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The prestigious Earnshaw Hotel has stood on London's Sombie Street for centuries. Always owned by the same family, the hotel is now in the hands of Daphne Earnshaw. But when a wealthy American businessman shows up with an offer to buy the place, Daphne has to make a terrible choice: should she try to keep the struggling hotel afloat, or should she guarantee the jobs of all the employees by selling up?


Her deliberations are soon cut short by a terrifying news broadcast. A strange virus has erupted around the world, traveling from country to country before scientists even have a chance to work out what's happening. Within hours, London is being overrun by rabid zombies, and the fallen government's final warning is clear: no help is coming.


Now Daphne has to lead a fight not only to save her family's legacy, but also to protect the hotel from swarms of marauding zombies. Along with her staff, she sets up barricades at each end of the prestigious Mayfair street, hoping desperately that they can keep the zombies away while they come up with a better plan. But is everyone on the same side? What if the barricades are breached? And how much can Daphne really trust the charming and persuasive American who still thinks he can get his hands on her business?


Here & Now is the first book in the Duchess of Zombie Street series, about a desperate band of survivors trying to survive a zombie apocalypse while taking refuge in a single London street. 
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Here & Now

(The Duchess of Zombie Street book 1)


Prologue

“Come and get me,” he said, shuffling toward two more zombies that had just managed to break through the barricade. Holding his arms out at his sides to show that he couldn't fight back, he tried to stay strong as he waited for the end to arrive. “Do your worst.”

He watched as the two zombies stumbled toward him. Although a part of him wanted to keep fighting, he could already see more of the creatures attempting to get through the barrier and he knew deep down that the final moment was coming. And as the zombies reached him and grabbed him from either side, he looked up at the gray sky above and told himself that he was doing the only sensible thing, and that he simply didn't want to have to witness more of the death, destruction and agony that was so clearly coming to wash over the entire world.

He flinched as he felt a set of teeth digging into the left side of his neck, but he didn't fight back as he was forced down first onto his knees and then onto his side. He could feel ragged hands ripping at his body and teeth – not particularly sharp, but sharp enough – biting into his throat and face, but somehow the pain was swamped by a sense of relief that at least the misery was going to be over soon. And as he felt hot blood gushing down the side of his face and onto his chest, he told himself that soon he was going to be reunited with the family he'd lost so many years ago... and that – in the end – he was better off leaving this dying world behind.

The last thing he felt, before everything faded away, was the sensation of teeth tearing through his jugular on the right side of his throat. A fresh torrent of blood splattered and sprayed up against his face as he closed his eyes and somehow found the strength to not scream.


Chapter One

Today...

“Is he here?”

“Yes, he -”

“What does he look like?”

“I thought you saw photos of him. You've been practically stalking him for the last week, ever since the news broke.”

“I'm not stalking anyone! Come on, Henrik, aren't you at least slightly excited? Are all Norwegians this stiff and reserved, or do you have a custom-made rod up your ass? If this rich American guy buys the hotel, we won't have to worry about our jobs. Like, not ever. We might even get raises!”

“Now I know you're crazy,” Henrik said, finally glancing up from the laptop's screen. “Lauren, rich Americans don't buy small London hotels and then not make any changes. If this Duke fellow gets his hands on the Earnshaw, everything will change overnight. And I mean everything.”

“Oh no!” she replied in mock horror. “Do you mean the carpets might finally get updated and we might actually develop a functioning website with social media accounts? How awful!”

“I -”

“I need to convince him to let me handle all the social media, by the way,” she continued. “I'd be so good at that. I've always wanted to be a content creator.”

“Mrs. Earnshaw takes pride in getting the important things right,” he reminded her. “Our regular guests like to know that they can depend upon a certain atmosphere here. And class.”

“And dust.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“This place is dusty as hell,” she pointed out. “Literally and metaphorically.”

He took a moment to straighten his bow tie, and then he returned his attention to the laptop, where he could see a list of all the guests who were due to check in and out later. As usual, the list wasn't as long as he would have liked.

“Anyway, it doesn't matter,” he added, “because Mrs. Earnshaw would rather die than sell this place. It's been in her family for generations, ever since it first opened.”

“Yeah, but everyone knows it's almost bust,” Lauren pointed out, before glancing over her shoulder as two guests wandered out into the street. Leaning over the desk, she seemed positively excited by the latest developments. “Plus, you're forgetting about Alex. He's desperate for her to sell, so that they can drive off together into the sunset. Either that, or he'll divorce her and take half the money.”

Not for the first time in this particular conversation, Henrik sighed.

“It's July,” Lauren continued, “and we barely have any guests. In the middle of London! Face it, this hotel is stuck about twenty years in the past. It hasn't moved with the times at all since Daphne took over. Have you been in the elevator lately? Do you know how slow it is these days? Daphne's letting everything fall apart.”

“It's Mrs. Earnshaw to you and me,” he replied, chiding her mildly. “You know she doesn't like it when we call her by her first name. And you also know that she's stubborn.”

“How about calling her the Duchess, then?” she asked. “Does she prefer that?”

He glared at her.

“Does she even know that's her nickname?” she continued with a knowing, trouble-making smile. “Has she ever heard anyone using it? I'm pretty sure she'd go ballistic.”

“Hey,” Kam said, hurrying past the elevator and heading into the hotel's empty bar, “have you guys been watching the news?”

“We haven't had time, Kam,” Henrik muttered. “Some of us have actual work to do.”

“I think you should check it out,” Kam replied as he disappeared into the bar. “It sounds like something's going on.”

“Well,” Lauren continued, still watching as Henrik tapped at the laptop's keyboard, “I think Daphne's going to sell up. We're going to have a new American owner by the end of the month and the sooner you get onboard with that fact, the better.” She stepped back, unable to stifle a grin, before turning and making her way to the stairs that led down into the restaurant. “I need to check on a few things. Oh, have you seen Jenny? She was going to grab me for a chat about something on her way out this morning.”

“Sorry, I don't think she's come by here,” he said, still entirely focused on the laptop's screen. “But if you put as much energy into work as you do into baseless speculation, Lauren, you might do enough to take over for the rest of us combined.”

As she hurried down the stairs, she didn't bother to look back at him but she raised her right hand and extended the middle finger.

***

“Nice gun,” Tom Duke said, peering up at the antique rifle on the wall in the hotel's main office. “Not the kind of thing I'd usually expect to find in the office of an English lady, though. Is it some kind of -”

“Mr. Duke,” Daphne Earnshaw said firmly, glaring at him from her spot behind the desk, “I must reiterate that I'm only meeting you this morning as a courtesy. I want to make it absolutely clear in no uncertain terms, face-to-face, that I simply can't entertain your offer to buy the Earnshaw. I'm afraid your journey here has been entirely wasted.”

“Ma'am -”

“The Earnshaw has been in my family for two hundred years,” she added. “It has passed from generation to generation until finally it reached me. I was nineteen years old when I took it on, following my father's rather premature demise, and ever since then I have worked ceaselessly to continue the family's stewardship of this fine establishment. The idea that I would simply pack up and sell to the first person who walks through the door – or to anyone at all – is quite simply ludicrous.”

“And what if you have no choice?”

“The Earnshaw -”

“I heard this place isn't doing so well,” he replied, leaning back in his chair.

“That is absolutely untrue.”

“The books say otherwise.”

“And how would you know anything about the hotel's accounts?”

“Anyone with eyes can tell that the place needs investment,” he countered. “I also happen to be able to see that you're a very smart woman, so I'm pretty sure you would have made that investment if you could. So obviously you don't have the opportunity, which in turn tells me that the purse strings are tight.” He paused, watching her for a moment longer as he mulled over his best angle of attack. “Also, your doorman's uniform was a little on the shabby side. His bow tie has seen better days.”

“The hotel is performing perfectly well in very trying circumstances,” she told him archly. “We endured the whole Covid debacle, then the political uncertainty and the rise in electricity prices and -”

“But it could do so much better,” he said, interrupting her. “Don't you think your ancestors would want to see the hotel shine? Don't you think they'd want to see it established as the finest boutique hotel in all of London? You can almost see Buckingham Palace from the front door! This place should be way more upmarket.”

“And why do you care?” she asked. “Why have you flown here from New York -”

“Denver.”

“Why have you flown from wherever, just to meddle in our affairs? Why has the illustrious Thomas Duke come all this way, seemingly making a special trip just to try to purchase my hotel?”

