” Laura began. “Most places are going to be locked, aren’t they? So, we need to kind of break in and then, like, repair our own damage so none of those things can follow us.”
 
   “Good point,” said Duke.
 
   “How? How are we going to do that?” said Dan.
 
   “We have to put our heads together, brother. Be creative. Must be somewhere good,” said Duke. “Jess, what about…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Morrison’s”
 
   “…you mean ASDA?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “But I’m not even going.”
 
   “You work at ASDA?” John asked.
 
   “Yeah, she’s the manager,” Duke explained.
 
   “Do you have the key?” said John to Jess.
 
   “It’s in my house.”
 
   “Where do you live?” said Duke.
 
   “Hazel Grove.”
 
   “What about weapons and that?” said the teenager.
 
   “Go on, dude,” Duke said.
 
   “Well, ‘cause, I know a place where we can get guns, good ones.”
 
   Mary, his mother, seemed embarrassed but unsurprised by this remark.
 
   He continued.
 
   “I’m in a gang. I’ve only been once, like, but the guy showed me a shooter, and he said he had loads of other stuff, so…”
 
   “No, no, we’ll run out of ammo,” said Dan.
 
   “Oh, he’s got ammo and all. He was, like, selling guns and that,” said the teenager.
 
   “Yes, but eventually all ammo runs out, especially as we’re not trained shooters. I just think that a good sword, like a katana, would be very sensible. If we could get it somehow.”
 
   John realised just how clouded Dan’s mind was at that point. Either that, or he was always this stupid.
 
   “Do you know where we can get one?” Duke asked gently.
 
   “Um… well… no, um, I know a museum, but I don’t know how easy it’s going to be to secure access. I think, that, um, it’s probably designed to be quite secure.”
 
   “A sword sounds good. If you do think of a way, speak, man. For now, let’s have the guns as our plan, though.”
 
   “But do we really need guns? I mean, really? I thought we were planning to go somewhere safe, and staying there. Why do we need guns?”
 
   They discussed the options further, arguing the pros and cons, seemingly unable to get close to an agreement. Duke eventually won with a combination of patience and persistence. Dan didn’t accept his point of view – but he submitted to it, and none of the others challenged that.
 
   Duke drew a line under things. “We get the guns, we get Jess’s key, we get inside the supermarket. I can’t do it alone, though… Who’s gonna write down their name?”
 
   To John’s great surprise, Suzy stood up and wrote her name under Duke’s.
 
   Laura nudged John. “I’m going to do it.”
 
   He felt a sensation in his stomach similar to that of jumping from a dangerous height. “Me too,” he said.
 
   They crossed the room and added their names. Elena followed suit.
 
   “Do yous mind if I ‘ave little time with my son, and talk about it?” said Mary.
 
   “No, good call. But it could be sunny tomorrow, so I gotta know by tonight.”
 
   Mary said she understood, and she and her son walked up the stairs. Dreadlocks added his name to the wall, without speaking, and squeezed Duke’s shoulder.
 
   “Are you coming, Jess?” said Duke.
 
   “Well, you’re obviously going to leave me here,” she said.
 
   “I don’t want to leave you anywhere. I want you to come with us.”
 
   “It’s too fast. You don’t even have a proper plan.”
 
   “Totally. Good call. But we’ll work on that. We gotta stick together, Jess.”
 
   She sighed. “I’ll help you. But I need time to think. This isn’t fair on me.”
 
   “All right. But we’re going next sunny day.”
 
   “Does it have to be the next sunny day?” asked John.
 
   “We might only get one,” Duke said. “If it comes tomorrow, I’m going tomorrow.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   John was in the eating area, looking out the window and feeling nervous. They had spent the rest of the evening arguing over the pros and cons of the plan, talking tactics and making preparations for departure – part of this had been sawing up the doors and furniture to make bats and shields. To the latter, they had added handles from various kitchen cupboards, making them easier to hold and manoeuvre.
 
   Dan had taken over from John at one point – there were only a few saws, so they couldn’t all work at once – so John had moved on to the task of gathering anything that might add an extra level of physical protection. This had covered a whole range of items. John’s favourites had been a nice leather jacket, which seemed impossible to bite through, a cycling helmet – although that would probably go to its owner, Elena – and a wooden chopping board, which John wanted to attach to his midriff. He wasn’t sure how yet.
 
   Now John was sitting in the meeting area, staring at the streetlights.
 
   Laura arrived in the room and sat next to him.
 
   “Hey,” he said.
 
   “Hey,” she replied, softly.
 
   Some moments passed.
 
   “Will you hold me?” she said.
 
   John looked at her. “Sure.”
 
   He wrapped his arm around Laura, feeling her warmth fade into his and her smell drifting into his mind. In that moment, he felt like he could fall in love with her. But he knew that was, mostly, due to the fact his life might end soon. He could fall in love way too easily anyway, and now, in such intense surroundings, he knew that he craved love as a kind of anaesthetic. It wasn’t real. But then, what was real when it came to love? Whatever he felt, it was there in that moment, made clear in their comfortable silence – their moment in which nothing needed to be said.
 
   A little while earlier, Mary had confirmed that she and her teenage son, Tyler – John finally learnt his name – would be going. Jess’s stance hadn’t changed, but John couldn’t imagine that she would stay now that everyone else was leaving.
 
   Although, he supposed, if Jess stayed here, alone, it could potentially leave her with a larger supply of food. Would she be better off? His thoughts turned to the possibility of staying himself. It would be so cruel if leaving turned out to be the wrong decision, if he got bitten – annihilated, and turned into nothingness – a few days or hours before the zombies naturally collapsed and died. This decision… this decision… He was betting his life on one decision. He could be throwing it all away on one little choice. How was he meant to know what to do? The dangers tumbled on and on in his head, jumbling together until he felt like he had lost control of them.
 
   He knew that, ultimately, he had agreed to go on his gut. His gut had told him that he would die if he stayed here. It was better to take the risk. Yet he prayed that he was wrong, that the infected would all drop dead tomorrow.
 
   …
 
   The next day had a sky that didn’t know where the sun was, so instead, to pass time, it sent its grey light to drift and fall to the earth, spreading through the windows and blanketing everything with a softness that gnawed at John’s insides. They spent the day working on the finer intricacies of their plan, discussing situations that might occur and how they would deal with them.
 
   During a break, which Duke was against but Jess insisted upon, Dreadlocks decided that he wanted to listen to some music to “help my thoughts resonate.” John and Elena decided to ride his whim. Dreadlocks took them into his flat, turning on his many lamps as they entered – all of them were cosy, warm colours. But it was the shadows, ultimately, that created the mood, throwing themselves against the walls and posters, looming large like children pretending to be monsters.
 
   Dreadlocks put on some vinyl, and funky ska stretched to the corners of the room. After this came the fairy lights – crystallised fragility dancing to life along the back of two mismatched sofas and up a random wall.
 
   John lit a cigarette. Mary’s son – Tyler – had kindly been sharing them earlier. He didn’t normally smoke, but it just seemed right. Dreadlocks moved his head side to side, casually enjoying the rhythm.
 
   John looked out the window at the undead. He tried to imagine running past them when they were slow. He tried to imagine it going well.
 
   Behind him, Dreadlocks said something about ska being God’s music. John wondered what Dreadlocks’ beliefs were, exactly. Something about the grey world being pushed back by the warmth of the flat, the cigarette smoke churning and cascading upwards into dissipation, the sense of finality that hung over them – something about all of this made him want to talk about profound things.
 
   “What do you think happens when you die?” he asked the room at large.
 
   Dreadlocks responded surprisingly fast. “You’re reabsorbed into the energy that we are all a part of. You become one with God, as it is, and has always been… We forget our false boundaries.”
 
   “What about you, Elena?” John said.
 
   “Ummm, I don’t know. I want to be born again.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah… I like the idea of having a second life, but as something different… And you?”
 
   “I don’t know,” John said. “Probably something like what Dreadlocks said. We get reabsorbed or something… Or maybe we just die. What about if you get bitten? Do you think we die or…? Do you think it’s still you, when you turn into one of them?”
 
   Elena shrugged, and John got the sense that thinking about it made her uneasy.
 
   Dreadlocks crossed over to the window to look down. “Yes… Yes, I believe you’re trapped. This is happening because we have strayed from the fundamental good. This is manmade. It’s been made by our vanity, and this is the punishment, it’s what we deserve. We’re sentenced to stay as men after death, but as the worst kind. As a human reduced to their lowest physical and mental state.”
 
   The happy melody and funky beats suddenly sounded out of place.
 
   “No, I disagree,” said Elena.
 
   Dreadlocks didn’t say anything – as if he was used to people disagreeing with him.
 
   Elena continued. “I think that you die.”
 
   “I think it can’t be you,” said John. “I’m not mindless. I’m not a zombie. I don’t have to be defined by my body.”
 
   He suddenly felt a rising pride at his certainty in this statement. It seemed terribly defiant to him. He could decide what he was and what he wasn’t. Despite everything, he defined who John Matthew Jones was. And even if those things outside did take his body from him, they would never take John. He would always be truly his own.
 
   Dreadlocks came away from the window and smiled charmingly at them for no obvious reason.
 
   John tapped the ash off his cigarette. “If this is one of my last days, then so be it. I’m not afraid anymore.” And in that moment, he actually believed himself.
 
   A little while later, the conversation turned to what could have started all this.
 
   “It’s the next stage of man’s violence,” Dreadlocks began. “Nukes are old news. Humanity’s next evil: biological weapons. But something’s gone wrong. Or something’s gone right for someone. The cold war isn’t cold anymore. Einstein said it right, ‘I don’t know what weapons World War Three will be fought with, but World War Four will be fought with sticks and stones’.”
 
   Dreadlocks said everything with such certainty it seemed like he not only believed in some sort of god, but was being tipped off by one.
 
   “What makes you think that?” John asked.
 
   “All the signs are there,” he said, and then remained quiet, as if there was nothing more to explain.
 
   John was starting to realise that, as likable as Dreadlocks was, he was also slightly disconnected from the people around him.
 
   “I think it could be the food,” said Elena. “The um… GMOs, is it? Or it could be the phone signals. It could be mixing up the people’s minds.” For the first time, John noticed some idiosyncrasies in the way Elena used English.
 
   Now his thoughts returned to what she had said. He wasn’t sure about the phone signals idea, but maybe it was the food. Maybe it had been a new pesticide that everyone thought was safe. That would mean, he supposed, that the infection wouldn’t have started with just one person, but, in fact, the transformation would have happened spontaneously in many unconnected people.
 
   He pointed this out to her, to which she replied,
 
   “We have to… think that it happened to many of the people. Because it is not likely… if it had happened somewhere else and spread to here, then we would have heard it on the news before it reached us. But we didn’t, so it must have happened to many of the places.”
 
   “Yeah, that makes sense,” John said.
 
   Later that night, John came across Duke. He had shaved his head.
 
   “The zombies can’t grab it,” he explained.
 
   The idea soon spread. It wasn’t long until the whole group had copied him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   It was six days after they had first arrived in the building. John found himself watching the sun rise above a thick line of clouds on the horizon, casting its hopeful morning light onto the earth – an empty feeling in his throat. They were all on the roof, as they had been the last few days in the morning. This time it was different. This time, they had to actually do it. John soaked in the streets and the buildings. This was his home. This was his city. All he could hope for was to escape it.
 
   John felt like he was watching someone self-mutilate as he took the stairs to his room and packed his rucksack. Laura, now a brunette after having shaved her head, said things about love, and him, and life, and he said things back – but they were just noises. Words weren’t words anymore. He felt like his insides were totally gone now, and he was just a weird shell, feeling every inch of hollowness.
 
   “Are they still drowsy?” John said once downstairs.
 
   He couldn’t help but hope that they may yet have an excuse not to do it.
 
   “They are.”
 
   This confirmation only increased his desire to run away, to burst out of the route that he was taking. Jess arrived. John knew she had decided to come with them because of the utter fear shining in her eyes. The others arrived in trickles.
 
   Duke reminded them of the plan one last time. Then his words changed.
 
   “It’s not easy to do this shit. I bet you all wish we could stay here. But we can’t, and we’re lucky, because we realise that.” He took a moment to look at them, his eyes moving from person to person. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, no one can know. But I know that we’re a family. We’re blood. We’re survivors.” Each statement was emphasised with a small shake of his balled-up fist. “Every last one of us is a fighter and a survivor. When we step out these doors, we’re a single entity, we’re a military operation. Whatever happens, we need to stay cool, and we need to be fast. We don’t have time to disagree, we don’t have time to hesitate. That’s why I’m the leader. That’s why there is a leader. Because we need a single head. When I give an order, we do it. No time to hesitate on this, all right…? Just like we discussed. All right. I’m going to keep us safe.” His eyes were glistening. “I promise every one of you that I will try to do that, but you have to do what I say, without fear or hesitation. Does everyone agree?”
 
   They agreed.
 
   “Is everyone here a survivor?”
 
   They responded with a mix of quiet nods and over-the-top courage.
 
   “I said, is everyone here a fucking survivor?”
 
   This time, their response scorched the air.
 
   Duke took a deep breath. “I’m going to open it, all right?” he said. “Everyone ready? Stay strong, stay smart, stay brave. And above all, stick to the plan and the tactics.”
 
   John gripped his shield and felt his insides drop. A voice told him that it wasn’t too late to stay, that he could speak out now and save himself – Duke continued:
 
   “All right, I’m going to count down. Three, two, one.”
 
   He turned the knob and yanked the door open.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   The street opened up, cast in shade – a strip of thick asphalt, stretching right to meet a corner, and left to move under the railway bridge. John saw no zombies. A few cars clung to the pavement.
 
   John ran out into the middle with the others. The buildings took the forms of gladiatorial walls, suddenly curious to see the small group enter their arena. A cool wind whipped. John and the others moved forwards, staying close to each other, drawing close to one of the railway bridge arches. The sky briefly became bricks, then returned to blue canvas as they passed through.
 