Tom opened his mouth to reply, but at that moment the door creaked open and a curious, balding and bespectacled man leaned in from the corridor outside.

“Sorry to disturb,” the man said softly, “but I just wanted to see how things are going. Can I help at all?”

“This is my husband Alexander,” Daphne told Tom, and now she was clearly struggling to maintain her composure. “And yes, Alexander, everything is fine.”

“Call me Alex, Mr. Duke,” he replied. “Are you sure you don't need me to sit in? I could take a look at any preliminary contracts or -”

“There will be no need for any of that,” Daphne said, turning and glaring at him. “This meeting is very nearly over. Please, Alexander, I'm sure there are many other important matters that require your attention. I have everything completely under control here.”

“Right,” Alex said, although he lingered for a few more seconds before muttering something else under his breath and withdrawing, bumping the door shut in the process.

“I must apologize for the interruption,” Daphne said to Tom. “Evidently my husband failed to notice the time.”

“Let's cut to the chase,” he replied. “I don't think your hotel's got more than six months left before you have to close its doors for good. Would that be a nice way to end your family's time in charge? At least I'd promise to keep the Earnshaw name, and I'd reflect the heritage of the place, and I'd even be happy to keep you on in some kind of advisory capacity. It'd be a managed and respectful transfer, rather than the abrupt and potentially very messy failure that awaits if the entire business goes down the drain. Mrs. Earnshaw, don't you think you should make the right decision now – for yourself and for the hotel – rather than digging your heels in and risking disaster?”

“I hardly need business advice from you, Mr. Duke,” she said firmly, and now her sense of irritation was plain to see. “You just want to strip the hotel down and make a quick profit.”

“I -”

“I have very kindly met you this morning, and I hope now that you will listen very carefully to what I am about to tell you.”

“Ma'am -”

“The Earnshaw is not for sale,” she added, fixing him with a determined stare. “Not now, and not ever. So you might as well turn around and go off to find somewhere else to buy, because I will never give this hotel up. And that, I hope you will appreciate, is the end of the matter.”


Chapter Two

“Have you seen Jenny?” Lauren asked, marching into the bar. “I've been looking everywhere for her. You don't think she left without saying anything, do you?”

Stopping at the end of the bar, she turned and saw that Kam – who was supposed to be making sure that everything was ready in case any guests arrived for a postprandial drink after breakfast – was instead staring intently at the television high up on the far wall. She could hear the gabble of a reporter's voice coming from the television, but so far she hadn't paid any attention.

Wandering over, she saw images of what appeared to be absolute chaos at one of the airports.

“Again?” she asked, stopping next to Kam. “You know, this kind of thing actually puts me off flying anywhere. Imagine being in a huge queue like that.”

“Something's going on,” he replied, keeping his eyes fixed on the screen.

“Yeah, I can see that,” she continued .”The airport computers are probably down, or someone's suddenly gone on strike, something like that. Are you sure you haven't seen Jenny?”

“It's not the computers,” he murmured.

“There hasn't been a crash, has there?”

“I don't think so. That sort of thing usually comes out pretty fast.”

Finally he looked down from the television, only to immediately grab his phone so that he could start bringing up one of his favorite apps.

“I can't find anything mentioned on here, but all air traffic in the country seems to have stopped.”

“Terrorism?”

“Again, I can't find anything about that,” he said, scrolling down another page. “It all seems really mysterious. Something's obviously happening, but apparently nobody knows what.”

“Kam -”

“The last time I felt this weird, the queen was dead,” he added. “I could tell that was coming a couple of hours before anyone else. It has to be something on that level, maybe even bigger.”

“Sounds about right,” she said, leaning against the bar. “Listen, Kam, you know Daphne'll have a fit if she catches you watching TV instead of working. Do you even remember how hard it was to persuade her to have the damn TV installed in the first place? Alex had to practically beg her, and she still looks at it like it's some devilish invention. I reckon given half the chance, she'd have it taken down.”

“It's just here,” he replied.

“Huh?”

“Airports are fine in other countries,” he continued, tapping on another link. “Europe. America. The Middle East. India. Why is the United Kingdom the only place where suddenly all the airports seem to have stopped working?”

“Do you think it's aliens?”

He turned and glared at her.

“Isn't that what you always claim?” she added with a smile. “I've seen you with your weird conspiracy theory supernatural magazines.”

“There's growing evidence that we're not alone,” he replied, clearly a little flustered. “If you read the evidence online, world governments are clearly gearing up for some kind of disclosure event in the next twelve to twenty-four months, most likely -”

“I'm off to find Jenny,” she said, turning and heading out of the bar. “Just remember to do some actual work at some point, Kam. If you sit around on your ass all morning banging on about conspiracy theories, Daphne's gonna notice and she'll have you hauled up for slacking.”

“They're not conspiracy theories!” he called after her. “They're observations about how the world actually works! That's a big difference!” He waited, hoping for a reply, but she was already gone. Still, he couldn't help but make one last point. “It's not a conspiracy theory if it's true! And I'll stop talking about my theories when the elites of the world stop conspiring against the rest of us!”

***

“No, I just need a few more days, that's all,” Tom Duke said, peering around the corner and watching the reception area for a moment, making sure that he wasn't about to be overheard. “This Earnshaw woman might be a slightly tougher nut to crack than I originally thought.”

He waited for a few seconds, listening as his business partner back in Denver continued to worry about the possibility of the entire plan falling through.

“No, it's fine,” he continued finally. “I just think -”

Before he could get another word out, he saw Daphne Earnshaw making her way through from one of the back rooms. Worried that he might be spotted, he slipped around the corner and quietly made his way down the wide staircase that led to the restaurant, before taking a hard right and walking along a narrow corridor that he knew wound its way deeper toward the underground gym.

“I just think that she's a little stubborn,” he added, finally opening the door to the gym and stepping inside. To his relief, there was no sign of anyone, so he carefully shut the door and poured himself a cup of water from the cooler in the corner. “Anyone else would have snapped our generous offer up by now, but she's all caught up in the history of the place and the grandeur of her family.”

“These Brits are all the same,” Douglas said on the other end of the line. “I swear, they get embarrassed if they can't trace their family trees back to at least the time of the Vikings.”

“I know I can get through to her,” Tom said firmly, as he wandered around the gym and looked at the slightly rundown equipment that clearly hadn't been updated for quite some time. Stopping, he wiped some dust off the top of one of the cross trainers. “She's a smart woman, actually,” he explained. “She knows what's what. If I can just get her past this idea that she owes her family a debt, and that they'd look down on her if she let the hotel go, I know she'll see sense. Everyone here knows each other, there are something like nineteen full-time staff as well as a bunch of part-timers. When Daphne Earnshaw realizes that she's putting all their livelihoods in jeopardy, she has to accept that the time has come to sell up.”

He paused for a moment.

“She just has to. Everything's riding on it.”

“So how long do you think you'll be?”

“I'm going to get a room here for a week,” he explained. “It won't hurt to get more of an idea of the place anyway, for when we finally get our hands on it. A week should give me enough time to really lean on this woman, plus I don't mind seeing some more of London. I'm confident that by -”

“Hang on,” Douglas said suddenly, cutting him off. “Lisa's waving at me frantically, I just need to see what she wants.”

“Don't mind me,” Tom muttered, stepping around the cross trainer and walking over to one of the exercise bikes. “This thing looks older than me,” he added under his breath before taking a sip of water. “It's like some kind of medieval torture device or -”

“Tom, is everything okay there?” Douglas asked, suddenly returning to the call.

“What do you -”

“Lisa just showed me the news reports,” Douglas continued, and now he sounded particularly worried. “They're saying that all the -”

Before he could finish, the call began to cut out; although his voice was still just about getting through, Douglas sounded increasingly choppy for a few seconds before finally returning.

“- airports. Is that right? Do you know what's going on?”

“I'm sorry,” Tom replied, “you're breaking up.”

“There's some kind of incident in London. They were showing all these shots of people queuing to get into one of the airports, and then they cut away from that and the anchors here are being real cagey. It's like they know something that they're not allowed to broadcast yet. Apparently the president and the prime -”

In that instant the call began to beep, before cutting out entirely.

“Doug?” Tom said cautiously. Looking at the phone's screen, he saw that the call had ended. He tapped to get it up and running again, but this time he was unable to get any signal at all. “Come on,” he muttered under his breath, “don't do this to me now.”

He tried a few more times, before figuring that he probably shouldn't have expected to get much of a signal in a basement gym anyway. Sure, there was a small window at one end of the room, but he told himself that he'd have to go back up if he wanted to speak to Douglas again. Not that he really needed to speak to his colleague, at least not for now, so finally he slipped his phone away and took one more look around the gym before heading to the door.

“Okay,” he said as he stepped out and began to make his way to the stairs, “time to find out what it's like to stay at this place as a guest.”


Chapter Three

Sitting on the end of the bed, in one of the hotel's many rooms, Joey Walker tried again and again and again to get his games console to connect to the internet.

“Daddy?” he called out finally. “Can you make it work for me?”

“Can I make what work for you?” Kieran replied from the bathroom.

“I don't think it's connected to the wi-fi properly,” Joey continued, with a hint of a whine in his voice.

“I set it up for you literally five minutes ago.”

“But it's not working.”

“I'll look at it later.”

“But -”

“Hey, Joey,” Kieran said, stepping out from the bathroom, still buttoning his shirt up and smelling distinctly of aftershave. “What did I tell you about this trip?”

“You told me that we're going to look at lots of boring old things.”

“We're going to see some culture,” Kieran continued, correcting his son. “We're going to be tourists for a day in our own country. Doesn't that sound like fun?”

Joey paused, before looking down at the console again.

“You can't spend all your time staring at that thing,” Kieran added, making his way over and taking the console from his son's hands, although he had to pull a couple of times before the boy was willing to give it up. “You'll end up with square eyes.”

“Is that true?”

“Almost,” he said, tapping at the console for a moment and immediately seeing an error message stating that the system was offline. “That's odd,” he murmured. “It was working when I set it all up.”

“I wouldn't mind square eyes. That sounds kind of cool.”

“That's not the point.”

“What are we going to see today?” Joey asked.

“How does the Tower of London sound?” Kieran replied, setting the console down. “That's where people used to be taken in the past when they'd angered the king or queen. Henry the Eighth used to send his wives and enemies to the Tower of London before he had them executed, there are all sorts of gruesome stories about that period of history. We can even see Traitors' Gate, where the prisoners used to arrive. Do you know much about Henry the Eighth and all his wives?”

Joey thought for a moment before shaking his head.

“There's a whole big world out there,” Kieran continued. “There's nothing wrong with video games, at least not in moderation, but you can't disappear into them in an attempt to avoid the real world. Your mum -”

Stopping himself at the last second, he realized that this was perhaps not the right moment for a serious talk. Sometimes he felt as if his dead wife was looking down all the time, constantly judging his parenting abilities – or lack thereof – and wondering why he made certain choices; he worried that Joey was a solitary boy, and he'd planned this trip to London specifically to try to shake his son back into the real world. His hope was that, by the time they headed back to Blackpool in a day or two, he might at least have started to make some progress.

“So are you ready?” he said finally, with a smile that he hoped might get through to his son. “It looks like a nice day out there. I don't want to waste it sitting around in this hotel.”

***

“Can you check rooms one to five?” Elaine asked while taking a moment to count the pots on the trolley in one of the hotel's corridors. “I'm not sure if the guests are in or out yet.”

“Of course,” Anastasia replied, turning and heading away along the corridor.

“What do you think?” Elaine continued, turning to Maria. “I'm not impressed so far. I don't think she'll last long.”

“Give her time,” Maria said. “It's only her first week.”

“I can always tell within a few hours,” Elaine explained. “I've been the head of housekeeping at the Earnshaw for a right long time, and I can tell almost immediately whether or not someone's going to fit in with the rest of us. It's a kind of sixth sense that I've developed over many years.”

She looked along the corridor for a moment, before grabbing a set of keys from the side of the trolley.

“I forgot to ask her to fetch some more toilet rolls,” she muttered, turning and heading the other way. “I won't be long. Hold the fort.”

“Sure thing,” Maria said with a faint smile, amused by Elaine's habitual insistence that housekeeping was some kind of highly technical role that required almost supernatural levels of instinct.

For Maria, it was just a job – and one that didn't pay particularly well.

A moment later her phone began to ring. She pulled it from her pocket and saw that her son Jason was trying to get through. Sighing, she glanced both ways to check that she was alone, and then she answered.

“What is it?” she hissed, keeping her voice low. “You know I'm at work!”

“Aaron spilled all the milk,” Jason replied. “Like, all of it. All over the kitchen floor.”

“Then wipe it up.”

“But now we've got no milk.”

“I'll pick some up on my way home.”

“But that'll be hours from now,” Jason whined. “I can't have cereal without milk!”

“Didn't you have your breakfast already?”

“Yes, but -”

“Then you don't need more cereal,” she added before he could come up with yet another excuse. “You're always eating that stuff.”

“Can you get us something to eat on your way home?” Jason asked. “Can we have burgers from that place round the corner?”

“No!”

“But -”

“I'm not made of money, Jason,” she continued, struggling to contain a sense of frustration. She took a deep breath as she tried to work out some kind of compromise. “I'll make you something nice when I get home, but you're going to have to be satisfied with that.”

“Everyone else -”

“I don't care what everyone else has,” she added. “I have to go now. We're not supposed to use our phones when we're at work, if the Duchess catches me I'll be in so much trouble. Just make sure you clear up all the milk and I'll cook you some pasta when I get home. It'll be nice, I promise.”

Before her son could get another word out, the line went dead. Puzzled, Maria tried to call him back, but now she found that she couldn't get any reception at all.

“Kids, huh?”

Letting out a startled gasp, she turned to see a man standing just around the corner, near the elevators.

“Sorry,” Tom continued, “I didn't mean to scare you. And I wasn't eavesdropping, either. I just came up to kind of... look around and see how the hotel works.”

“I'm sorry, Sir,” she replied, barely even looking him in the eye as she stepped aside. “Do you need to get past?”

“Not particularly,” he explained. “Honestly, I'm just looking around.”

He hesitated, before pulling his wallet out and taking hold of a note, which he held out to her.

“I forgot to leave a tip,” he lied. “Please, for your work.”

“Oh, I couldn't possibly...”

“Please,” he added, stepping over and placing the note on the trolley. “But only if you use it to get your son that burger he wants. I remember what it was like to be a kid and... not always getting what I wanted. Obviously there's some good discipline there, but occasionally it's important to have a treat. My mom used to clean rooms in a motel and some of the guests used to leave a real mess. I happen to think that housekeeping is a severely overlooked line of work.” He nodded at the note. “Please, it's on me.”

“That's very kind of you, Sir,” she replied nervously.

“Do you enjoy working here?” he asked. “Are the Earnshaws good employers?”

“Oh, yes, absolutely.”

“You can tell me the truth,” he continued. “I don't know if you're aware, but I'm interested in taking the place over and I really value the opinions of everyone working in a business. You only learn so much by speaking to the folks who run the place. What I want to know is how things really go on a day-to-day basis.”

“It's very good here, Sir.”

“Can you think of anything that might be done better?”

“No, Sir.”

“I'll let you get on with things,” he said, before turning and heading away along the corridor. “Have a nice day. I hope people haven't left their rooms in a bad way. I bet you've got some real horror stories from your time working here. I know my mom did from her days.”

“Yes, Sir,” she replied, watching as he disappeared around the corner.

She turned and looked at the note on the trolley. She knew that technically she was supposed to share tips with the other housekeepers, but a twenty pound note seemed to be above and beyond a usual tip and – besides – hadn't the strange American man specifically given it to her and not to any of the others? A moment later, hearing footsteps returning, she quickly took the money and slid it into her pocket.

“Remind me to order some more of these,” Elaine said, carrying a pack of toilet rolls under each arm. “I don't get how people use so much of this stuff. It's like some of them get through half a roll every time they wipe their behinds.” She set the packs on the trolley, and then she glanced at Maria. “Are you okay? You look... weird.”

“I'm fine,” Maria replied, forcing a smile. “Never better. Should we get on with things?”


Chapter Four

“But you didn't definitely turn him down, did you?” Alex asked, glancing cautiously at his wife as he poured himself a mid-morning brandy. “Daphne, please tell me you weren't rude.”