   John felt a small kick in his gut. Up ahead, at the corner they wanted to take, were zombies, strokes of decay gathered in a pocket of sunshine. The group drew closer to this horde, bringing its details into focus. John could see the different types, the old, the young, the overweight, the dressed, the naked, the children…
 
   “This way!” Duke took them left down an earlier road, just as the necessity of doing so became absolute to John. They would have to take a longer route now.
 
   The corner brought two figures, both of them slumped but moving to get up – puppets finding their strings. Ahead, a block of shade stretched forwards to cut the road. John and the others stayed in it, passing the zombies in the light, moving parallel with the towering railway bridge. They reached another corner. It swung right to point them at the sun.
 
   The new stretch was full of them. A few wandered aimlessly. The rest were sitting.
 
   “Come on! Quick!” Duke shouted.
 
   They ran faster. It was a wider road – shorter buildings, fewer cars. The road bristled around them – dirty bodies slowly dragging themselves up.
 
   John and the others fractured, splitting and weaving through the figures. He recognised a pale face – the man worked at a nearby bar. They passed him, now heading for one of the standing corpses: a female clubber. Duke moved to its left and charged it, shield first. It flew backwards, almost reaching the pavement. It didn’t seem to notice what had happened.
 
   The groans grew louder, rising from throats all around. The noise was everywhere. The group moved forwards. Duke knocked another to the side – a short woman. Again, no resistance.
 
   John saw a purple car on his right, slightly crumpled against a building. The driver was still in it, slowly chewing her own lip as her body struggled against the seatbelt. The car crowded the street, restricting their path – and now a clump of three zombies blocked the way.
 
   John and the others came to Duke’s side. John picked his mark, slamming the creature to the ground, the force of the blow throbbing in his arm. The other two zombies had been knocked over also – he hadn’t seen by whom. They quickly moved past the grounded bodies. An ever-present squirming prickled under the skin of John’s neck – the sensation of being followed.
 
   Many of the things now stood, not just behind them but also ahead. Continuing along this stretch was increasingly dangerous. They had to change roads fast. The next corner was near, a sharp right – an asphalt line of escape. If they could just get down it… It drew closer.
 
   John stopped. Everyone stopped.
 
   The corner was an open sore, spewing out wild eyes and discoloured flesh. John looked the way they had come. The zombies there had spread out – humanity twisted, stretched and corrupted, waiting for them.
 
   Duke regained his pace. He was shouting something, but the groans were drowning him out. John got close to him. If they were quick, maybe they could make it.
 
   John moved to the first one – a male with an office shirt – and lunged forwards, drawing it large in his vision. His arm once more felt the pain of the impact. The infected man was down, its empty expression unchanged. More of the group joined his side, ready to help.
 
   He charged again, sending a teenage boy back and opening a couple of yards of space. They ran forwards. Each glance John snatched teemed with slow-moving bodies. Everybody was caught up in the fighting now. He focused on picking the next target – a woman, naked.
 
   The seconds were dancing pinpricks. He dipped his shoulder into another attack. A woman stumbled over. Somewhere inside John, a fury lifted him above his fear and pushed into the edge of his skin. He was the warrior. He would get through, screamed an inner voice.
 
   He charged another. It fell. He was regained, re-inserted into choosing the next target. He would get through. Another was forced back. He would get through.
 
   The downed zombies became an obstacle in themselves. They lay on the ground and stretched their arms towards them. John kept them away with his shield and skirted around. Another figure felt his shield, staring deep into his soul before flying backwards. John glanced behind.
 
   Laura was trying to pull her leg from the clutches of a grounded zombie.
 
   It had its mouth open, teeth ready to sink. Others were closing in. No – that was all he could think, a single plea. The power had left him.
 
   Laura fell to the ground. Her assailant’s toxic bite drew closer. No… screamed John’s mind. Her hands held its face, struggling to keep it back. John barged past a zombie to get closer. No…
 
   Tyler had seen her now. He darted to her, plank above head. Please… Tyler threw his weight into a single, clean strike – it burst on the skull. The eyes wheeled. Its head lolled to the side. Tyler yanked Laura up.
 
   John turned back around and bumped into a tall woman in a short skirt. She stared at him, half the skin of her face missing. He smashed her to the ground, feeling the impact shudder through his body. He was the fighter.
 
   There was no clear path to take. Zombie after zombie was knocked back, only to be replaced by another. They had to get through. They had to get out of this fog. John kicked away another – a small child.
 
   The sheer number pressed against his nerves. Everywhere – blank faces and groans, sunlit space polluted by dark apparitions. He shoved another one down. He had to get through. Another one down. He would – another one down – get through – another one down. He would – another down – get through. Another one down. He would – another one down – get through. Another one down… Another. Another…
 
   Some of those he had hit were almost back on their feet. His mind crashed with overflowing thoughts. The shuffling steps and blank faces congealed in his eyes. He ran. He ran to burst free. His shoulder hit a woman, and he stumbled, grabbing another groaning figure to stop himself falling down. It pushed against his palm, lunging at him. He jerked his head back as its fingers clasped at air. He brought his shield around, knocking its arms away, now pushing it back. Another closed in on him. He rammed it away. The space around him shrunk. If he attacked any of them he would draw himself into the clutches of another.
 
   “Get tight!” Duke had fought his way next to him and was screaming in his ear. “Make a circle!”
 
   John moved shoulder to shoulder with him. They forced their way closer to the others. Tyler was isolated. John saw him swing his plank upwards into a face. John shouted his name, watching as Tyler kicked an undead backwards. John shouted again. Now his small body was throwing itself into a jabbing motion. The teenager wheeled around to the fight the next. Too late. It grabbed his shirt. Its arms fought to pull him in. They were locked together. Tyler screamed, his hands pushing against its dirty clothes.
 
   Dreadlocks ran forwards, smashing its head with his plank. Its grip remained. John was getting closer. A body rose up in front of him. He pushed it away. Tyler’s body thrashed, his arms flailing and beating against his attacker.
 
   John arrived and bashed his metal pole against the thing’s skull. Tyler broke away and pushed it backwards. John and Dreadlocks came together and protected him – he picked up his shield. The others battled towards them. The group became a circle, protecting each other’s backs. The horde closed in. An old man reached for John’s face. He knocked him back. Another zombie took the man’s place, and he knocked it back. It stumbled, falling against those behind it, but keeping its feet. It moved forwards again. He rammed it harder – it broke through the wall of undead, hitting the ground.
 
   “Keep moving! Keep moving!” Duke was shouting.
 
   It was impossible. The zombies were side by side, their arms forever searching to grab and pull. It was hopeless. John knew how this ended. A cold thought of pure survival flickered through his mind – if they attacked the others first, maybe there would be so much meat that no mouths would be left to bite him.
 
   A revving sound exploded. A flash of purple ploughed through the crowd in front of him.
 
   Space bloomed in front of him. He burst into fury once more. Again, again, again – he smashed himself into their oblivion, forcing them to the ground.
 
   The car circled, mowing down more bodies. Now there was an opening. John stepped on one chest, then another. He leapt forwards – out and into space. Escape flooded in front of him. His trainers ripped the pavement. He barged past another apparition of anguish. A car horn blared. He could hear it was close. He dodged to his left. It overtook – a bubble of purple metal bouncing the sun off its back.
 
   The car knocked aside the few undead that still remained in his path. Dreadlocks and Laura were ahead of him. The car stopped. Now Dreadlocks was there, and now Laura. And now they were both inside. A few ragged breaths and John was with them – bursting into the metal cocoon of cold air. It was Elena in the driver’s seat.
 
   John didn’t understand. Now he looked back, Dan and Tyler were running. Tyler was faster. He got in first. Next came Dan, Jess, Duke, Mary and, finally, Suzy, slamming the door behind her. Tyler was sitting on John – it was ten people, all with armour and weapons, and five seats.
 
   Elena put her foot down. A corpse lumbered straight ahead. They accelerated towards it. Its mouth opened as if it thought it could bite them. The front of the car connected, and the body was lifted up off the road. It stayed in mid-air – pushed forwards by the car. Elena swerved the vehicle to the right, causing the body to fall off to the left and roll along the asphalt behind them.
 
   Elena talked rapidly in Spanish, repeating the same thing again and again. John rested his head against Tyler’s back as waves of fear crashed down on him. He distantly became aware that he was drenched in sweat. In the darkness of his eyelids, he tried to find himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   “I saw the car, the driver was there – a zombie. I pulled her. The keys were still in, so I came,” Elena had explained quickly. They had been in the car for some time, but she was no less jacked on fear.
 
   “You’re a fucking hero!” Duke had shouted.
 
   Others had shouted similar sentiments.
 
   “I was shouting to you, but you couldn’t listen me,” Elena had replied, beginning to cry.
 
   After that, Elena had not wanted to continue driving, and Dreadlocks took over.
 
   It was the first time any of them had seen the world beyond their flats since the outbreak. There was a noticeable lack of cars. If John had thought about it, he probably would have attributed that to two things, the outbreak had happened in the early hours of the morning when there was little traffic – and anyone with a vehicle and some sense would not abandon it; they would get the fuck out of there and drive straight to the nearest safe place, which in most cases would be their homes. John did not think about this, however. He wasn’t thinking beyond the immediacy of his fear.
 
   Another noticeable thing was the sheer quantity of smashed windows. This could have been from people trying to get off the streets. It seemed the most likely explanation. The lack of cars was useful, as it allowed them to move down the road relatively unhindered. Occasionally they would have to slow down or take a different direction due to other stationary vehicles.
 
   The main obstacle was zombies.
 
   Dreadlocks didn’t want to drive too fast, as he was concerned about damaging the windscreen. So he did his best to avoid hitting corpses, and when he did, he tried to do it without too much speed. So it was that John watched body after body being taken up and smashed against the road as they drove through the streets he had known so well – streets that now seemed ghostly and broken.
 
   They turned a corner and approached a building John had been to many times. Depending on when you visited, you could see comedy, live gigs, DJs or even plays.
 
   Now, wedged in between the main doors was a huge mass of bodies, the result of hundreds of people trying to climb over each other to get out. It was as if some force had rolled a crowd together until all the limbs, torsos and heads had become tangled with one another. There were places where a single leg stuck out, or a single arm, or just a head – belonging to bodies that were otherwise completely hidden in the lumpy mass.
 
   The juxtaposition of movement with non-movement was chilling. Some parts of the pile were limp – totally dead. Some were not. Some had steady, glazed eyes. Some had eyes that moved and stared. John’s gaze got stuck on a woman’s head near the front, slowly chewing on the flesh in front of her. There was no way to know how long she had been gnawing, how much flesh and clothing, exactly, she had masticated into the pulpy mess that covered her chin and rested just in front of her face.
 
   And there was no way to know what percentage of the crowd were zombies.
 
   The car turned another corner, and the scene was gone. But it wasn’t, not for John. It would never be. One thing dominated his thoughts now: he wouldn’t get out of the car unless he was convinced that it was okay. If he got surrounded, again, then that would be it. He would be bitten, he would be taken. It should have happened the first time. His rescue was insane luck. It wouldn’t happen again.
 
   …
 
   They rolled into a red brick estate of small houses – linked with thin roads, dotted with parked vehicles. It was the kind of place where you wouldn’t be surprised to see children kicking a ball around. John had passed beyond blunt terror and into a strange, empty void of semi-madness. His thoughts flashed repeatedly between denial and sickening comprehension, and both seemed to be silently killing him in their own way. His sweat made him very cold, and he was shivering now. Ahead, a crashed car was sprawled across the tarmac. Tyler directed Dreadlocks to take them a different way.
 
   John looked up at the windows of the houses. Movement caught his eyes – he saw a curtain pull back in a first floor window. A pale face appeared, staring at the car.
 
   He thought about telling the others, but then some ugly voice told him that they weren’t there to rescue anyone, and doing so would put him at risk. He stayed quiet. They navigated a few more corners until Tyler confirmed that they had arrived. The car slowed. John could see only four zombies, all slumped a healthy distance ahead of them.
 
   “All right, I can’t see any except from those four up there,” said Duke. “Can anyone see any others?”
 
   They all confirmed that that was it. In that moment, John tried to reassure himself that it was okay to leave the vehicle. He had to. Despite everything, these people and this plan were all he had.
 
   “Remember the plan, stick to it,” Duke said. “All right. Ready?”
 
   He waited as they answered, and then told them to move. They all got out.
 
   Tyler approached one of the houses and tried the door. It was unlocked. John watched as he pushed it open.
 
   Tyler slowly crept inside. Duke, Dreadlocks and Laura followed. John stayed outside with the others and kept his eyes on the approaching corpses. If they got too close, he was going to get back in the car – even if the others didn’t come back in time.
 
   One of the undead was much closer than the rest, its dead eyes locked onto them. John felt a jolt of anger. It was so fucking moronic, with its mouth all ugly and open.
 
   A long time passed, and John became increasingly scared that something had happened.
 
   Suddenly they returned, carrying four cases. Tyler looked very pale. John briefly wondered what he had seen.
 
   “All right, let’s go!” Duke shouted.
 
   A dizzy rush took John. They had the guns. Everything was better with the guns. He got in the car, making sure not to take his eyes off the zombie until he was safely inside. Once again, Tyler sat on top of him.
 
   Duke accelerated down the street.
 
   No one said anything for a little while, then Duke spoke. “We need to watch out when we open the door.”
 
   Again no one spoke, and for some time it was just car noise and visions of ruined streets.
 
   “We’re close, brothers and sisters,” Duke said. “We’re close. We can do this.”
 
   His voice was everything in that moment; it was conviction. It was ferocity. It was them.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   They travelled out of the city, the urban sprawl slowly fading into the sweet intricacies of nature – joyful and emphatic in the sun. Reaching an appropriately secluded area surrounded by fields, they stopped and got out.
 
   “What about the clouds?” Dan said.
 
   John and the others followed his pointed finger. The clouds in question mixed into each other, giving the impression of a thick, feathery wall moving through the sky.
 
   “All right, so make this quick,” Duke said.
 
   They started unpacking the cases. The first weapons John saw were a pair of sawn-off shotguns – old-fashioned looking things; the parts where the gun was to be held were made out of wood. John guessed that they might even be antiques.
 
   Next were small black handguns. Again, they looked old, although John couldn’t be sure. Once more Tyler took them through the basics.
 