“I told him that the hotel isn't for sale,” she replied, heading over to the bookcase and adjusting some volumes of Shakespeare that had been left slightly crooked. “I shouldn't even have given him the time of day, but you kept pointing out that he'd come all this way and... well, I suppose I was a bit of a soft touch, that's all.”

“Did you at least listen to what he had to say?”

“I glanced at his proposals.”

“Daphne, he's a very -”

“Can we not talk about this?” she asked, turning to him with an air of growing exasperation. “Mr. Duke came here to offer to buy the hotel, which he's perfectly entitled to want to do, and I turned him down. As I am perfectly entitled to do. I really don't see why the situation has to be made more complicated than that.”

“Darling, his offer's pretty good.”

“It could be the greatest offer in the history of the world, but that wouldn't make one jot of difference,” she said archly. “He could have turned up with a veritable wheelbarrow filled with gold, and I still wouldn't have flinched. The idea of anyone else owning this hotel is completely out of the question.”

“You just don't like him because he's American.”

“I didn't say that,” she replied, before pausing for a moment. “Although his nationality certainly didn't help.”

“Just think about it for a moment,” he continued, carrying two glasses of brandy across the room and holding one out for her, only for her to wave it away. “With the money he's offering, you could leave the hotel in safe hands and sail off into the sunset. You've worked yourself ragged for twenty years, for very little return, and now you deserve a proper holiday. With that money, we could go on the round-the-world cruise we've always dreamed about taking. We could buy a house somewhere hot and sunny.”

“You know I don't like hot and sunny,” she pointed out. “I get a terrible rash.”

“Somewhere cool, then.”

“I don't like it too cold.” She paused. “I like London weather.”

“You like it gray and constantly on the verge of rain?”

“Is that so bad?”

“The point still stands,” he replied, before taking a large sip of brandy. “Your father and grandfather wouldn't want you to push yourself into an early grave due to some kind of misplaced family loyalty.”

“Now you're just scaremongering.”

“Am I?” he added. “It's not good for someone to work seven days a week, fifty-two days a year, for twenty years solid. When was the last time you even took a day off? When we got married? Even then, you had your pager switched on all the time.”

“I did not!”

“It went off during our vows!” he reminded her, before managing a frustrated smile. “Life's short, Daphne. When are we finally going to start living a little?”

“That's easy for you to say,” she replied. “It's not your family that has its name above the door.”

“Isn't it?” he asked. “When we got married, you insisted that you had to keep your maiden name for the sake of the hotel. Eventually I caved in and took your name, when it's supposed to be the other way round. We ought to be Mr. and Mrs. Fincham, but I took your surname as a show of solidarity. If you ask me, that makes this place just as much part of my family, and I think I deserve a say in what happens to it next. Can you at least promise me that you'll look through Mr. Duke's detailed proposal?”

“That might be difficult,” she admitted.

“Why?”

“Because I fed it through the shredder as soon as he'd left the room.”

Alex sighed, but at that moment he heard a knocking sound, followed by the door swinging open.

“Hey,” Lauren said, bursting into the room, “I'm really sorry to disturb you, but... have you seen the news?”

“We've been rather distracted this morning,” Daphne replied. “Why, what's wrong? Has another minor royal or political figure done something unwise?”

“It's a bit bigger than that,” Lauren told her, and now she seemed genuinely terrified. “They're saying that there's been some kind of outbreak in this country. They're saying that all of Britain has been put in quarantine.”

***

“It's certainly very unusual to see preventative measures put in place on this sort of level,” the man on the television said, speaking to the news channel by phone. “What that tells me is that there's clearly significant concern in government about something that has occurred in this country, something that the authorities are desperate to contain if they possibly can.”

“Are we talking about some kind of virus?” the anchor asked. “Could this be a Covid situation all over again?”

“One thing I would say is that with Covid, the response was much slower,” the man continued, “whereas here we're seeing a concerted effort with all agencies pulled together, including the police but also the army and border services. So this seems at the moment to be a much bigger effort than we saw with Covid, although obviously emergency response protocols have likely been massively tightened up since then.”

“The information we're getting,” the anchor said, “is that this is very much focused on this country. In other words, other countries are focusing their efforts on stopping travelers reaching them from the United Kingdom, or possibly just from Britain. It's really hard to tell, but for example we've heard of several other European nations turning away planes that originated in London.”

“Yes, and that's concerning too,” the man admitted. “Remember, the British government – which is almost certainly in crisis mode right now – will desperately want to maintain the confidence of their counterparts in other major capital cities. They'll be speaking regularly, almost non-stop, to the Americans, for example. If this is a global crisis, even one centered unfortunately on Britain, then it's going to require a global response to -”

Suddenly the feed died, leaving a blank screen in the bar.

“Well,” Kam said after a moment, turning to the gathered staff who'd been watching with him for several minutes, “what do we all think about that? Does anyone care to still call me a conspiracy theorist? I think not.”

“I'm not doing Covid again,” Lauren said, shaking her head with a sense of profound consternation. “No way. If they think I'm getting bottled up again in my crappy little flat with my insanely annoying roommate for months on end, it's just not happening. Been there, done that.”

“Has anyone heard anything from family abroad?” Kam continued, before turning to Henrik. “What about Norway?”

“I talk to my family once every three months,” he replied with his usual taciturn sense of calm. “Whether I need to or not. The next call isn't scheduled until a week on Friday. I'm not trying them until then.”

“Well,” Kam muttered, taking his phone out and making a point of tapping on the screen, “I've just been trying to get through to my brother in Chiang Mai, and I can't get a connection. All the cellphones are down. I can't even call a local number.”

“The internet's down too,” Maria added, and she sounded notably more concerned as she tried her own phone. “Guys, I know this might seem like I'm ducking out, but I want to get home to my kids. I'm sure everything's okay, but...”

Her voice trailed off for a moment, and then she turned and hurried out of the bar.

“What does the Duchess say about it all?” Lauren asked.

“I was hoping you could tell us,” Kam replied. “I overheard a few of the guests discussing it just now, and if the airports are closed, we might have to deal with some pretty peeved travelers. There's even -”

Before he could finish, footsteps entered the bar and everyone turned just in time to see Tom Duke making his way through.

“Hey,” the American said, stopping and furrowing his brow as he realized that everyone was now staring at him. “I just came by to see if anyone...”

He looked around the room, and already he could tell that something was wrong.

“There was no-one on the front desk,” he added cautiously, “so I...”

Again he hesitated.

“Is something wrong?” he asked finally. “You guys are all giving me the weirdest stares. I didn't do anything to upset any of you, did I?”

“Do you know what's going on?” Kam replied.

“About what?”

“Americans always know,” Kam continued. “They're, like, in charge of the world, or at least they think they are. Do you know why all the airports in the country have suddenly slammed shut? No-one's allowed in or out of Britain and we can't even get any calls out.” He held up his phone. “There's clearly some kind of national security emergency going on and we're all being kept in the dark, as usual, by a supposedly democratically-elected government. They have a duty to let us know what's happening but we're all being left sitting here like lemons.”

“There goes Maria,” Lauren said, peering out the window as Maria – still slipping her arms into her coat – hurried away along the street while trying not to drop her bag. “I don't blame her. If there was anyone I cared about, I'd be heading home right about now too.”

“I don't know a damn thing about what's going on here,” Tom told them all, before pausing for a moment. “But I sure as hell want to find out.”


Chapter Five

A black helicopter swooped low above the buildings, causing Maria to stop in her tracks just as she reached the end of Sombie Street. She looked up and saw the helicopter racing past the buildings opposite and arcing around across Green Park, and she couldn't help thinking that this was yet another worrying sign that something serious was going on.

And then, still clutching her bag, she stepped around the corner and began to make her way toward the tube station, only to stop again as she realized that something else was very strange.

London was empty.

Almost empty, at least. There were a few people, sure, but not nearly as many as usual. In fact, she had to admit that the scene reminded her of the early days of the Covid pandemic, when the streets had been almost deserted. A few cars were making their way past and the two regular guys were still sitting on their stools opposite, trying to sell the artwork they'd lined up for passing tourists, but there were surprisingly few actual pedestrians around. The coffee shop down the road was already shut, and as Maria set off again she couldn't help but wonder whether other people knew some big secret that so far she'd missed.

A man made his way past, muttering angrily to himself as he jabbed at his phone.

“Hello,” Maria said, trying to get his attention, “Sir, I'm so sorry to disturb you but do you know what's happening?”

Ignoring her, the man hurried along on his way toward Piccadilly Circus.

Looking ahead, Maria saw a smartly-dressed young woman storming out from a side street.

“Miss? Can I ask you a question?”

“Sorry, got to get to the pub,” the woman replied. “Looks like it's the end of the world. Again. I need to be shitfaced within the hour or I might start freaking out.”

With that, she stepped out straight into the road. On any other day that would be suicidal, but now there were so few cars about that she was able to simply stride around wherever she wanted with the tail of her long coat flapping in the breeze. Maria watched as she walked away, and she realized that with each passing second she was noticing more and more signs – some big and some small – that the world wasn't quite working right.

Suddenly she heard a roaring sound, and she turned just as two more black helicopters flew fast overheard, racing toward the center of the city. She watched as they zoomed over Piccadilly Circus, and in that moment she understood that she really needed to get home to her children as quickly as possible.

She turned and began to hurry toward the tube station. She didn't run, partly because she was already a little out of breath and partly because she didn't want to look like she was panicking, but she was certainly walking as fast as humanly possible. She was already making a mental inventory of everything in the cupboards at home, and wondering whether she should stop by the corner shop on her way to the flat; although she was a little low on money until the end of the month and she couldn't really afford to break her usual budget, she figured that a few extra packets of pasta and tins of soup might be useful. Oh, and toilet roll. Lots and lots of -

In that moment, she saw that someone was in the process of pulling the metal barrier across the entrance to the tube station.

“Hello?” she stammered, hurrying over just as the man locked the gate. “Is there another entrance?”

“Tube's shut,” he replied, double-checking the gate before turning to her. “Orders from up high. Sorry, there's some kind of emergency and they're stopping all public transport.”

“But I need to get home,” she replied. “I need to get to my kids in Hammersmith.”

“I'm sorry,” he said again, “but I don't think you'll be able to find any buses or taxis, either. You could try to pick up one of those rental bikes somewhere.” He checked his watch. “Or you could be like me and get home the old-fashioned way,” he added, turning and hurrying away. “How long would it take to walk to Hammersmith from here, anyway? An hour and a half? Two hours?”

“Walk?” she said incredulously, but she was already starting to worry that she might have no other option. “I can't walk all the way home! I don't know the way!”

***

“I can't log into the system,” Henrik muttered, tapping at the screen again as he stood at the hotel's front desk, “because the system needs to use a server-side authenticator and without the internet that's impossible.”

“So you can't check anyone in or out without the internet?” Tom asked. “That seems like an unnecessary point of failure to me.”

“It's okay,” Henrik continued, grabbing a pad of paper and a pen. “We have spare capacity, so I'll do everything by hand and then when the network's back up I can enter it all into the computer. I'm sorry, Sir, it'll just take a little longer than usual.”

“You're good at thinking on your feet,” Tom observed, nodding gently. “I like that. Tell me, have you ever thought about some kind of career advancement? You seem like someone who's kinda wasted working on the desk like this.”

“That's very kind of you to say, Sir,” he replied, “but I actually enjoy my job here at the Earnshaw.”

“I didn't say that you didn't enjoy it,” Tom pointed out. “I just think you could be doing bigger and better things. When my deal goes through to buy this place, you and I need to have a conversation. Someone like you could go a long way in my organization.”

Henrik looked up at him, but a moment later he heard a familiar set of footsteps approaching. Even before he turned, he knew that Daphne was on her way over.

“Mrs. Earnshaw,” he said, “I -”

“What's going on?” she asked, pointedly ignoring Tom as she stopped at the desk. “I can't get any internet connection, I can't make phone calls and Lauren was just telling me all this nonsense about quarantine. Obviously the idea's ludicrous, the girl must have entirely lost her mind, but what's actually happening?”

“I'm having to institute a Code Blue for check in,” Henrik told her.

“And what's a Code Blue when it's at home?”

“It's a system I came up with a while ago in case the computers are down,” he explained. “I told you about it once.”

“I've never heard of a Code Blue in all my life,” she said dismissively. “You really ought to run these things past me.”

“The man's showing initiative,” Tom pointed out with a faint smile. “If you ask me, he should be rewarded for that.”

“I neither require nor desire your advice on running my business, Mr. Duke,” she replied archly. “However, if you need to check out, I'm sure Henrik will be more than happy to assist you. And of course he'll be able to call you a taxi as well.”

“Actually,” Tom said, “given that there aren't any taxis and the airports all seem to be closed, I'm in the process of arranging to extend my stay. I figure that we might as well make it another week, so that I have a little more time to explore this wonderful city of yours. And hopefully by the end of that week, everything will be getting back to normal.”

“Actually, I'm not sure that we have the capacity,” Daphne said stonily.

“Actually, we do,” Henrik told her. “Mr. Duke can easily just stay in his room for another seven days, it's absolutely no problem at all. I really just need to let housekeeping know.”

“Very well,” Daphne muttered, although she was clearly unhappy about the situation. “Make sure that you check the payment method we have on file.” She glanced at Tom. “Nothing personal,” she added, “just standard procedure so that we can be sure guests are able to pay for their time with us.”

“I have enough money to buy this hotel several times over,” he pointed out. “Money's not a problem.”

“Yes, but we have our routines,” she told him, “and we like to stick to them. Don't we, Henrik?”

“I'll make sure everything's fine, Mrs. Earnshaw,” he replied. “I just hope the network gets up and running again soon. It feels like someone's turned the whole country off.”

“I wouldn't worry,” she said, before turning and heading through to the back office. “Alexander thinks it's just some kind of overreaction to a terrorist threat, as usual. He says some idiot probably pressed the wrong panic button and now we're all paying the price.” Stopping, she turned to look back at him. “Oh, and have you seen Jennifer? She's supposed to still be working, but I can't find her anywhere.”

“Jenny?” He paused for a few seconds. “No, I don't think I've seen her since before breakfast.”

“Well, when you do, tell her to come and see me immediately,” she said firmly. “If there's any kind of crisis, I need her as my second in command. She's the one person around this place who actually knows how to keep a cool head.”

“Sorry about that,” Henrik muttered as he set back to work with the pad of paper. “I just need to get a few more details from you while the system's down, and then I'll sort out your key card.”

“You shouldn't have to apologize for your boss,” Tom pointed out. “Something tells me she should be valuing your abilities a lot more.”

“I'm very happy with my job, Mr Duke,” Henrik replied, almost as if he was embarrassed by the compliments. He glanced briefly at the staircase leading down to the restaurant. “And I'm very lucky to work here at the Earnshaw. Honestly, right now there's nowhere else I'd rather be in all the world.”


Chapter Six

After walking for several minutes at a fast pace, Maria began to realize that the streets were somehow getting emptier and emptier. Indeed, since reaching the edge of Knightsbridge she'd barely seen anyone else at all, and she couldn't help glancing around as she worried once again that she was missing something important.

“Hey!” a voice called out suddenly. “Lady!”

Startled, she stopped and saw a homeless man sitting in the doorway of a nearby restaurant. Her immediate, instinctive reaction was to take a step back.

“Lady,” he continued, “do you know what's going on? Where did everyone go?”

“I... have no idea,” she replied, not really wanting to attract any attention from someone who looked so dirty. She glanced both ways along the street, and in that moment she realized that there was no-one around who might help her if she got into trouble. “I'm sorry, I don't have any change.”

“Something weird must be going on,” the guy pointed out. “I don't like how this feels.”

“Please leave me alone,” she said, turning and continuing on her way. “I don't have anything to give you.”

“I didn't ask for anything!” he called after her. “Lady, are you okay? Don't you think maybe we should stick together until we know it's safe?”

Ignoring him, she hurried along the street, terrified that at any moment he might start to follow. Once she'd crossed at the next junction she glanced over her shoulder, but to her immense relief she saw that there was no sign of the fellow. She silently thanked God for that, and then she tried to focus on the fact that she needed to somehow find her way to Hammersmith.

Having always used the tube and the buses, she wasn't entirely sure which way to go, and so far the few street signs weren't too helpful. She hoped she was going in roughly the right direction, and she told herself that eventually she had to spot a useful sign. Pulling her phone out, she checked once again for any signal but found that she still couldn't connect to a network. She thought for a moment of her sons back at home, and she told herself that while they might well be getting very scared, they'd know that she was on her way. They were good, smart boys and they'd be more than capable of looking after themselves for another hour or two until she got back to the flat.