   “And there’s grenades, too,” said Tyler, opening the final case to reveal six.
 
   “Oh gosh,” said Dan under his breath.
 
   “Yeah.” Tyler held one up, then glanced at Mary. She gave no reaction.
 
   John recalled hearing in the news about a local police officer killed by a grenade. He briefly wondered if Tyler was in any way linked with the man involved. Perhaps, at the least, they shared the same weapons contact. He had no idea about the age of the grenades. He had seen ones just like it in everything from World War Two films to modern action films. They were green with silver pins.
 
   “Good Lord,” said Dan quietly.
 
   “I’ll ‘old onto these,” said Tyler.
 
   “Do you know how to use them?” said Duke.
 
   Tyler glanced at his mum again. “Er… sorta… Just by messing around, like.”
 
   “Hold onto one,” said Duke. “Just, er, be careful and give some to the others. You can have one.”
 
   “Who wants ‘em?”
 
   “I’ll take one,” said John.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll take one,” said Duke.
 
   “I’ll take,” said Elena.
 
   “I’m a good throw,” said Dreadlocks, holding out his hand.
 
   Jess asked for one also, but at the same time so did Laura.
 
   They looked at each other.
 
   “You take it,” said Laura.
 
   Jess did so.
 
   “Who wants a pistol?” said Tyler.
 
   Everyone seemed to respond at once.
 
   “There’s only two,” said Tyler.
 
   “There are three!” said Dan, his voice quavering slightly.
 
   “Yeah, and one of ‘em’s mine. So, two left.”
 
   “Duke!” Dan protested.
 
   “Tyler gets one,” said Duke, before turning to Tyler. “You’ve fired one before, haven’t you?”
 
   Tyler nodded.
 
   “All right, he gets one. He’s the best shot. John, you take one too, and I’ll take that one.”
 
   “Duke!” Dan protested again.
 
   They all ignored him.
 
   “I’ll take the shotgun,” said Jess, moving for it.
 
   “Whoa, wait,” said Duke.
 
   “I’ve used a gun before,” said Laura. “A shotgun, like that one.”
 
   “Yeah?” said Duke.
 
   “Yeah. It’s got quite a kick to it, but if you hold it right…”
 
   “All right. Laura, you get the shotgun. The other one can go to… You know what, John, you take the shotgun. Give the pistol to Dreadlocks. He’s driving, so it makes more sense.”
 
   “I want a gun,” said Jess.
 
   “Yeah, well, we all do, that’s the situation isn’t it…? Tyler, show us how to use these.”
 
   Jess was clearly furious, but said nothing. Dan was also upset. Only Mary and Suzy seemed okay with being totally unarmed.
 
   Tyler took them through the shotgun. “Yous ‘ave to put the bullets ‘ere,” he said, pointing, “and yous have to pull this, like this.” He moved a prominent bolt of metal that stuck out the side of the gun.
 
   He continued showing them how to load it, hold it, aim it, and use the safety, emphasising the importance of remembering to turn it on and off. Next he showed them how to use the pistols, and finally the grenades.
 
   After that, he handed out extra ammo to all of them.
 
   “I’ll ‘old onto this,” he said, referring to a bag with the remaining ammo.
 
   The sun was higher in the sky now, but despite its best efforts, a chill draped over the rolling hills and bare trees. The scene mixed with John’s fear to make a sort of jacked up, hollow view of paradise. He could feel the earth breathing in and out through a million plants that stretched and spread and tangled. He felt at that moment that humanity had taken all this for granted. Only now was it so clear to see. Only now, as his lungs filled with it and his body felt it inside, as movement, as energy, was it so painfully obvious that this was all anyone needed.
 
   With everybody armed, they got back into their vehicle, those with guns leaving the shields and bats behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   This time John was in the passenger seat. They were driving towards Jess’s house. All they needed was her key, and then they could head to ASDA. Proud houses, inflated with interior space and high ceilings, stood shoulder to shoulder – an estate agent’s wet dream of bay windows and clean, tree-lined streets.
 
   The area was full of dead-eyed figures, something John didn’t fully understand, as it hadn’t been a heavily populated place before all this had begun.
 
   “We need to use the guns,” he said.
 
   There was no debate to be had. It was clear that he was right. One or two undead were already showing a slow interest in them. Duke counted them in.
 
   “Three…
 
   “Two…
 
   “One…
 
   “Go!”
 
   John opened his door and took a few steps. He pointed the shotgun at the midriff of a male in torn office clothes, took off the safety, and pulled the trigger.
 
   BANG!
 
   The sound and force of the recoil made him gasp. A large wound glared in the zombie’s chest. It stumbled for a few seconds, then kept moving. John moved closer, lifted his shotgun to its head, and fired once more. The head burst open, spraying blood and gunk as the body slumped to the ground.
 
   The others were at his side and began to shoot, and the air played arrhythmic beats with the slightly hollow handguns and full-bodied shotguns.
 
   John took fresh cartridges from his pocket and began reloading. The pressure upon him was crushing as his shaky fingers worked to get the shotgun ready again. Now he closed the barrel and glanced upwards. The group had advanced whilst he had been reloading.
 
   A tall woman with messy black hair over her face was the closest target. Cocking the gun, he moved forwards a few steps to stand with the others. Now he lifted his arms to fire, but the zombie stumbled and swayed wildly and he realised she was already being shot.
 
   John sized up the other undead behind her. A thought struck him. They had to be more efficient with the ammo. At this rate, they would waste too much.
 
   He grabbed Dreadlocks’ shoulder.
 
   “You’re wasting ammo! Get closer.”
 
   Dreadlocks shouted something back, but John could not hear him and was already moving on to the next person.
 
   “You’re wasting ammo! Get closer!” he shouted again, this time in Laura’s ear.
 
   John knew this was his most important task now and ran to each gun holder, shouting his message.
 
   Laura was the first to understand. John watched her run right up to a slack-jawed figure and empty a bullet into its brains.
 
   Now the idea quickly spread, and everyone emulated this technique.
 
   John joined in, running close to a teenager, taking him out and then moving to the next target. All around, blood pooled and splattered onto the pavement, road and cars as the bodies dropped.
 
   Astonishingly quickly, there was a healthy perimeter of space in which they could operate. John noticed something change inside him; it was the feeling of being in control… It was power, a heavy feeling that intruded slightly on his dread.
 
   Jess and Duke went inside. John waited. Some distance away, a zombie laboured into the middle of the road from behind a van. It was a tall male, wearing a simple, stained white t-shirt and jeans. Its skin was particularly yellow.
 
   “I’ll get it!” shouted Laura. She held up her shotgun, walking closer and looking down the barrel, her other eye closed. She stopped a short distance from it. The zombie took a few more steps. Laura held her stance, waiting… waiting… waiting…
 
   Bang!
 
   The zombie fell. John felt a blooming pride. Duke and Jess were coming out the door now.
 
   “We got the key. Come on! Go!” said Duke.
 
   Euphoria ripped itself through John’s shaky thoughts. That had been much easier. With the guns, they were more powerful. Now all they needed was the supermarket to be secure.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   They had been driving for about forty minutes when a wave of shade rolled over them, moving onwards into the horizon.
 
   “Oh shit.” The words dribbled out of John’s lips.
 
   “What can we do?” said Elena.
 
   “It looks like it’s gonna stay… We have to get to the supermarket fast,” said Duke.
 
   “No! I want to wait. Tomorrow there could be more sun,” said Jess.
 
   “But we have to get there, see the situation. Maybe they don’t come out of their trance straight away – that’s what happened on the roof,” said Duke.
 
   “You don’t know that,” said Jess.
 
   “We can stay in the car, sure. But that’s not what we want to do. We have to check. You don’t know it’s going to be sunny tomorrow, Jess. This could be our only chance,” said Duke.
 
   …
 
   They sped onwards down the big, empty road. A distant memory flittered in the back of John’s subconscious. He was fourteen, watching waves of shade and light pass over the school field, wishing he could fly and swoop across the rolling hills with the same freedom. Now he stared at the shade and willed the sun to come back – as if thinking it could make it so. In that moment, he believed it could.
 
   They left the motorway, sliding onto a smaller road that headed to the town. Trees, grass and road moved in the windows. John’s hands were scrunched into Tyler’s hoodie. His mind was just noise. No thoughts could last, nothing could stick. He could only watch things pass by outside and try his best not to become consumed by it all.
 
   He didn’t want to be there. He didn’t want this to be real – and, yet, he didn’t want to leave, because in that mix of car noises, bodies and metal, he was safe – for a little while, he had the kind of safety that they were fighting for.
 
   The features of the town quickly began to fade into the landscape. Now there was less green, more brick. Now their vehicle was fully absorbed into the sprawl of buildings. He had watched the change occur, he had forced each second into his mind, and that had made it all happen as slowly as it could, but, really, it had happened very fast. Time had done what it had done his whole life – it had moved faster than he could think, so fast that nothing made sense. And now he was in a car that had once been twenty-four years away from him as he had first screamed and kicked into existence. Now he was in a car, and soon he would be there.
 
   They saw zombies again, still sluggish despite the clouds. John watched their every movement, trying to see if they had an increased responsiveness or awareness. It seemed as if they weren’t quite as sluggish as before, but, really, it was impossible to tell.
 
   They came to a roundabout, and ASDA came into plain view, a large, rectangular modern building of yellow brick, glass and metal. John felt a stab of dread at the fifty or so zombies in the car park. A few were stumbling around; the rest were sitting or on their backs, staring gormlessly at the sky like weeds in the concrete.
 
   Dreadlocks cautiously moved the car closer to the building. John looked at Duke, anxiously awaiting his next move.
 
   “They’re still slow…” Duke said.
 
   “Are we doing it?” Laura asked.
 
   “We should check the whole building first; make sure it hasn’t been compromised.”
 
   They slowly circled it. Sharp cuts of worry brewed and multiplied in John’s stomach. He stared at the supermarket. None of the doors were open. None of the windows were smashed. They kept going, turning the superstore in their window as the engine hummed its way forward. They arrived back at the front.
 
   There was a pause, as if no one wanted to trigger the next moment.
 
   Duke spoke. “I think we’re going to do it.”
 
   None of them said anything. John felt like some part of him was dying. Duke, he thought, should sound more decisive than that.
 
   “Yeah? I’m going to the doors?” Dreadlocks asked.
 
   “Yeah,” said Duke, this time with more conviction.
 
   They approached the entrance, watched by a few wide-eyed faces.
 
   “You guys ready?” Duke asked.
 
   It seemed wrong to John for him to bring them closer like that – as if it had happened too soon, as if a crucial stage had been skipped. Yet John found himself indicating, along with the others, that he was ready. His shotgun felt like an anchor to a kind of fragile safety.
 
   Duke spoke. “This is it, guys, one last push… I’m going to count us in, all right?” They all confirmed.
 
   “Okay…Three…Two…One…GOOOO!”
 
   John opened the door and took a few steps. The zombies nearby were looking at him. They seemed uninterested, apart from the closest one, which slowly lumbered towards him – to John’s horror, it started to run.
 
   Instinctively, he raised his shotgun and pulled the trigger, blowing spurts in the creature’s chest. It kept sprinting. He waited, forcing himself not to use his second round too soon. It drew close, hands stretching towards him.
 
   BHANG!
 
   The zombie’s head exploded. The body slumped to the ground.
 
   Eyes snapped towards them. Ripples of movement passed through the whole crowd as undead jumped to their feet.
 
   “Fuck,” John whispered.
 
   For a split-second, everything was still.
 
   Then the air filled with groans. The zombies started running. John fumbled in his pocket for more ammo. Duke was at his side now, shotgun in hand.
 
   Scrambled thoughts buzzed: a vision of their teeth biting, their hands clawing. John was screaming. The wave of open mouths and eyes drew closer. Death was falling at him, flocking towards him in a huge contraction. It would win. It would flood into him as if he was nothing.
 
   “Open the doors!” Someone was screaming at Jess. “Open the doors!”
 
   John shouted it too, backing away. There was no time to re-load. He glanced behind him. Jess was turning the key. He looked forwards again. A zombie was hurtling his way, consuming his vision – John raised his hands as it slammed into him. They fell to the pavement. A warm, rancid breath was on his face. John’s skin crawled, anticipating the bite. An inner voice accepted his death…
 
   BANG!
 
   John’s ears filled with a ringing sound. He scrambled to his feet. The zombie lay motionless by his side. Someone had shot it.
 
    
 
   He caught the flash of a struggle in the corner of his eye. He turned. A few yards away, a frenzied mass of bodies quickly converged on a single point. John knew that they had overpowered someone. He could do nothing.
 
   The supermarket doors were open! John ran inside. Every zombie now swarmed towards whomever it was that they had taken.
 
   Jess jammed her key into the other keyhole on the inside of the building, and the doors began to slide closed… not fast enough. Some of the zombies had tired of their catch and were heading for them now with wide eyes and quick strides. John wanted to shoot, but what if he shattered the glass? This would all be for nothing.
 
   Dreadlocks stepped up to the closing gap and emptied the contents of his pistol into the approaching figures. One of the frontrunners fell, others tripping over it. More stepped on and over the fallen bodies. The gap was narrow now. They ran straight at Dreadlocks. He flinched as they hit the glass, bounced back and slammed against the concrete. The doors closed the last couple of centimetres.
 
   “Is it locked?” someone shouted.
 
   “It’s locked,” Jess said, breathing heavily.
 
   John scanned the group. He saw that Suzy was missing – a few more seconds, and he realised that everyone else had made it. He watched the zombies push themselves against the glass, steaming it up with their breath and smudging it with their filthy, ragged palms. He could not help but project an image of them breaking through.
 
   His eyes turned to the others. Tyler looked like he had just sprung into existence – as if his facial muscles didn’t have any practice at whatever, exactly, he was feeling.
 
   “Where’s Suzy!” Duke shouted.
 
   John looked at him, waiting for someone else to break the news.
 
   “Where’s Suzy!” he shouted again.
 
   “She got bitten, she’s… dead,” John said.
 
   Duke looked at him for a few seconds, and then stared at the undead. An eternity seemed to pass.
 
   “We need to check, make sure it’s all safe,” Duke said quietly.
 
   John couldn’t feel anything. Apart from a distant hum of relief, he was totally numb.
 
   Jess slowly removed the keys from the keyhole, her hands shaking as she made sure not to accidentally change the setting of the doors.
 
   The supermarket consisted of two floors, the ground floor, which they were on, and the first floor, which stopped short and overlooked them, allowing space for two motorised ramps to connect both levels. Both ramps were stationary.
 
   The options were overwhelming, but Duke slowly led them into the gap between the shelves and the tills. This kept them perpendicular to the front of the shop, which was one long, sweeping, windowed wall. Outside, a mass of bodies moved in time with them, pushing and tripping over each other like a heavy fog churning against the glass. John saw Suzy was now amongst them, wide-eyed, vacant – covered in blood. He tried not to look, instead glancing at the others. None of them were looking at her. He wasn’t sure if that was a conscious choice, or if they simply hadn’t noticed.
 
   As they moved, they could see down each aisle. Milk and dairy, refrigerated, oils and spices. They continued on like this, aisle after aisle, checking to make sure they were alone. Empty… empty… empty. They came to the last one – rows of toiletries – colourful packing made pale in the bright lights.
 
   Duke ordered them to walk back again, dragging the mass of bodies outside in the other direction. John’s insides tightened. Logic told him that it was almost guaranteed that he was safe now, yet he still felt in danger. Surely there would be no one here. The place looked deserted. It must be deserted, he thought. It must be…
 
   Now they ascended the ramps to the first floor. A week ago, it had been a place where people bought things to wear. Now, it was something else. They moved along the corridors, full of signs touting amazing prices.
 
   Laura suddenly froze, her eyes fearful. Everyone stopped with her, their guns pointing at empty directions. John felt the dread flood back into him. The silence was unstable. The quietness would collapse at any moment, he was sure of it – every second rose up to some imminent, invisible crescendo.
 
   “I heard something… I think.” Laura’s words didn’t break the silence so much as drown in it.
 
   More moments. Duke signalled for them to follow him. They had three aisles left to check.
 
   One… empty.
 
   Two… empty.
 
   Now they approached the final aisle. John hadn’t heard anything, and he knew that it was possible that Laura was imagining it. She was scared – it was normal.
 
   Duke was slightly ahead of John and would see the final aisle first. John watched him move round the corner. He followed with a sharp pivot – gun poised to shoot. A line of sweaters stared back at him. There was nothing in sight.
 
   “What did you hear?” Duke whispered to Laura.
 
   “I don’t know… a creak… sort of.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “I’m not sure… I’m not sure, no.”
 
   “We gotta keep going,” he said. “Clear the whole building.”
 
   John really hoped that it was just her mind playing tricks.
 
   Duke stood for a while in thought, eyes darting. John guessed he was trying to work out the best way to approach the remaining areas. There was a door behind the clothes counter, but eventually Duke took them back down the ramp and towards the back of the supermarket – there were places here that they hadn’t been able to see before.
 
   The muffled moans from the zombies outside burrowed into John’s ears. He hated them.
 
   The group slowly moved from one corridor of items to the next, each one revealing a new stretching line of space – each one delivering a punch to the gut.
 
   Now they were in the right-hand side of the supermarket, next to the back wall of the shop floor, which had wide double doors that clearly led to the staff areas. Duke signalled everyone to point their weapons. He whispered something to Jess and Tyler – they approached. Jess used her keys, which jangled impossibly loud. She and Tyler shared a look, a nod and then pulled. John’s trigger finger flinched slightly.
 
   It was a dingy back room area full of tall, upright trolleys – the kind used for carrying products to the shop floor. Jess brought the fluorescent lights flickering to life. They entered slowly. On the right was a door with a small glass square, through which some stairs were visible. Opposite them at the back of the room were two big double doors for food deliveries. They had push bars, and it was clear they could only be opened from the inside.
 
   They walked left, staying parallel with the back wall. The area was essentially a wide corridor of space that stretched all the way to the other side of the supermarket. About halfway down, they came to some doors that led to the in-store bakery section. They checked it. There was nothing there.
 
   They walked back and kept moving until they were at the other side of the building. There were stairs and a refrigerator unit, which Duke signalled for them to check. The door swung open to reveal nothing except rows and rows of cardboard boxes. They quickly checked the unseen spaces and then left.
 
   There were two doors at this end of the staff backroom area. One of them was a fire exit with a push bar. The other was a set of double doors that led to the shop floor, just like those all the way back on the right hand side of building.
 
   That only left the floor above.
 
   Duke led them back the way they had come to the first set of stairs they had seen. The silence was killing John. Surely this place had to be empty. Surely the danger was over.
 
   Now they were ascending, their feet bouncing quick echoes off the stairs. They were in a corridor. A few steps away, it turned right. They followed. Now it twisted left again, leaving a door on the right. Duke signalled to them. He mimed turning the handle, jogging and then pointing their guns – looking faintly ridiculous. With raised fingers, he counted them in.
 
   Three…
 
   Two…
 
   One…
 
   They burst in. John was the third through the door. Inside were chairs and tables… just a staffroom. They left. Now Duke took them down the long, thin corridor stretching away from the door. It smelt like cleaning chemicals. The floor was blue and speckled. They came to the next door – on the left.
 
   Three…
 
   Two…
 
   One…
 
   A toilet and a sink.
 
   Duke continued. John’s ears strained, trying to pick out any noises that shouldn’t be there.
 
   There…
 
   Two…
 
   One…
 
   A manager’s office, empty.
 
   This left a final room at the end of the corridor. They edged closer.
 
   Three…
 
   Two…
 
   One…
 
   John was the second one in this time. It was boxes, trolleys and not enough light. He was moving, checking the unseen spaces. Nothing so far. He moved some more, the whole group behind him, searching. It seemed empty.
 
   He came to the last possible place, a group of boxes, aware that someone could be crouching behind them. He walked quickly to their side. A full view presented itself.
 
   There was nothing.
 
   “Jess, is that it?” said Duke.
 
   “There’s a door here,” she said. “That one”—she pointed to a different door—“goes back to the shop floor, the clothes area.”
 
   They walked to the first of the two doors.
 
   Three…
 
   Two…
 
   One…
 
   It opened onto some stairs, which they took to the bottom, and through into the downstairs back-area where they had been before, next to the fire exit.
 
   “Is that it?” whispered Duke again.
 
   “The customer toilets,” Jess whispered.
 
   She led them through a set of double doors, back onto the shop floor. They moved towards the front of the shop. The toilets were to the right of the entrance. Duke counted them into the men’s.
 
   Three…
 
   Two…
 
   One…
 
   It was empty. Now the ladies’.
 
   Three…
 
   Two…
 
   One…
 
   It was empty. Now the disabled.
 
   Three…
 
   Two…
 
   One…
 
   It was empty.
 
   They returned to the shop floor and covered all the same areas again, searching in even the most ridiculous places until, back on the shop floor, they found a door they had missed. Once again they stood with guns poised, as once more Jess unlocked and pulled. A room full of cleaning supplies looked back at them.
 
   They kept moving. After continued, exhaustive searching, it became evident, beyond all reasonable doubt, that they were alone. They were sure, now, that the noise Laura had heard must have been nothing.
 
   “We’re safe,” Duke said, and they all came together in a sweaty hug.
 
   John kissed Laura, sat down and put his head in his hands.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   After a short while, Duke gave them all things to do, except for Jess, who insisted on checking for radio, internet, phone and TV signals. John was told to link together the push bars of all the emergency exits. After a quick search, he found the shop sold bike locks. He grabbed some and headed for the first door.
 
   He briefly wondered if these precautions were born from fear rather than a logical assessment – after all, these doors were designed to be secure against criminals. How could a zombie get in? But it didn’t matter; it felt good to add to the boundary between them and him.
 
   Once finished, and now so exhausted he could barely think, he found the others and helped to put together a meal of vegetables, pre-cooked meats, cheese and bread – with fruit and yogurt for dessert. It tasted good. This, he thought, was why they were there.
 
   They ate in the clothes section, as it gave the best view of the zombies pressed against the glass – it seemed to have become an unspoken agreement that they would be guarding the shop in this way. Nobody said very much. Dreadlocks, John noticed, hardly ate anything, and mostly just stared at the wall.
 
   Duke said that they should do something symbolic for Suzy the next day, which no one disagreed with. Then he suggested that they should focus on adding security, eating and resting. Tomorrow, he said, they would have a proper discussion about how they would organise themselves now they were here. Slowly, the evening drifted into night. Talk began about who would take the first night guard.
 
   John thought about Suzy. He thought about her being pulled into the infected crowd, about what it was like – their hands groping and pulling at you, their faces and bodies crushing you, blocking out your view. It made him feel less human.
 
   But, as horrible as it was, it served mainly to reinforce his own feeling of luck. He felt guilty for having any positive reaction to it, but he was in here, and they were out there. It might be cruel, but that was that.
 
   This was reality now.
 
   He had changed. He wasn’t everyday John any longer, worrying about numbers, and chores, and how he came across to others. Now, people died. And the best he could hope for was that it wasn’t him. As long as he was alive – on some level, in some way – he had reason to be happy. Not being dead had to be his contentment, being safe his bliss.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   John had been awake for a while. There were no windows here, in the staff area that sat behind the clothing section of the shop floor, but he sensed that it was very early.
 
   He couldn’t sleep. He rolled onto his back, feeling the cheap, inflatable camping bed shift and re-mould itself around him.
 
   This is it, then, he thought.
 
   This was the building that would keep them protected, a big belly of brick, metal and glass. They would all roam around inside, ever aware that the sea outside would pluck the existence out of them.
 
   Or maybe it wouldn’t. Maybe there would be a semblance of awareness left, just enough so that they could be tortured by their own lack of self.
 
   He tried not to think about it; after all, that was what he had fought for – to not have to be scared anymore. But what would the nature of his thoughts be now? What would life be like here? What would it feel like to be safe? Because he was safe, he knew that. They just had to keep the doors shut and eat. That was it. And surely… surely something would happen before they ran out of food. Surely those things couldn’t last forever.
 
   If there was any kind society left, someone would come. Someone would kill the dead – with bullets or chemicals or something. Something would happen, and he wouldn’t starve to death in a fucking supermarket. That was logical enough. He felt confident putting his faith in that.
 
   But in the meantime? After seeing everything change like this, he knew he wouldn’t think about things in the same way. Everything he had understood had been taken from him, every ambition rendered irrelevant. So, what was left to do? Well… he just had to exist and try to figure out what came next. That was what he had fought for, what Suzy had made her sacrifice for.
 
   He felt a stab of pain upon thinking about her. Today, her loss hit him harder. He forced it from his thoughts. But not before questioning who, exactly, had saved him mere moments before. Who had shot the zombie on top of him? A small part of him was curious, but the rest of him just wanted to forget about it. All this stuff made him feel fucked up, and he was scared that if he conjured up the image of that creature bearing down on him too many times, he would only make his mental state more fragile.
 
   Getting up off the camping bed, he tip-toed over the others. The door squeaked slightly as he left the darkness of the clothing backroom area and moved out to the brightly lit shop floor.
 
   Jess and Dan sat on some curved plastic chairs, staring out through the glass that ran along the edge on the first floor and overlooked the entrance. He remembered that they had been put on night duty. After being barefooted for so long, Jess had finally found some shoes to wear. At that moment, John loved them both, simply because they had fought beside him – simply because they had seen what he had seen.
 
   “Hey, guys,” he said softly.
 
   They greeted him. “Are you… um, staying up?” Dan asked him. He was extremely pale, with large dark circles under his eyes.
 
   “Er, yeah… You want me to take over?”
 
   “Oh, could you? I’m going to pass out.”
 
   Dan left. Jess and John looked down at the zombies, ghoulishly cast in the flood of the car park lights.
 
   “You found some shoes, then,” John said.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “What happened to your old shoes, anyway?”
 
   “They were heels, so…”
 
   “Oh… You don’t have any other shoes?”
 
   “No, of course I do.”
 
   “So, what happened to them?”
 
   “…I didn’t have them, did I?”
 
   John suddenly remembered that Jess didn’t live at the same flat as the others. He wasn’t sure how he had managed to forget. They had gone to her house to get the key for this place. It was the lack of sleep, he told himself, and the insanity of everything he had been through.
 
   “Oh… yeah, sorry.”
 
   There was a silence.
 
   “So why where you there, anyway?” said John. He had never really thought about it before.
 
   “Duke’s flat?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I was with Duke.”
 
   “Oh… So, are you and Duke together, then, or…”
 
   “No,” Jess said, “we’re not together. It was a… casual thing, and then the zombies came. So…”
 
   “You became normal friends,” John finished.
 
   “Yep. What’s the situation between you and Laura anyway?” Jess asked.
 
   “Well, we’re not exactly together. I mean, we are, but… Well, kind of. So, we’ve just kind of helped each other and stayed with each other. And now we’re a lot like a couple, that’s true, but it’s hard to think straight about it, you know?”
 
   “I’m not doing that. I don’t want to be locked in here with anyone like that. I’ve got enough problems.”
 
   John figured she would wind up with Duke if they stayed here long enough. She didn’t realise the situation quite like he did. This was it. This was their whole world now. Jess and Duke had each other. Well, unless one of them ended up with someone else. He started grouping everyone into possible couples in his head.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Soon everyone was awake, and breakfast became the priority. They got chairs from the staffroom and sat in the clothing section. It was the best place to keep an eye on the entrance. They ate in spurts, some people waiting for their stomachs to wake up, others heading straight down to the supermarket floor.
 
   Dreadlocks’ morning routine stood out the most. He started the day by jogging and sprinting up and down the aisles – after this came sit-ups and press-ups. John was impressed that Dreadlocks still took care of himself and kept up a routine. He had never been able to stick to anything like that.
 
   The sky slowly faded into another grey day. A victory in John’s mind, as it backed up the necessity of Duke’s decision to leave the car and enter the supermarket instead of waiting for more sun.
 
   “We gotta talk about what’s next,” said Duke between mouthfuls.
 