Looking back again, she saw that the homeless man still wasn't following her. She turned to look ahead, and then she stopped as she saw a single figure standing far away in the middle of the road, seemingly staring straight back at her.

After hesitating for a few seconds, wondering whether she should risk taking another route and potentially getting lost, she began to walk again. Each step felt heavier than the last and now she really couldn't help but worry, although so far the figure in the distance hadn't really moved at all. Reaching the next crossing, she told herself that the guy – and she could just about tell that it was a man – probably felt just as confused about the whole situation.

Suddenly hearing the sound of an engine, she turned to her left just as a car rumbled into view. Relieved to see some sign of normality, she watched as the car came to stop in front of her, and a moment later the side window wound down as a man peered out at her.

“Are you out of your mind?” he asked, seemingly almost deranged with fear. “What are you doing out like this? Find somewhere undercover!”

“I'm sorry,” Maria replied, “I don't know what -”

“But not in my car!” he hissed. “I'm sorry, I'd offer you a lift, but I just... I really can't be sure that you're not one of them.”

“One of who?” she asked cautiously.

The man muttered something she couldn't quite hear as he floored the throttle and the car raced off again. Turning to watch as the vehicle disappeared into the distance, Maria felt utterly bemused but she quickly told herself that most likely the man in the car was simply some lunatic.

And then, looking ahead again, she saw that the other man – the man standing in the middle of the street up ahead – was still staring at her. She stared back, trying to summon the courage to simply keep going, until finally her resolve broke and she followed the road to the right, figuring that at least this way she should be able to take a short detour and hopefully avoid not only the man in the street but also any other homeless people.

***

“So there are no taxis at all?” the man at the desk asked, clearly struggling to understand the situation. “Are you telling me that I can't get to the airport?”

“Even if you could,” Henrik replied, “you'd only end up in a large queue. All the airports are shut at the moment.”

“Why?”

“I'm afraid I don't know, Sir.”

“This country's insane,” the man continued, no longer able to hide a sense of exasperation. “I bet those idiots have gone on strike again. I'll bet you any money in the world that this is some militant union that's called a wildcat strike and they've just walked out. They don't think about other people, do they?”

He tapped at his phone again.

“And of course the airline doesn't bother getting in touch, do they? Customer service in this country has gone to the dogs. It's probably all automated with artificial intelligence.”

“My advice,” Henrik said, “would be to wait here until we have a better understanding of the situation, and I'm sure that within a few hours we'll know a lot more.”

“I don't have a few hours,” the man snapped. “I have to be in Geneva by five this evening. I have a very important dinner reservation.”

“I wouldn't think that you'll be able to make that reservation, Sir,” Henrik replied. “Even if the situation gets resolved immediately, I imagine the backlog at the airports will be quite exhausting for at least a few more days to come.”

“I really don't need your opinion,” the man replied, before grabbing his bag and heading to the door. “I'll find a taxi myself. Oh, and don't think I won't be mentioning this incompetence when I leave a review. My whole stay at this hotel has been a disaster from start to finish.”

“I'm sorry to hear that, Sir,” Henrik said as the man left the building. He looked out the window and saw him hurrying along the street, searching for any sign of a taxi. “Moron.”

Once the guy was out of sight, he opened a nearby drawer and reached for one of the keys.

“So there's a problem.”

After closing the drawer, with the key still inside, Henrik turned again to see Tom Duke making his way across reception, holding up his key card.

“They don't work,” Henrik said with a sigh, immediately realizing that the doors were connected to the computer system and that the computer system was in free-fall without any kind of external connection. “I'm sorry, Sir, I was hoping that they'd be okay but obviously that was never too likely.”

“Call me crazy,” Tom said as he reached the desk, “but I don't see what's wrong with good old-fashioned keys and keyholes. At least those work when the power's out.”

“We still have power, at least,” Henrik pointed out with a faint smile, “although -”

And then, as those words left his lips, the lights died and the familiar ever-present hum of the hotel's air-conditioning system abruptly died.

“Excellent timing,” Tom said with a faint smile. “Really, that couldn't have been bettered. Bravo.”

“I think it's shaping up to be one of those days,” Henrik observed wryly.

“You ever had a day start quite as badly as this one?” Tom asked.

“Actually, no,” Henrik said, pulling open a drawer and taking out a branded pencil with the hotel's name in gold lettering on the side. “But I'm going to show you a trick that ordinarily I really wouldn't reveal to any guests. I suppose I'll have to tell everyone now, but...”

He held the pencil out with the pointed end at the top.

“If you go back to your room and feel under the door handle plate,” he explained, “you'll find a small indentation. It's an emergency release system for situations like this. Slide the pencil into the gap, push firmly, and you'll hear a clicking sound. At that point the door will be unlocked, but you need to turn the handle while the pencil's still in place otherwise it'll lock again. From the inside, obviously the door should work as normal.”

“You're a man of many surprises,” Tom said, taking the pencil.

“If you have any trouble, let me know,” Henrik continued, checking his watch before taking out some more pencils. “And now, I think I'd better go and knock on the doors of the rooms that are still occupied. I need to show everyone the same trick so that -”

Suddenly, before he could finish, they both heard a set of loud screeching sounds, like alarms going off somewhere nearby. They looked around, and then Henrik pulled his phone from his pocket and saw a flashing yellow and red symbol on the screen.

“This is it!” Kam gasped excitedly, as if this was one of the greatest moments in his entire life. “It's emergency broadcast time! They're finally going to tell us plebs what's actually going on!”


Chapter Seven

“What the -”

Rifling through her handbag as she stood on another street corner, Maria finally found her phone. Pulling it out, she was shocked to see a red and yellow symbol flashing on the screen. She tried to turn down the deafening volume, but the buttons on the side of the phone refused to function properly and she was left staring at the device in shocked confusion.

A moment later the sound ended, and the flashing image was replaced by a shot of Robert Henley, the man who just a few months earlier had become the country's fourth prime minister in the space of just a year. To suggest that he'd been an unpopular choice would be something of an understatement.

“Citizens of Great Britain,” Henley said, clearly shocked as he looked into the lens, “I'm sending you this message because our country has been plunged into a moment of great calamity.”

***

Standing in one of the hotel's upstairs corridors, Lauren stared in disbelief at the video on her phone.

“This morning,” Henley continued, “after discussion with our international partners, I made the difficult decision to immediately close our borders in an attempt to limit the spread of an extremely infectious disease that appears to have originated in the Midlands. This disease poses a direct and immediate threat to human health, and it's already clear that the health network will be unable to deal with the large number of expected cases.”

“Are you kidding me?” Lauren whispered as tears began to fill her eyes. “This has to be some kind of joke, right? This can't be real.”

***

“I've always prided myself on my directness,” Henley said, “so in this moment I'm going to be completely honest with you. There is going to be no easy solution to this problem.”

“Is he tearing up?” Kam asked, watching his phone as he stood behind the hotel's bar. “Does it look to the rest of you like he's trying not to cry?”

“My government is having to react to a rapidly-changing situation that continues to evolve at a very high pace,” Henley added. “It was only a few hours ago that we became aware of the problem, and I want to reassure all of you that the decision to declare an emergency was not taken lightly. This is not a drill, it's not a test, and everybody needs to take the situation extremely seriously.”

“He's totally trying not to cry,” Kam whispered. “This is real.”

“Our international partners have initiated their own emergency protocols,” the prime minister continued as his voice began to tremble with fear, “and are confident that they can contain any spread from our shores. For us in Britain, however, the situation is very different. It is my solemn duty to inform you now that we have no choice but to make, for the sake of the entire world, the greatest sacrifice that can ever be asked of any nation.”

“I don't like where this is going,” one of the guests said, holding her own phone as she perched on the edge of the sofa. “Why doesn't he just come out with the truth?”

“This is it,” Kam said, his eyes almost shining with a growing sense of anticipation. “I knew something like this was coming. I've been saying it for years!”

***

“For the sake of mankind,” Henley went on, as Daphne and her husband stood in the office and watched a phone on the desk, “we have to make sure that this disease does not escape from our country.”

“What's this idiot wittering on about now?” Daphne muttered. “I've never liked him, he's always -”

“Shut up!” Alex hissed. “Listen!”