   This began a lengthy discussion. It became clear that there was a lot to agree on. John was pleased that they were going to be organised. He felt in awe of Duke – he could be counted on to keep everything logical and efficient. He had been such a good leader.
 
   John wondered about himself – would he have coped as well as Duke if he had been the leader instead? Was Duke a leader in his regular life? He couldn’t actually remember what the guy’s occupation was. Or perhaps he had never been told. He made a mental note to ask.
 
   They slowly moved and meandered through the various ideas, objections and counterpoints. It started to rain, and they heard it pelting against the roof.
 
   The first topic was security, whereby it was decided that they would assess each entrance for possible weakness. Also, there came an insistence that everyone with a handgun should carry it around at all times, just in case, although the grenades and larger weapons were to be kept in the staffroom. Tyler interjected to stress the importance of keeping the safety on and the guns pointing in a safe direction.
 
   “I’ve seen bad things ‘appen,” was his final comment on the matter.
 
   It was at this point that Dreadlocks made an insistence, “I don’t like having this close to me,” he said, taking his pistol out from his belt.
 
   “It’s best to be safe,” said Duke.
 
   “But this is a personal thing. I don’t want an object of pain to be part of me. It’s against what I believe in.”
 
   “I get that, dude. I get that, but you were using it before. It kept us all alive,” said Duke.
 
   “Then it was necessity. But I won’t have it is an accessory. It’s just not what I’m about. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’ll take it,” said John.
 
   He thought Dreadlocks was nuts. For him, anything that made him feel safer was a huge blessing.
 
   “Thank you, John,” said Dreadlocks, handing it over.
 
   After that came the possibility of extra security measures and the topic of what to do if any other survivors turned up wishing to gain access.
 
   At first there was a stilted silence, then Jess broke it.
 
   “I don’t think we should let anyone else in,” she said. “If we do, we’ll run out of food faster.” Her tone was sharp and defensive, as if she knew that this made her look bad, and so was daring anyone to challenge her.
 
   John quickly tried to decide if he agreed with her, but Dreadlocks started to speak in his deep, calm way.
 
   “I understand your concern,” he said. “But consider being on the other side of that door.”
 
   “I’m not,” she said simply, “and that’s the way it is.”
 
   Jess and Dreadlocks were on opposite sides of the circle. Dreadlocks leant forward. “What are we fighting for? To lose all sense of humanity?”
 
   Jess looked around, hoping someone would help her, but no one did. “I’m being realistic,” she said. “You can’t say that letting others in isn’t dangerous.”
 
   “All right, let’s go through these dangers one by one,” said Duke, sitting to Jess’s left.
 
   “So what do you think?” she asked him sharply.
 
   “I need to hear all the views, see every side. So I wanna go through it together. What are the risks?”
 
   “Er, well, they could be bitten. Or they could try to kill us and take our food and our weapons,” said Jess, now staring at Dreadlocks, waiting for his response.
 
   His voice remained calm as he replied. “They are just people, like us, that don’t want to be attacked. We cannot turn them away.”
 
   “I think if they’re bitten, we’ll be able to tell,” John added.
 
   “How? No, we won’t. I’m sorry, but they could be bitten anywhere. They could be bitten under their t-shirts,” said Jess.
 
   “Yeah, that’s a good point, actually…” John conceded. “But we’ll be able to put them in quarantine.”
 
   “How? Where?” Jess said quickly.
 
   “Well, there are plenty of rooms we’re not using… And if we had to, we could even use the big fridge. Obviously we would unplug it, so it wouldn’t be ideal,” said John.
 
   Several people started to talk at once, but Duke spoke over them.
 
   “What about what Jess said? They could be… they could be wanting to take food from us. We got a lot here, but not forever.”
 
   “It won’t last forever,” agreed Jess. “I just don’t think we should let them.”
 
   John had a response to this, but he wasn’t fast enough. Dreadlocks held the room.
 
   “The time will come when we may need to leave this place,” he said. “The time will come when there is a greater alliance of brothers and sisters. There are only nine of us. We’re not going to overcome the evil with only nine people. We need to think bigger than that. This will become the centre of the revolution. And we can provide the food to the revolution that takes the streets back. We have to connect with these other survivors if we want to remove the infection. This is about more than just nine people.”
 
   This struck John as very profound. And at that moment, he decided that they should look to work with any survivors that came to them, even if it did place them at risk. They were the people in power. They were the people who had secured this amazing resource, and they had a responsibility to use it for more than just themselves.
 
   Jess spoke again.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I don’t want to die because of your ‘theories’. There’s still a chance the zombies might die naturally, so don’t tell me that as if it’s the only option.” She was visibly upset now, her frown growing deeper, and her voice increasingly shrill.
 
   Dreadlocks replied with the air of someone patiently teaching a pupil he knew would eventually understand. “We can’t make that assumption. We have to be wise and think for the long term.”
 
   “I reckon, ladies and gentlemen,” Duke spoke quickly so as not to miss his chance, “that we got enough to think about now. A vote would sort us out. But later. Not now.”
 
   Dreadlocks said nothing. Jess folded her arms.
 
   “So think about it, guys,” Duke said. “And we’ll sort it later.”
 
   After this, the discussion turned to Suzy. And it was decided that at the end of the day, when all was done, they would spend some moments commemorating her. Dreadlocks, Duke said, would be in charge of this, as he had got to know her best. John wondered, for the first time, if there had been some sort of romantic dimension to Dreadlocks’ and Suzy’s friendship. It had been something about Duke’s voice when he had mentioned that they were close, as if he knew something more than he was saying.
 
   Finally the meeting came to an end. They went down the stationary escalator-ramp to the front entrance to size it up and consider the need for further barricades.
 
   Rain dripped off the hordes of faces staring back at them through the glass. It seemed to John that there were more than before. Was it possible that more were arriving from the surrounding areas? He didn’t say anything to the others; he didn’t want to be negative, and besides, it didn’t really matter. The dead were outside, that was the important thing.
 
   It took the group a relatively short amount of time to collectively decide that the door was strong enough, and that, strategically, they shouldn’t block it because it was unnecessary – also, they were probably more likely to need to open it quickly – maybe they would need to let some other survivors in, if that was what they agreed on, or maybe something bad could happen and they would need to get out, fast.
 
   “And the alarm?” said Elena. They looked at her. “We can put it on, no?”
 
   “The burglar alarm?” said Jess. “Yeah, okay.” She moved over to it and pushed some buttons. “I’ll set it for the doors.”
 
   “Ummm, and we can put the trolleys in front of the doors, with pans… inside… and that… and it will be pushed over if they come. We can listen it,” said Elena.
 
   “Er, as a Plan B for if the alarm fucks up?” said Duke.
 
   “Yeah, there can be a fall in power.”
 
   “True. Good call,” said Duke. “Everyone else down with that?”
 
   They all indicated that they were, and soon they had fulfilled Elena’s suggestions.
 
   With the entrance now taken care of, they turned their attention to the food situation. They were happy to discover that the cold of the last few days had helped preserve a lot of the fruit and vegetables. Out of all of them, Dreadlocks was the authority on how to best store it, and it was clear that he knew a lot about cooking in general. John was surprised by Jess’s lack of insight; he expected her to know at least a little, due to her job. However, she stayed completely silent on the subject.
 
   So it was that Dreadlocks explained what needed to be done, and everyone received tasks.
 
   John’s first objective was to select the fruit and vegetables that could be frozen without any kind of preparation, separate them into portion sizes and put them into plastic bags.
 
   Dreadlocks had pointed out that some of the frozen stuff would turn mushy, and there was nothing that could be done to prevent that. But they had all agreed that if that happened – they would just have to eat a lot of soup and drink a lot of smoothies.
 
   Only Duke and Dreadlocks stayed in close proximity to John as he worked. He felt a deep connection with them in that moment. They were his brothers, his tribe. They had been through hell. They were everything.
 
   The challenge now was to keep everyone’s spirits up, John thought. He wanted everyone to be happy. He wanted everyone to believe in what they were doing, to believe they had a future. He decided to start a conversation about something trivial, something that normal people would talk about.
 
   “How long before we’re playing video games all day and getting fat on popcorn?” he asked.
 
   Duke smiled slightly and nodded without looking away from the pear he was examining. “We gotta find ways to chill, for sure.”
 
   “Yeah… I mean, we might be here for the long run, right?” said John.
 
   “I reckon, yeah… but I’m still betting on them dying,” said Duke.
 
   “Oh, yeah… Sure… I guess we’ll be here as long as they are, that’s all I meant. I’m sure we can outlast them now.”
 
   “You’re right, though, dude – we, for sure, have to think about being here a long time. There’s some movies, too.”
 
   “Oh yeah.”
 
   “What’s your favourite?” Duke asked.
 
   “Argh, I can never choose,” John said. “The last good movie I saw was Ip Man.”
 
   “Oh man, yeah. Great film.”
 
   “Yeah… You know what, that bit at the end where he’s fighting that guy, and it cuts to him practising on the wooden thing, then it’s back to fighting, then back to the wooden thing – I thought that was so cool. Like, it was a good message about how he was as good as he was because of his dedication.”
 
   “Oh… Yeah, that was the shit.”
 
   “What about you, Dreadlocks?” said John.
 
   “I don’t watch films, or TV. They’re bad for your soul, my friend.”
 
   John thought this was strange, but he decided not to question it. “Okay… No worries,” he said.
 
   “But how long you reckon we’re going to be here?” asked Duke.
 
   It struck John that this was an uncharacteristically pointless question from Duke.
 
   “I have no idea, man,” John replied. “Who knows? It’s like we said, as long as they’re there, we’ll be here. Unless something changes.”
 
   Dreadlocks said something equally noncommittal.
 
   “Yeah,” Duke said, a little sadly. He placed a pear in his trolley.
 
   “We should check out the video games after this,” Dreadlocks said to John.
 
   “Yeah, damn right,” said John, secretly wondering once more about Dreadlocks’ oddness. Why video games, but not films?
 
   They kept working for a little while. John noticed a strange breathy sound coming from Duke and glanced at him. Suddenly he realised that he was crying.
 
   “What’s the matter, Duke?” John asked.
 
   “What’s happening?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Sorry,” Duke managed to say through the tears.
 
   John looked around. No one else could see them.
 
   “You’ve been through a lot. You need time to heal,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Jesus, this is the first time I’ve seen you cry,” said John, a little shaken to see Duke, of all people, acting like this.
 
   “Crying is good for you,” said Dreadlocks. “It’s a release of energy.”
 
   “I’m… I ju…” Duke fought to speak. “Suzy’s my fault,” he finally managed to say.
 
   Dreadlocks looked into the distance. “Suzy agreed to go with you. We all did. You didn’t make anyone come here.” His eyes moved back to Duke. “It’s not your fault, my friend.”
 
   “Yeah, and I really don’t think they’re going to die. They look the same as ever,” said John.
 
   Duke continued to cry. John and Dreadlocks both left a hand on his back, hoping to comfort him. Eventually Duke managed to regain some control.
 
   He glanced at Dreadlocks and ran the back of his hand across the corner of his eye. “You’re not angry with me?”
 
   “No… No, of course not,” Dreadlocks replied.
 
   “But what if it’s sunny?” said Duke. “What if it’s sunny, and they die? All those things out there die?”
 
   John realised that he was now talking about his decision to try to get in the supermarket instead of waiting for another sunny day.
 
   “And what if it hadn’t been sunny? You can’t know everything,” Dreadlocks said.
 
   “He’s right,” said John. “Besides, we don’t even know for sure that the sun… that it stops them, do we?”
 
   Duke seemed comforted by their response. He forced himself to look Dreadlocks in the eye. “All right… I just… I feel so, so bad for Suzy, and I know you were friends, and I want… I want to feel like I didn’t kill her… That’s how I feel, man, like I killed her.”
 
   Dreadlocks patted him on the shoulder. “You didn’t kill her, Duke,” he said softly.
 
   “Yeah,” John added. “You’re being stupid.”
 
   “And… I do want them to die, but I don’t want them to die, you know? I just… I don’t know how to feel and… And if the sun shines today or tomorrow, then I did kill her.”
 
   “The zombies killed her,” Dreadlocks said calmly. He took Duke by either shoulder and peered into his eyes. “She’s gone either way. You don’t owe me an apology. You knew her for as long as I did. People die, people have died. That’s what I will say at her funeral, so many people out there have died. We’re alive. So… what happens is meant to happen. The universe works in ways far above us.”
 
   Duke wiped some more tears away. Dreadlocks hugged him, followed by John.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Everyone took a break for lunch, choosing to eat in the clothes section again. Laura took it upon herself to be on coffee and tea duty, fetching the main components from the aisles and using the counter where the tills were to line up the necessary paraphernalia. John was tempted by the luxurious herbal teas, something he would never justify spending money on in normal life, but settled on a strong coffee instead.
 
   People ate whatever was fresh and threatening to go off. After his guacamole and bread, John went in search of a chocolate chip cookie. He felt compelled to keep this a secret and ate it by himself on the shop floor – technically, it wasn’t something he should be prioritising; it wouldn’t go bad for a while. Plus, it wasn’t particularly nutritious, but he didn’t care – he wanted it. Now was not the time to ignore the good things.
 
   He found himself staring down the aisle at the zombies, and wondering what it felt like to be one. He walked a little closer.
 
   A young boy, perhaps five or six, was squashed against the glass. He didn’t have much room to move, but still gnashed at the invisible barrier he was pushed against.
 
   Were these things angry? They seemed angry. But was that how they felt? Or did they feel sad, or lost, or scared? Did they feel anything at all?
 
   John felt his heart quicken a little bit. It was fucked up having to look at something like that all the time. It was just so fucked up.
 
   He returned to the others to propose an idea.
 
   “I think we should cover up the windows,” he said. “I can’t be doing with staring at those dickheads every day.”
 
   There was a warm bubbling of agreement from the group.
 
   “How can we?” asked Elena.
 
   “I was thinking about the clothes on the top floor, and maybe finding some duct tape or something.”
 
   “Doubt that’ll hold it,” said Duke.
 
   “It could be plastic bags,” said Elena. “That would let in the light, no?”
 