“Our medical experts inform me,” the prime minister said, “that the disease has a mortality rate of one hundred per cent. There is at present no cure and no vaccination. The disease spreads through saliva and possibly any other bodily fluids. I must urge everyone to be extremely cautious and to avoid taking risks. Even if a close family member's life is in danger, you have to think of the bigger picture. Death is...”

He hesitated for a few seconds, as if he was struggling to get the next words out.

“Death is not instant,” he added finally, “but after a few days most hosts will die. And that, I'm afraid to tell you now, is our only hope. I am telling all of you that you must hide and have no contact with anyone else. Board up your homes if necessary. Do not go to any shops. You'll have to survive on whatever you have in your cupboards. Hide out and hopefully within twenty to thirty days, the infection will have made its way through our population and will have died out. Then we can begin to recover.”

“He's a lunatic,” Daphne said. “He's completely lost his mind.”

Staring at the screen, Alex had lost almost all the color from his face.

“Other measures are going to be taken by our international partners to... try to suppress the disease,” Henley explained, and now he seemed more terrified than ever. “We have been able to offer our opinion on these measures, but ultimately other governments are going to do whatever they think might be necessary. Some of you might witness these measures, and some of you might even find yourself in the middle of them. To those people, I can only offer my apologies and my deepest sympathies.”

***

Sitting on the bed in his room, with the pencil next to him, Tom Duke narrowed his eyes slightly as he continued to stare at the phone.

“It is my duty,” Henley continued, “to stress that there is nothing the authorities can do to help. Everyone is on their own while we deal with this situation, and you must all look after yourselves accordingly. There will be no police, ambulance, fire or other services for the foreseeable future. We, as a government, are unable to help you and will attempt to keep ourselves safe according to the very same advice I have just outlined.”

He paused again, as muffled voices could be heard somewhere in the background of the video.

“There will be no further updates,” Henley said somberly. “We all hope that in twenty to thirty days, this will be over and some semblance of normality can return. I can't lie to you and say that the next few weeks will be easy, and I want to stress that some of the decisions made by our international partners are decisions with which I profoundly disagree. There will be hardship ahead, and not all of you will make it out the other side. But if you take the government's advice and hunker down, and stay as far away from other people as possible while making sure not to attract attention, you'll be giving yourselves the best possible chance of survival.”

“Damn it,” Tom whispered. “I picked the wrong time for a vacation.”

***

“I know that some of you will be feeling angry and confused,” Henley said, and now people were rushing about in the background of the video, some of them even yelling. “That's an understandable reaction. Please just know that there are no other options. In this darkest hour, we must all do our part and...”

His voice trailed off, and for a few seconds he stared into the lens with the air of a man who'd run out of platitudes and easy soundbites, and who was now contemplating the coming abyss.

“Save yourselves,” he said finally. “You're on your own. And to those of you who will not make it through the coming nightmare, let me say this...”

Another pause.

“God bless you for your sacrifice.”

He continued to look into the lens, and now the chaos behind him was becoming more and more pronounced.

“We have to go!” a voice yelled in the video. “It's now or never! The helicopter's ready.”

Henley simply continued to watch the lens, until suddenly the video cut to black. A moment later a list appeared on the screen, recapping a few of the key points that the prime minister had made, along with a hashtag at the bottom of the screen in simple yellow text: #connaughtridge.

Still at his regular position behind the reception desk, Henrik stared at the phone for a moment longer before looking up. He remained completely still, almost motionless, before finally blinking.

***

Standing all alone on the street, Maria continued to look at her phone, waiting in case the message continued or perhaps repeated. She'd listened to every word, yet somehow she'd been struggling to take it all in.

A gentle wind blew against her as she looked first left and then right. She saw no-one, and in that moment she felt a shiver run through her bones as she tried yet again to make sense of everything that prime minister had just announced.

And then, suddenly, a woman's voice rang out from somewhere nearby, screaming in a fit of absolute agony.


Chapter Eight

“Connaught Ridge?” Kam said under his breath. “That was a weird hashtag. Where have I heard that name before?”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Daphne called out as she made her way into the bar with Alex just a few paces behind, “can I just check, is everyone here?”

“All staff and all guests are accounted for,” Henrik told her. “I knocked on -”

“Jenny's not here.”

They both turned to see Lauren standing just inside the doorway, nervously biting her fingernails.

“She didn't clock out, and no-one's seen her,” she continued.

“Did you check everywhere?” Daphne asked, turning to Henrik again.

He nodded.

“It's not like Jenny to just flake out like this,” Lauren pointed out. “Do you think something might have happened to her?”

“I think Jenny is more than capable of looking after herself,” Daphne said firmly, clearly making an effort to sound as if she was in charge. “Most likely she headed home as soon as she heard what was happening, and I'm quite sure that she'll be absolutely fine.”

“But what if -”

“Lauren, we need to work out what we're going to do next,” Daphne added, cutting her off. “We need to stay focused and try to take emotion out of our decision-making.”

She glanced around the room for a moment, looking at each face in turn. Some were familiar members of the staff, people she'd employed for many years, while a few anxious-looking guests were perched on the various chairs and sofas.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she continued, “for those of you who might not be aware, my name is Daphne Earnshaw and I'm the proprietor of this hotel. The Earnshaw has been in my family for many generations, ever since it first opened, and we've always prided ourselves on taking the utmost care of our guests. I'm sure you all saw the emergency broadcast earlier and, much like myself, you must have a lot of questions. Let me start by reassuring you that for the duration of whatever's going on, you of course are more than welcome to stay here with us.”

“What is going on out there?” one of the men asked.

“Does anyone know anything?” a woman added.

“So far,” Daphne replied, “I'm afraid we're all as much in the dark as you are. It seems to me that we're all going to have to sit tight and wait for some more news, which I very much hope will be along within the hour.”

“But it's serious, right?” the man continued. “Whatever's going on out there... is it war? Did World War Three break out?”

“I'm sure it's nothing like that,” Daphne told him. “In these difficult times, we really must avoid letting our imaginations run away with us.”

“They said it was Britain,” another woman pointed out. “They made it sound like whatever's going on, it's only happening here.”

“The authorities will be dealing with the situation,” Daphne replied. “We have to put our trust in them and assume that they know what they're doing. I'm sure they're far too busy rectifying the situation, but after it's over we'll find out all about it. The government and the military will have a plan by now and -”

Before she could finish, they all heard the loud roar of some kind of jet flying over. Kam hurried to the window and looked out, watching the sky, but already the roar – which had rattled the windows – was dying out.

“I wasn't quick enough,” Kam muttered, turning to the others. “Does anyone know anything about military aircraft? Could you tell what type it was from the sound?”

“That is proof of what I just said,” Daphne added, before taking a deep breath. “Even now, the authorities are taking the necessary steps and we must put our faith in them. I'm not trying to downplay the seriousness of whatever's happening out there, but for now I think the best thing for all concerned is if we simply hunker down in our present location. I'm going to get Henrik to run an inventory but I'm absolutely sure that we have more than enough food and other necessary supplies to get us through the day. You are welcome, as guests of the Earnshaw, to stay here with us until everything blows over.”

“And what if it doesn't?”

Turning to look over at the far corner, Daphne opened her mouth reply, only to find herself facing Tom Duke. As soon as she saw his eyes, she understood that his expression was devoid of the same panic and fear she'd witnessed in the faces of the other guests; something about this wretched American fellow, who only a few hours earlier had been attempting to purchase her family's legacy, seemed far calmer and more in control.

“I'm not sure what you mean,” Daphne said, trying to avoid seeming flustered.

“I mean,” he continued, speaking with the slow American drawl that she found particularly irritating, “what if it doesn't blow over in a day? Or a week, even. You can't be sure that it will, not if -”

In that moment two more roars filled the skies, and Kam again hurried to the window just as the panes rattled loudly.

“I saw a flash!” he gasped. “They were really low! Like... almost skimming the tops of the buildings. That low!”

“I would be more concerned if we didn't hear such things,” Daphne pointed out.

“I watched the video of that Henley guy,” Tom continued, getting to his feet. “I never really liked him, and today I saw a man gripped by panic. He wasn't telling us everything, and he sure as hell wasn't trying to do the right thing by the rest of the country. I've never had a particularly high opinion of politicians, but when I watched that video today, I immediately realized what your prime minister was doing.”

“And what was that?” Daphne asked with pursed lips.