   “Oh yeah, good idea,” said John.
 
   “We could do it tomorrow,” suggested Duke.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   …
 
   The hours rolled on, and the time came for Suzy’s funeral. John found himself in the clothing area, solemnly accepting some paper from Tyler and writing “R.I.P.” on it with blue ink.
 
   Dreadlocks began to speak.
 
   “I had the chance to discover some of Suzy’s soul over the last few days. She was like a great deal of the people we meet in life. She was a beautiful human being, with an energy, and with dreams, and ideas, and fears, and flaws. She was one of us – a part of our family. When I think of the way it ended, it’s hard. But we need to celebrate her life. As we are blessed with our lives, we must not use this blessing to only focus on her end. For death is not death. Life is not death. Suzy has touched all of us. And this is what we must choose to celebrate.
 
   “The truth is, we are celebrating not only Suzy’s life, but the lives of many, and the passing of the lives we used to live. For those, like Suzy, whose journey has changed, I say God bless. For those who survive, but who we may never meet again, I say may God bless you. To you, my family, I say that I love you. I will aim to celebrate your lives also. So, all our love, Suzy, and to all those who have met similar fates, and to us living – may we have the strength to see our blessings.”
 
   Dreadlocks dropped his receipt in a bowl. Everyone else did the same. Then Dreadlocks slowly carried the bin to one of the top floor shelves, which they had cleared of clothes earlier, and placed it in the highest possible spot. They bowed their heads for a little while, and then agreed to carry on with the day.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
   Night had fallen, and they all agreed that they should take a break to eat and drink. John noticed, upon returning to the clothes section, that there were two chairs missing. He remembered that Mary and Tyler had been using them earlier that day to reach some high shelves, and decided to go the staffroom and get some more.
 
   Empty fluorescent light bounced off the darkness in the windows as John walked in. He looked beyond his reflection for a few seconds, into the vastness and evil of night. This place was a little shelter from that. This was a place where hope was contained and held safe. It was, he thought, strange that this building may never be used for its intended purpose again. Would this be the new aesthetic of society? Mismatched individuals gathered in relics like this, with their meaningless logos and impractical designs? He thought about all the prices out on the shop floor, rows and rows of numbers that people had stared at, and celebrated, and complained about. Now they were just meaningless squiggles, hundreds and hundreds of meaningless squiggles.
 
   He took the chairs and walked down the corridor and back into the clothes section to join the others, finding a space to sit between Dreadlocks and Elena.
 
   “You know,” he said after a while, “this all still feels not real. Even after all the shit, I still sort of don’t believe it.”
 
   “It’s so hard to think of,” said Elena.
 
   “Do you guys still think they’ll die?” he asked.
 
   Dreadlocks looked at him, swallowing a mouthful of sandwich. “I believe so.”
 
   “If they don’t – I’m not saying they won’t, but if they don’t – what would that mean? What’s going to happen? Could we get rid of them? Could we rebuild the country? Would we have enough people? Enough know-how?”
 
   “Everything’s written down somewhere,” Dreadlocks replied.
 
   “I guess.”
 
   No one said anything else. It seemed no one was in the mood for this conversation. John’s attention drifted over to Tyler, who was talking to Dan.
 
   “Yeah, but, you see,” the kid was saying. “You just, like… As long as I can remember, I’ve known people in gangs, and most of them are sound, you know what I mean? It’s just like… It’s just summit you get into. You start ‘anging around with them, and they’re like, ‘You wanna make a bit of money?’ And you say, ‘Yeah’. And then you sell a bit of weed, and make a bit of money, and it’s safe, like.”
 
   Dan nodded. “I suppose.”
 
   Tyler continued. “And it’s like… it’s just good. It’s just good to be part of like, a group of people that actually give a shit about you and to be part of a business. ‘Cause that’s what it is, really. It’s just a business, but it’s not like… I don’t know… McDonald’s, where you just get money and then fuck off ‘ome. It’s like, a life, and you get more from it than just the money, you know what I mean?”
 
   “Yes, no… I can understand how one gets into it,” said Dan.
 
   “‘Cause what do you do, anyway?”
 
   “Well, I was a librarian.”
 
   “Is it fun?”
 
   Dan laughed. “Well, it wasn’t my dream job. But I could read. I would spend a lot of time reading, and that was lovely.”
 
   “Fair enough, then. You see? That’s what it’s about. You like reading, so you went to the library. I liked being with my mates, so I went into a gang.”
 
   “Yes… Well, I like my friends as well. Not just the books!”
 
   He laughed. It was ugly and forced. But it was a good sign, in John’s mind. He had come to see Dan as someone that might crack. But the fact that he was laughing was a step in the right direction.
 
   “Yeah, and if they were all in a gang, you’d like the gang. Know what I mean?”
 
   Dan nodded reluctantly. “Yes… It’s an interesting point.”
 
   There was a short silence, then Tyler placed his handgun on the table.
 
   “You take it, mate,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry?”
 
   “I ‘ad it on the way ‘ere, I ‘ad my turn. Take it, mate.”
 
   “No. No. That’s very kind, but I’m glad you had it. I’m sure I would have been useless.”
 
   “Take it, mate. You got to get used to it.”
 
   Dan held his eyes for a few seconds and then reached for the gun. “I suppose I could practise holding it.”
 
   “Innit. You’re the newest member. You gotta know how to use a shooter.”
 
   Mary tutted and rolled her eyes. “Tyler, you don’t have to carry on with your stupid gang shit. No one ‘ere things you’re ‘ard.”
 
   “Nah, Mum, it’s a new gang. The librarians, yo!”
 
   Laughter spread around the group. Tyler grinned, pleased with his joke.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
   The next day, they gathered on the first floor to vote on whether or not they should let other survivors in. Duke started things off.
 
   “I reckon everyone should speak, say what they think. We hear the view points and we make a good call. So if it’s cool, I’m gonna go first. Here’s the deal: I reckon we should look further. And I think what Dreadlocks said was banging. We gotta think about what’s next for… the human race. It’s important… important – for me, anyway – to have a purpose above surviving. And I want to think that we could all have a purpose – use this supermarket, which we fought for, to push back the zombies. I’m sure… I’m sure there must be more survivors around here. And I’m sure we can help them. And one day, if nothing changes, we could grab a nice piece of land and use that for farming. But anyway, I want to be aiming for something, and anyway, it’s the right thing to do, in my eyes, to let people in, and if we let people in, then we’re adding to our army of brothers and sisters. We’ll be stronger, because the time will come when we have to fight them. So… that’s me, I reckon… We can spin this round.”
 
   Duke gestured to Mary on his left. She stood up to speak.
 
   “Errrr, I don’t really ‘ave much to say. But I wanna say that we should let ‘em in. We ‘ave to guard them and check they ‘aven’t been bitten. And if we don’t let people in, they’re gonna end up breaking in anyway. What else they gonna do if they need to eat?”
 
   Next up was Jess.
 
   “Actually, I’ve changed my mind… We should let them in.” She shrugged, remaining in her seat.
 
   “Do you wanna say anything more?” Duke asked.
 
   “All the reasons I’ve heard make sense. I just… I didn’t think of it like that before, but I’ve changed my mind. So it’s fine.”
 
   “So who thinks we should not let them in?” Dreadlocks asked.
 
   No one said anything.
 
   “It appears we don’t need a vote,” he said to Duke.
 
   “Who thinks we should let them in?” Duke asked. Everyone put their hand up.
 
   Duke shrugged. “Cool… All right, then.”
 
   John wondered exactly why Jess had changed her mind. Had she really come around to everyone’s argument? Or had she just suspected that she would lose the argument anyway, and therefore decided to come across as more agreeable? She was pretty smart, and such social tact was not beyond her. But then he always liked to give people the benefit of the doubt. He would assume, he told himself, that she had just had more time to think about it.
 
   With that decided, they talked about what they would do with newcomers, and agreed they would be checked for bites and kept under surveillance for the first few days, and that even the most seemingly well-intentioned people would be treated with a healthy degree of suspicion.
 
   After the meeting, Duke reminded John of his desire to somehow block the constant, stretching view of the undead at the front of the building. The whole group moved down the front windows. After some brief discussion, Duke decided to do a preliminary test of their idea.
 
   “I’m going to stick this right over your ugly mug,” he said to a zombie as he held a plastic bag up to cover its face.
 
   Thud! Thud! Thud!
 
   The zombie smashed his palm on the glass. A few members of the group took an instinctive step back.
 
   “Oh shit,” Duke said. “He’s not down with that.”
 
   “It’s the glass,” explained John with a sudden realisation. “They don’t know the glass is there, so they just try and walk through it, but obviously, when you cover it, they perceive it as an obstacle.”
 
   Duke held up the bag again, and again the zombie slammed his palms against the window. They all listened for a while.
 
   “That’s gonna do my ‘ead in, that. Can you imagine them all at it?” said Mary.
 
   “Maybe it’s better than the groaning,” said John.
 
   “It’s louder,” she said.
 
   The group took Mary’s side, so John left it; she was probably right anyway. He would just have to get used to them.
 
   After this, there was suddenly a question of what to do next. Duke told them to search the place and start working out what could be useful. It struck John that the order was a vague one. Maybe Duke was running out of ideas. It must be difficult always having the burden of being in charge, he supposed.
 
   John and Laura started walking around the supermarket with the others, casually discussing what could be used. After a while, she pulled on his hand and subtly led him away.
 
   “We’ve made it. You realise that. Thank God we’ve properly made it.”
 
   “…I think we have… Yeah…We’re safe. Safe for now, as long as we’re careful.”
 
   “John, we have to start, like, living life again, doing the stuff that we would do in the normal world. We made it, you know. We fucking… like, against all the odds, we made it. We’re alive, we’re safe, thank God. Do you realise! We’re safe!”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Life’s short, John – that’s what I’ve realised. That’s kind of the only thing I’m thinking now – life’s short.”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   He waited for her to go on. She pressed herself against him and gave him a look.
 
   “Oh…” he said. “Yeah?”
 
   She smiled.
 
   “But… where?”
 
   “You want to come to the toilet?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He walked with her, doing his best to look inconspicuous.
 
   …
 
   It was John that left the toilets first. Laura, it had been decided, would wait a while.
 
   He came across Dreadlocks.
 
   “Ah ha! I’ve found you,” Dreadlocks said. “I told Duke it would be good for morale if we did the video games. He likes it, so… you want to do it with me, John?”
 
   “All right. Now?”
 
   “Yeah. Now is the time. All we have is now.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   They soon found a console. The games were locked away, but Jess had the keys. They set everything up in the strange windowless cave that was the manager’s office, bringing a brushstroke of fun amongst the filing cabinets and other office paraphernalia. They set about trying out the games they hadn’t been able to afford in a past life, whilst also trying to think of a cool name for their new area.
 
   “How about The Training Zone?”, said John, “because we can practice shooting?”
 
   Dreadlocks smiled. “What a great excuse. We’ll tell the others that we need to train every day.”
 
   John smiled. “Yeah…”
 
   “I think we can come up with an even better name.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I think… John and Dreadlocks’ Deluxe Gaming Arena.”
 
   “Wow, you put my name first.”
 
   “Did I? My mistake – Dreadlocks’ and the Other Guy’s Deluxe Gaming Zone. That’s nice.”
 
   “Oh shit, what have I done,” John said in mock seriousness.
 
   Dreadlocks squeezed him on the shoulder. “We’ll call it Johnlocks’ Gaming Zone. So we’re both first… in a way.”
 
   John laughed. He was really starting to click with this guy.
 
   …
 
   They didn’t play for long, not wanting to be seen as slackers or too laid back by the rest of the group. Instead, John grabbed a snack and chatted to Dan and Laura for a bit about possible weapons. A little while later, nature called, and he walked into the box of big white tiles and long mirrors that was the customer toilets. He unzipped and started to piss. A few seconds in, he thought he heard a noise.
 
   He waited and heard it again.
 
   Someone was crying.
 
   He finished, zipped back up and knocked on the only cubicle door that was closed.
 
   “Hey?”
 
   No answer.
 
   “Hey. Who’s in there?”
 
   “…It’s nothing.” It was Tyler.
 
   John waited a few seconds and then said, “So… You want to talk, mate?”
 
   Tyler’s voice was thin and unstable. “It’s nothing.” Fresh, quiet sobs broke loose.
 
   John waited, trying to work out what to say.
 
   “Can I come in?” he said.
 
   Tyler didn’t reply. John was reminded of Tyler’s youth at that moment. It was easy to think of Tyler as older. He had fought alongside him. He had saved Laura’s life back when they had first left the flat together, but he was just a kid, a scared kid. But then, John thought, they were all scared kids on some level. Tyler just happened to be young on the outside as well.
 
   John thought for a while. “I don’t what to say, man. Obviously, this is bad. This is so bad we can’t really wrap our heads around it. But… This is… This is it, so we just have to make the most of it. We have to get what we can out of this…” Hearing no reply, he continued. “You like games? We just set up a PS4. We have every game here, man.”
 
   Still no reply. John continued.
 
   “I’m sure that it’s going to get easier. The worst times are behind us. We can make the most of this. We can… We can be happy. And it’s not going to be like this forever.”
 
   Still no reply.
 
   “You, err, you going be okay? Can I do anything?”
 
   “Nah… just… leave us.”
 
   “Okay… if you ever want to talk about anything… just… let me know… I’ll catch you later.”
 
   John left the bathroom and tried to shake off the feeling of despair Tyler had just given him. The kid would be okay, he thought. He had character. He was tough.
 
   All the same, John made a mental note to look out for him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
   The next day, they had another meeting over breakfast. There wasn’t that much to say. The general conclusion was that they should keep looking around and making note of what they had.
 
   John wondered just how bad the apocalypse must be for no other survivors to have turned up at the supermarket. But then, he supposed, it was clearly very bad as there was no TV, no internet or radio signals, no helicopters or planes. He realised that another problem was that no one had the key, and without a key, this was just somewhere to loot, and there were other places to loot which were probably more convenient.
 
   Later that day, John and Dan searched the supermarket for anything that could conceivably be used to smash or stab a zombie. So far, they had chosen baseball bats, frying pans and kitchen knives, all of which were now in a trolley that they pushed down the aisles. John noticed, once more, that the number of zombies outside seemed to have increased. He hadn’t been paying that much attention to them lately. At that moment, he told himself that he wasn’t going to worry, no matter how many more zombies appeared. There was nothing he could do about it, and as long as he was in here, it wasn’t really important.
 
   After a little while, Mary came over to them. “You getting weapons and that?”
 
   “Well… We’re going to get one of everything. Hopefully then we’ll be able to work out what can work best,” said Dan.
 
   She gave Dan a playful punch. “Eh, Tyler was saying that you’re a writer.”
 
   “You’re a writer?” John said.
 
   “Well… I write things that no one wants to read, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   “What you write, then?” Mary asked.
 
   “Um, I’ve been working on a play, actually.”
 
   “What about?”
 
   “Well… it’s romance… it’s set in ancient Rome.”
 
   “Oh, nice one. Romantic, are ya?… You’ll have to change it, though. I ain’t into history like you.”
 
   “Well, perhaps you could write a play as well,” Dan suggested. “We could, err… inspire each other.” He laughed nervously.
 
   She laughed also. “Me? Write a play?”
 
   “Why not? I’m sure you could do it.”
 
   “Oh, aye. You wouldn’t even watch it.”
 
   “Of course I would.”
 
   “No you wouldn’t. You’d want it to be in Shakespeare language.”
 
   Dan smiled. “That’s right, and it has to be about the duality of man, because I’m a posh twit, I suppose.”
 
   She laughed heartily and turned to John. “He is a posh twit, ain’t he?”
 
   John suddenly got the impression that Mary might fancy Dan.
 
   “No comment,” he said, and smiled – partly at them, partly to himself.
 
   …
 
   Later that day, John and Laura were in the fruit section picking out lunch. John was now finding it easier to ignore the zombies at the front window. It was as if his brain was learning to filter out the muffled groans and dead, staring faces.
 
   “Hey,” John said quietly to Laura. “I reckon Mary likes Dan.”
 
   Laura smiled. “Awww, poor girl.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “You don’t know? He’s gay. I think he’s gay.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I can almost always tell. Don’t you think he’s kind of camp?”
 
   “Well… maybe a little, but, I don’t know. I never thought he was gay.”
 
   “Um, yeah…” Laura said. “He’s definitely gay.”
 
   John laughed. “You’re very sure of yourself, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’m good at this, John.”
 
   “Well, we’ll see… Hmmm, what to eat today. I think I’ll start off with some grapes.”
 
   “Maybe you should find out.”
 
   “If he’s gay?”
 
   “Yeah. If he is, it would be kind of better if Mary knew sooner rather than later.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll just kiss him and see what happens.”
 
   “Oh yeah. Because if he doesn’t want to kiss you, he must be straight. Of course.”
 
   He put his arms around her waist. “Good point. Maybe you should try and kiss him. Then we’ll know if he’s straight or not.”
 
   Laura laughed, and John enjoyed the sound.
 
   “Maybe you’ll even turn him,” he said. “I wouldn’t be surprised.”
 
   She laughed again and shook her head at his corniness.
 
   John only grinned.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
 
   The next day, John woke up and wandered out into the clothes section. He noticed that everything was brightly lit by natural light and wondered how that would affect Duke. Perhaps they could have stayed in that car after all. His thoughts were interrupted by shouts from Dreadlocks.
 
   “Everyone…! Everyone, come here!” John heard him shout as he got closer.
 
   A blue van was angled outside the front of the supermarket. A man had the window down and was waving frantically to them, gesturing for them to open the door – his shouts hard to hear through the groans and muffling effect of the glass. John felt a spike of adrenaline. What should they do?
 
   The man was holding his torso.
 
   “I think he’s bitten,” Dreadlocks said.
 
   “If he’s bitten, we’re not letting him in,” said Mary.
 
   There was a smattering of agreement.
 
   The driver continued gesturing wildly. Duke pointed to his own chest questioningly, mimicking the position of the man’s wound. The man shook his head, as if to reassure them that he was safe.
 
   Then he started convulsing.
 
   “Fuck… He’s been bitten,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Where’s everyone else?” Duke asked John.
 
   “Er, some are upstairs, sleeping still,” John said.
 
   “I’ll get ‘em,” said Tyler, running off.
 
   They all watched as the man came out of his fit and started gesturing again. Duke held the man’s gaze, shook his head and mouthed, ‘I’m sorry’. The man entered another convulsion.
 
   “He’s going to turn,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   The man, still shaking, started to reverse the van, backing about halfway across the car park. The zombies seemed pretty disinterested, as if they knew he was one of them already.
 
   The vehicle accelerated towards them. Time froze, all of them caught in the same moment of realisation.
 
   John ran – a few surreal seconds of legs moving as his eyes saw the shelves around him. A part of him still didn’t believe this was happening. There was an almighty crash, mixed with the sputters of a dying engine.
 
   He looked back. The van was upside down on top of the tills. The floor sparkled with smashed glass.
 
   A few zombies were slowly making their way towards the gap.
 
   Duke was shouting something on the other side of the van.
 
   John heard gunshots. He took his handgun from his belt, his throat closing up as he ran towards the opening. More things were shouted – white noise to John’s feverish mind. The others started running. John sprinted with them – an aisle rushed past his eyes, then another, shelves of colour. He found Tyler and the others at the delivery doors.
 
   “The front windows are smashed; they’re coming in the front!” Duke shouted.
 
   “How?!” shouted Dan.
 
   “A van. There was a van. Smashed through. They’re coming. We have to… we have to go! We have to go!”
 
   “No… wait—” said Jess.
 
   Duke unlocked the bike lock on the back doors. “Come on!” he shouted.
 
   John watched Duke open the doors. Sunlight streamed inside. Duke was the first out, followed by Laura and Tyler. John followed them into the brightness, frantically trying to work out where to run. Waves of sickly faces, a crowd of nothingness, looked towards him.
 
   They had been moving to either side of the building. Now a change flashed through the horde. The infected moved in the direction of their new prey.
 
   John watched Duke start to shoot. He raised his own gun, but his finger froze. He stopped running. His mind was drawing lines through the crowd, and choosing zombies to shoot. It wasn’t possible. It wasn’t even remotely possible. He looked back. He wanted to run back inside. In front of him, the others were still fighting, but he knew it was hopeless.
 
   “Come back!” he shouted, trying to put his voice over the top of the groans.
 
   The group was collectively losing courage and momentum. Laura had pushed the farthest and was now being surrounded.
 
   “Come back!” John shouted. “Come back!”
 
   Laura turned and started running back. She dodged right, brushing against outstretched fingers. Instinct told John he was being approached. He swivelled to his left, aimed and fired. Nothing – the trigger wouldn’t move.
 
   He tried again. The safety was on! He took it off and fired.
 
   He missed.
 
   He missed again.
 
   Then he hit the thing somewhere in its chest. It kept walking. John turned and ran as the others thundered past him and back inside.
 
   They turned right and sprinted down the stretch of staff area. A terrible voice was telling him it was no use. The dull interior rushed past his eyes. Fluorescent lights drifted over his head like angels.
 
   He arrived at one of the other side doors, already opened by Duke, who was far in front of him. Duke had stopped running. John looked out. Dozens of dead eyes stared back at him.
 
   The only other exits were at the front, but there would be too many there as well. He knew it was impossible. His brain smashed itself against his skull. A part of him was distantly aware that he was screaming, and so he tried to scream louder. He tried to scream so hard that he could float away. Something faded into his consciousness.
 
   The grenades!
 
   The door burst open as he ran through it. Now his legs took the stairs in groups of three. He was in the upstairs corridor, rushing to the door of the manager’s office, now in the room, now throwing all the spare ammo in the bag that held the grenades and grabbing the two shotguns. The others weren’t with him. He ran back to the stairs, his legs stabbing downwards.
 
   Duke’s pale face loomed as he came back out onto the ground floor. The others were with him. They had closed the fire door.
 
   “The grenades!” he shouted.
 
   “We’re going out the staffroom window!” Duke shouted at the same time.
 
   John pushed his extra shotgun into Tyler’s hands, then turned to run, once more, up the stairs. Now they sprinted along the corridor, hitting the end, bursting into the room of chairs and tables. Duke moved forwards and shot out the glass in the window straight ahead. John looked over Duke’s shoulder and felt his heart sink. There seemed to be more down there than anywhere else.
 
   The grenades would have to be strong. He took one, pulled the pin and threw it into the huge gathering below – now ducking away from the window. A few seconds passed.
 
   BHANG!
 
   Tyler was on the move.
 
   “Wait!” John shouted, but Tyler jumped out.
 
   John looked and was quickly sure that it was no use. The blast had made a little space, but it was not enough. Tyler had quickly dispatched two of them, but they were a tide slowly coming in. Even if John and the others joined him, even if John threw every grenade he had, there were too many.
 
   Tyler seemingly had not seen this – desperation had finished him off.
 
   John felt a rough shove. Mary pushed past him and jumped out the window after her son. John moved away. Everyone was crowding around, but no one followed. He went back out to the corridor and stood there. He couldn’t go on, he couldn’t go back. He couldn’t do anything. It was over.
 
   Maybe Tyler had the right idea – go out fighting. The first dead, shuffling figure came into view in the longer of the two corridors. They would rip the soul out of him.
 
   BANG!
 
   The sound of a gunshot cracked from behind him, followed by a scream. He turned and went back into the room.
 
   Dan lay dead in a pool of his own blood, a large chunk of his head removed and splattered up the wall behind him – gun lying near his hand. He had shot himself.
 
   John put his own pistol to his temple. His eyes flicked to Laura’s. She looked at him with fear and painful realisation.
 
   No. Fuck it. He took the gun away.
 
   He had some grenades left. He dropped the shotgun, put the handgun down his belt, moved to the door and opened it, waiting for the bastards to get close.
 
   No, he thought – no more waiting. He ran forwards, whipping the grenade into the crowd, and then ran to take cover in the staffroom.
 
   BHAANG!
 
   He went back to the door. Bodies were slumped and blackened, blood everywhere. A hole had been blown in one of the plasterboard walls. A legless zombie was on the floor, dragging itself forwards. A thick smear of blood marked his trail. More figures appeared in the shorter corridor that ran left down the room’s side. John removed the pin from another grenade, threw it and ducked back inside.
 
   BHAANG!
 
   The air filled with dust. Bits of plasterboard littered the floor. A large part of the staffroom wall had disintegrated from the blast pushing through from the corridor. A last gasp of hope hit John.
 
   “Everyone get down!” he shouted.
 
   Zombies were streaming in through the hole, chasing their groans. He threw another grenade to the far end of the room, upended a table and ducked behind it.
 
   BHAANG!
 
   The explosion shook the floor. Standing up, he could now see the clothes section through another gap. It had worked! He got to his feet and started running. Two zombies stumbled into his path. He barged into the first, sending it flying back. The other increased its speed. John ran, leant forwards to grab it round the waist, and charged through the new gap.
 
   Hitting the balcony, he hurled the zombie over to fall down to the shop floor below. Now he jerked his gaze to the smashed glass and upside down van. The bastards were still streaming into the building.
 
   The rest of the group caught up with him.
 
   “Have you got the car keys!” John screamed at Dreadlocks.
 
   Dreadlocks fumbled in his pockets… a few seconds… “No!”
 
   John knew it was over, but he was going to fight to the bitter end. He ran along the first floor to the other side of the supermarket.
 
   “Shoot them! Kill them!” he shouted at the others.
 
   Anger was burning in his muscles, making his thoughts direct and bitter. He quickly reloaded his gun. They were coming from two directions, the ramp and the hole in the wall – which were the only two ways to leave their position, other than to jump off the balcony, but that would take them no closer to escape. John moved back in the direction he had come.
 
   Dreadlocks was on his left.
 
   “LET’S KILL THESE FUCKERS!”
 
   Laura was holding her side.
 
   John dropped to one knee to steady his aim. His eyes squinted as he focused. His finger squeezed out bullets. The others followed his lead. They were his family and he loved them. In these last shuddering moments, that was all he knew.
 
   “FUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUCCKKKKK YOOOOUUU!” he shouted, trying to be louder than the groans.
 
   He stopped shouting to concentrate on his shooting. The bullets were being swallowed by the horde’s advance. Blood spread and stained their clothes as they drew closer.
 
   Finally one dropped, a weak gesture from the fates that swarmed around them.
 
   He was going to die with his friends. He was going to die with a fight. That was what made this okay. This final action of his soul, of his innate frequency, this whirl of time and space and breath – he would make it his. He would end it all with fire.
 
   A couple more fell as the group found their aim – the next wave stumbled over them. John glanced towards the lower floor. They were close to the ramp. His gun clicked, out of ammo. He quickly began to reload. Some voice was telling him he hadn’t done enough in life. Another reminded him to save a bullet for himself.
 
   But a part of him hadn’t given up. A part of him was still clawing for answers. What if there was a cure? What if he wanted to get bitten so that scientists would save him later? No… It was better to die than end up like that.
 
   He moved back as the horde got closer. He was proud. They were fighting. They had made it this far. And they had killed some of the bastards. From the corner of his eye, he saw Elena approaching the balcony. She came back and shook him, filling his vision. She was speaking, but he couldn’t catch her words over the noise.
 
   She moved to the balcony wall, climbed over and jumped. John could not see her, but realised she must have landed on top of a refrigerator unit that separated two aisles. He shouted to the others. They had already seen. The zombies were achingly close. He moved, his hands grabbing the balcony. The broad surface of the refrigerator unit appeared, rising up to meet his feet. He moved to make space. Duke landed next, then Jess, then Dreadlocks. He turned to watch Laura.
 
   She was grimacing as she pulled herself up, her shirt covered in blood. She landed unevenly.
 
   John looked at the horde of zombies closing in on the shelves. The first ones arrived. Their arms stretched up towards them. Did they know how to climb?
 
   John frantically scanned the sea that now surrounded them, watching for one of them to climb up. He knew that if he was quick, he could kick them back, but it was an ability they didn’t seem to have. Instead, they stretched their arms up to them, perpetually reaching for what was out of their grasp.
 
   John looked up at the balcony, where the zombies were pushing themselves against the glass, unable to find the sense to simply climb over. He realised that, unbelievably, he and the others had achieved a kind of safety.
 
   Now everything hit him at once – too many to ever see them all – Every. Single. One… All of them looking at him. But they couldn’t get up. They were so big, so stupid.
 
   He was trapped… No way to leave. They were filling the whole supermarket. Everything was lost… He hadn’t died. It was no good. He was dead. Wasn’t he? No hope. What hope was there? He would die. He would vanish into their emptiness. He should kill himself… maybe… soon.
 
   But not yet. Not yet. No!
 
   John moved past the others and over to Laura.
 
   “What happened?” he shouted over the groans.
 
   “Shrapnel.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Shrapnel!”
 
   “How bad?”
 
   She couldn’t hear him. He moved to her ear. “How bad is it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Show me.”
 
   “No… I don’t want to take my hand away.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t want to take my hand away!”
 
   “What?”
 
   She shouted it again, and John finally heard. He nodded at her. She was right – try to stop the bleeding.
 
   He had let her down. Anger… How could this have happened? How could they have gone from being so safe to this? It had been ugly luck. It wasn’t fair. It was disgusting. It was disgusting to see these things, so many humans that had been taken to their lowest form.
 
   John thought about trying to kill as many as he could. What else was there to do? He could wait or commit suicide. If he waited, he would probably die of hunger, or maybe a zombie would figure out how to reach him. The only way out was for someone to rescue them… or the zombies would die. There was still the possibility the zombies wouldn’t last forever.
 
   But it wasn’t about forever. It was about how long it would take for him to starve.
 
   But no! He wasn’t giving up. Fuck it! They couldn’t fuck with him. He was going to wait, and he was going to try to make the others wait. He moved to Jess.
 
   “We’re going to wait here!” He shouted it at her. It was a command. He would make her do it. Jess looked at him, confused. He continued. “Don’t kill yourself! No one can kill themselves.”
 
   She nodded, a strange look in her eyes.
 
   John told her to tell the others and then went back to looking at the zombies. The refrigerator unit was very tall. A small barrier ran around the outside edge, signs with pictures of various types of food – perfect for keeping away the fingers of some of the taller ones, and John was increasingly certain that they wouldn’t find a way up.
 
   An urge arose to put his head in his hands and pretend he wasn’t there. More time passed. John didn’t have anything left to give. He was empty, obliterated.
 
   …
 
   Moments started to pile up. Moments that didn’t care about adrenaline and fear and danger, moments that just did what all moments do. And these moments, full of groans, and bodies, and sunlight – they started to take their toll on John. They dragged him through all the close emotions of fear and fight, through all the questions about what he should do. They made him stay, surrounded by images of his own demise. They took John on and on until his mind started to melt, and he became disconnected from the fear, and he became still, and empty, and numb amongst the ugly crowd.
 
   He didn’t know how long it had been. Minutes and hours and all those things did not exist. He was nothing on this strange metal island.
 
   He had looked for strength. The strength to wait. The strength to hope that something might change. It was impossible. He couldn’t, not with all of them groaning and staring. He couldn’t.
 
   Now strange ideas were filling him, ideas about gods and heavens and what he believed. Ideas about what was the best way to die. Ideas about suicide.
 
   He was unable to resist lying down and closing his eyes. He hadn’t wanted to show any signs that he had lost hope. But this was his last stretch of consciousness. This was the time to not care about the others. They weren’t going to remember when they were dead. It had been strange at first, to lie down. It had felt insane to put his back down on the cold metal, and he felt like one of them would somehow get onto the island and grab him. But all the same, he had lain down and put his head at Laura’s feet, and he had closed his eyes.
 
   Slowly, his body and mind started to lose their current thoughts. Ideas about life started to creep in.
 
   How had it been, his life? He knew that he should have been more careless, that was obvious now that he was to die so young. No working hard, no trying to get good grades, or good jobs, or good things. He wished he had just spent more time in bed. More time in his pants, playing video games.
 
   More time with friends listening to music. He wished he had never got a job.
 
   Maybe then he would never have lost all those years to depression and self-destruction.
 
   What was the point of all that money he had saved?
 
   He never got to travel. That hurt. He should have lived off the state, or stayed in his mum’s house.
 
   He should have gone somewhere sunny and rented the cheapest room they had, or even better, he should have found somewhere to sleep outside; he should have made a little house in the trees. And he could have got a gym membership for showers. That would have been okay. He wouldn’t need much money then, just a little bit for food and the gym. Why had he never done that?
 
   And he could have got books and read a lot. But no, he had thought that he had to be more plugged-in than that. That he had to work hard and try to do important things, even though he never could think of anything he really wanted to do.
 
   And he had looked around for the perfect woman, because she would have made him happy, and then they would have had children. That was what he had told himself, sometimes, but he knew it was nonsense. He knew that he was not made for such things. Or maybe he was, or maybe he didn’t know if he was or not, and that was what he had spent his life trying to find out.
 
   He opened his eyes to look at Laura – a pale, tired face. Her eyes were closed now. She wasn’t his dream woman, ultimately. He knew that. He closed his eyes again. No, but she had brightened these dark days, and he was grateful to her.
 
   He had failed in life. He had failed to be happy. Even now, in his last moments, he was concentrating on the negative. Why? And why had he done that in life? He had understood all the right things, hadn’t he?
 
   He had learnt through his struggles that happiness came from within, and not from material possessions, or temporary pleasures. He had agreed with people when they said it. He had said it himself. He had put a fucking stone Buddha in his room. But he had never pushed it into his subconscious. It had been like a big bubble, and when he pushed it, it just moved around his hands. And so he had always wanted stupid things, always been in a state of desire, and thus had never practiced gratitude, never simply enjoyed the moment.
 
   He had grasped contentment and inner peace as concepts, understood them intellectually. But he had never actually embraced it on any meaningful level. Ultimately, he was too flawed, too hooked on his ego and all the trappings of modern society. He had been too weak to make his life as good as it should have been. He had wasted it.
 
   His thoughts turned to the others. They must think that he had given up. They were right. He had given up.
 
   But it was over, so he might as well just lie here, might as well just have some quiet thoughts in his own mind. That was the thing to do, enjoy his own mind. That was what he always ended up with anyway. It didn’t matter where he was, who he spoke to, what he did, the only voice he ever really heard was his own.
 
   It was him that he had been stuck with. It had been his voice when he fell asleep, when he woke up. It was all he had ever really had, and everything that he had enjoyed had to come through his voice first. Everything he saw had to be painted by his eyes, in the context of his preconceptions and paranoia and humdrum ideas about what was right and wrong. And it had all needed to make sense to his trivial little ego.
 
   It had all needed to be about him.
 
   He couldn’t just watch a firework, he had to be him watching a firework, and the fact that he was watching a firework needed to be fucking meaningful. And he needed to relate it to himself; he needed to think that watching that firework meant that he was doing something right with his life. And he couldn’t see the beauty of the lights without trying to internalise it, and somehow draw something from it, something that meant that he was beautiful, and that he was special and profound and brilliantly contrasted against the darkness of the sky.
 
   But he wasn’t.
 
   And he was missing the fireworks because he was thinking all this bullshit. And actually, he had seen it all too many times before anyway, and they were boring to him now. It didn’t matter how many loud, colourful explosions he pushed into his tiny little brain. He had been dead inside. Something had gone wrong, and nothing had excited him.
 
   He suddenly heard just how dark his thoughts were and once again felt angry that he hadn’t enjoyed life as he could have. Even now, when there was nothing left to lose, he was making himself more miserable. But he couldn’t stop. He didn’t know how to just be happy, to not care. He shouldn’t care. But he did. He cared that it was over. He cared about how he had wasted his life. He cared that he wasn’t going to exist. He cared.
 
   That was the problem. His ego. He needed to not care. He needed to not care if he was good or bad, clever or stupid. That was what he should have done from the start. He should have just not cared, had fun and tried to be nice to others. It seemed so simple now. He would do it all differently now.
 
   He felt someone lie next to him. He opened his eyes. It was Jess. She was lying with him, holding him. It didn’t matter who she was, or who he was – all that mattered was that they were both humans, and they could hold each other. That was what it was about, wasn’t it? Love. That was what was good, that was what helped you cope with everything – love. Everyone should love everyone. They were going to die, and now that meant that they could hold each other. Duke came and joined them. That was right. They should all enjoy these moments, enjoy being close to each other.
 
   And now John started to cry, and he pulled Jess closer to him, trying to pull some comfort from her body. And he wished, in that moment, for something to stick in his ears, so he could ignore the groans and just pretend to be somewhere nice, enjoying the love of those around him.
 
   Dreadlocks was shouting something. John opened his eyes.
 
   “I have a plan!” he shouted again.
 
   That word: ‘plan’. It was nonsense to John in that moment. He almost found it funny. What plan could there possibly be?
 
   Dreadlocks started to explain. John couldn’t hear everything over the noise of the horde, but he was able to get the gist. Dreadlocks pointed out that all the zombies they could see were simply moving in a straight line towards their prey, regardless of any obstacles.
 
   For the zombies on the ground floor, this meant that they were walking into the refrigerator unit that the group now stood on. For the zombies on the balcony, this meant that they were walking into the glass that lined the edge, as if they could pass through it.
 
   Dreadlocks’ plan was simple. They could shoot out the glass, allowing those zombies to walk forwards and fall. Eventually, all of them would drop over the newly exposed edge, and the space left behind would be totally open. At that point, John and the others were to climb back up into this space – as it was close enough to reach – and run back through the hole that John had blown in the wall. They could then jump out the staffroom window and run because, Dreadlocks explained, all the zombies appeared to now be inside the building, so outside of the building should be clear.
 
   John imagined each step as it was explained to him. A rush of hope took him: it could work! The most dangerous part, as he saw it, was that when they shot out the glass, a great deal of the zombies would fall straight onto the refrigerator unit. They would have to be pushed off, or killed.
 
   He made this point to Dreadlocks, who agreed and said he would try to kill as many of them as possible with the grenades first.
 
   Everything had changed for John. Survival was suddenly a possibility. Now he had something to gain, and something to lose.
 
   They formed a huddle and did their best to organise themselves over the noise. Eventually, they were able to communicate some sort of understanding to each other about how they would handle it. Laura told them that she had a friend whose house was in the area, and that she knew where an emergency key was hidden.
 
   Now there was nothing left to do but do it. They adopted the agreed formation. John knelt in front of the others – he was the first line of defence. Behind him stood Duke, Jess and Elena – they were the second. The plan was that if the zombies got too close, or if they ran out of ammo – they would change to physical attacks. Duke, Jess and Elena would tap John and Dreadlocks on the head, and they would try to kick the remaining zombies away – this was important. Everyone had to know exactly when to change to physical attacks. If John or Dreadlocks stood up at the wrong time, they could accidently get shot in the back of the head by the others.
 
   “Shoot me if they get me. Please,” Jess shouted when they were in the huddle, fear dancing in her eyes.
 
   “They’re not going to get you!” shouted Duke, grabbing her roughly by the neck. “They’re not going to get you.” His voice trembled with incredible force, as if he was trying to burn the words into her fate.
 
   They reloaded their weapons and put some spare ammo in their pockets. Now Dreadlocks moved in front of John; he was to clear out the zombies. Laura was behind everyone. Her only task was to stay alive.
 
   Of the several panels of glass, only one of them was positioned directly in front of where they stood. Dreadlocks pointed his gun to the left of that and fired – glass splintered and fell. The zombies moved forwards, stretching their arms into the new space, stepping onto empty air. John watched as they dropped and smashed into the crowd below, crushing those on which they landed and creating a writhing mess of piled up bodies.
 
   Dreadlocks moved his pistol to the glass panel on their right. Again he shot, and again the zombies started to stumble and fall, pouring over the side like heavy water.
 
   Dreadlocks continued shooting panels. Soon all the zombies had fallen except the few that were pressed against the panel directly in front of them. Dreadlocks took a grenade into his hand. He took a moment to compose himself, closing his eyes and taking several deep breaths. Now he threw the first grenade – it sailed nicely over the glass and landed behind the small huddle. Dreadlocks came and knelt next to John.
 
   BHANG!
 
   A churn of white smoke burst into existence.
 
   Pieces of glass rained down on John, stinging his skin. He closed his eyes and raised his hands. That had not been the plan. They had not wanted to blow the panel so soon. A clump of bodies fell, hitting the metal – some slid off either side. Two lay face-down in front of him. One raised its head. John ran forward and put his gun to its skull.
 
   BANG!
 
   It slumped back down. The other did not move, but John emptied a bullet into its brains to make sure. Up on the balcony, a single woman had risen up, blood pouring down her front. She was quickly fired upon by Jess and Duke. Several shots cracked the air, having no effect until, finally, someone caught a head shot and the figure slumped to the floor.
 
   It was done. Now the glass wasn’t in the way, they could reach the ledge. Dreadlocks went first, Duke next. Then John; he was grabbed and helped up. Next came Jess. Then Laura. She moved slowly, screaming out in pain as she lifted her hands up towards them. Dreadlocks pulled her up and held her in his arms.
 
   They ran, moving along the shop floor and through the hole in the wall – now back into the staffroom. John arrived at the window – it had worked! Wide open space bloomed below.
 
   Duke was the first out, John the second – next came Jess and Elena.
 
   Now the group came together to catch Laura as she was dropped into their arms.
 
   So it was that they left behind the building that once had belonged to them. So it was that it came to belong to the dead. It was a lost battle. And John, Jess, Duke, Elena and Dreadlocks were soldiers, running through a car park, trying to find safety and stop Laura from bleeding to death. One of countless scenes in a world that had changed, in a world where living came day by day.
 
   Now they had to keep running. 
 
   …
 
   I hope you haveenjoyed reading Swarm I. If you would like to get Swarm II for $0.99 instead of $2.99, and receive an update when Swarm II becomes available, please join the discount mailing list at my site: www.sevenstorieshigh.com/zombie
 
   Alex South.
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