“Buying himself time,” Tom suggested. “Looking after himself. Covering his own ass. That was the last act of a panicked man who wants to make himself look good in case anyone comes for him later. But if you looked in his eyes, you could see he knew that wouldn't ever happen. If you ask me, your prime minister is already on a private jet out of this place. Hell, I'll bet he's knocking back some drinks. Maybe he stopped to pick up his own family, or maybe he didn't even do that. People show their true colors in times of crisis and I don't think your Mister Henley had any hope when he recorded that video.”

He paused for a moment, watching the silent room as if he was assessing the reactions of the staff and other guests.

“The way he was talking to us all,” he added finally, “made one thing very clear. He expects us all to die.”

“What nonsense,” Daphne replied. “I actually met Mister Henley once, at a fundraising event before he attained high office, and I can tell you that he's a very honorable man. He would certainly do what he considers to be right, rather than fleeing like some kind of... rat.”

“I'm afraid that's exactly what he seemed like to me,” Tom said sternly. “A rat, and we all know what rats do when they're on a sinking ship.”

“We just have to be patient,” Daphne said, making a point of turning to the others. “I know that's going to be difficult, but no good will come from panicking or spouting personal theories as if they're facts.” She glanced briefly back at Tom before looking around the room once more. “I am quite sure that by the end of the day we'll know a great deal about what's going on. Until then, I shall instruct my staff to provide complimentary refreshments. Please, try not to worry too much and -”

“Certain refreshments will be complimentary,” Alex said with a nervous smile, cutting her off. “Obviously other items, such as alcohol, will have to be charged to your rooms and -”

“Not today,” Daphne said firmly, and this time it was her turn to interrupt. “Today we are looking after our guests.”

“Yes,” Alex said, turning to her and lowering her voice, “but it's not a free-for-all. We can't afford to run an open bar!”

“I'm sure everyone will behave reasonably,” she said firmly, before looking around the room once more. “Please, everyone, allow me to discuss things with my team and then we shall provide refreshments shortly.”

“For the record, I don't agree with this,” Alex whispered. “These people can afford to pay their own damn way. You don't have to go completely nuts.”

“I've made my decision,” she told him, before turning to Tom. “Mr. Duke,” she added, “might I trouble you for a moment of your time in my office? In private?”


Chapter Nine

“I get it,” Tom said a couple of minutes later, as he followed Daphne into the office, “you're trying to -”

“Shut the door, will you?”

He turned and pushed the door shut, and then he made his way over to the desk.

“I get it,” he said again. “You're trying to downplay the situation to avoid causing panic, but I don't think people are buying it. This country is under some kind of military lock-down, your own prime minister has fled and that broadcast he made sounded very much like a farewell message. This isn't some kind of Covid-style drama. Something way more serious is happening.”

He waited for a reply, but she simply stared at him from the other side of the desk.

“Well?” he continued, as she pointedly looked him up and down. “What are you doing? Why are you looking at me that way?”

“I'm sorry,” she replied, “but I'm rather taken aback. I've just never met such an oaf before, not in my entire life.”

He opened his mouth to reply, but at the very last second he held back.

“An... oaf?” he said cautiously.

“That's the only explanation for your dreadful behavior,” she continued. “Mr. Duke, I appreciate that you made me what you believed to be an adequate offer for this business. I should like to remind you that I turned you down, which means that you are no bigger and no more important than any of the other guests here. You certainly have no right to interrupt me when I'm explaining how things are going to go.”

“I -”

“Quite frankly,” she added, “you have demonstrated an ego of Brobdingnagian proportions and I think you would be well advised to hold your tongue when others are speaking.”

“I -”

“This is still, despite your best efforts, my hotel and I shall run things as I see fit. I certainly don't need you to come storming in and trying to rearrange everything and causing further panic like some kind of...”

She looked him up and down again.

“American,” she added. “With your jeremiads of fear, from which you no doubt believe you can make a tidy profit.”

“I'm sorry,” he said, furrowing his brow, “but did you just used the word Brobdingnagian in a sentence?”

“You are more than welcome to remain here as a guest until this little crisis has been resolved,” she continued, “but you are just one of many guests here and you really should show a little more gratitude. The world does not need to hear your opinion on every little matter, Mr. Duke. This is not social media, where every fool pipes up with their thoughts. Sometimes it's better to keep one's mouth shut as opposed to rambling away and making oneself look silly.” She kept her eyes fixed on him for a moment longer. “Just some constructive advice that I very much hope you'll take into consideration.”

“Are you telling me off?” he asked cautiously. “I'm sorry, I can't quite tell. I don't think anyone has actually told me off since I was in kindergarten.”

“I'm reminding you of your status here at the hotel,” she said through gritted teeth. “And I hope you'll agree that I'm doing it in a very polite manner.”

“Oh, you're certainly being extremely polite,” he replied. “I'd expect no less from a member of the great Earnshaw family. I'm sure your ancestors were equally polite when they were whipping the slaves in the colonies.”

“Clearly you know nothing of my family's history,” she told him tersely.

“Did that rifle belong to one of them?” he asked, nodding at the rifle hanging on the wall behind her. “It looks old.”

“It's an antique.”

“Does it still work?”

“I'm sure I wouldn't have a clue.”

“This hotel seems to be full of antiques,” he suggested, and now he was the one doing the looking up and down, as if he was studying Daphne carefully. “No offense.”

“None taken,” she replied, before making her way around the desk and heading toward the door. “You may remain in here while you compose yourself, if necessary. I have to speak to my staff and make preparations for the rest of the day. I don't mean to seem unwelcoming, Mr. Duke. I hope you'll make the best of a bad situation. Please, just remember that you're merely a guest.”

“Is this tetchy schoolmarm act real or some kind of persona you put on?” he asked. “Because I've got to admit that it's effective and very convincing.”

She stopped in the doorway and turned to glare at him.

“And just a tiny bit hot,” he added.

“Please don't try to ingratiate yourself further,” she said archly. “It really will have the opposite to your intended result.”

With that, she marched out of the room, leaving Tom to sit on the edge of the desk as he contemplated everything she'd just told him. He had to admit that while he'd done his research on Daphne Earnshaw before arriving at the hotel, she was taking him by surprise and he hadn't expected her to be so forthright and strict. At the same time, he figured that her family's history must have left her with no option other than to toughen up. He'd arrived at the hotel hoping that he might manipulate her into selling, but now he understood that she was a far more formidable opponent.

“Brobdingnagian,” he said with a faint smile. “The lady certainly knows how to get her point across.”

***

“Let's not go crazy here,” Alex said, hurrying to the bar as Kam set out a row of glasses. “Don't fill these, okay? Halfway at most.”

“Mrs. Earnshaw said -”

“I don't care what my wife told you to do,” Alex continued, moving the glasses aside and then taking out a second set that was considerably smaller. “She's not the one who has to balance the books every month. I don't care what kind of crisis is going on out there, we're not giving stuff away.”

“But -”

“I want you to make a note of who drinks and eats what,” he added. “Everyone gets one free food item and one free non-alcoholic drink item from the menu, and after that it goes on their bill. We're not running a charity here.”

“Whatever you say,” he replied, “but can I ask you something? Do you really think this is all going to blow over by the evening?”

“I have no idea,” Alex admitted.

“Because I don't,” Kam continued. “This is something big. Something major. Something world-changing. And we're right in the middle of it, which doesn't sit -”

Another roar filled the sky above. As Kam and Alex both looked at the ceiling, the windows shuddered and the glasses on the counter rattled gently, almost as if they were shivering with fear.

“That's not normal,” Kam pointed out once the roar was gone. “I've counted at least six flyovers so far, and I'm pretty sure they're using high-tech planes. In fact, I bet they're not even our own. If you ask me, the American government will have stepped in to take control. Do you have any idea how serious this mess must be?”

“Let them do what they want,” Alex replied, checking his watch. “Meanwhile, for the ordinary people like us, life has to go on. We can't stop the wheels turning just because of some drama queens who want to break out the expensive toys. When this ends, I still have to pay the hotel's bills, so I'm the one you're going to listen to.”

“Do you know what Connaught Ridge is? I swear I've heard that name somewhere before but I just can't quite figure out where.”

“Can you please just focus on doing your actual job? I pay you to serve drinks, not to spout nonsense or dispense wise philosophical advice. Which is a good thing, actually, because serving drinks is really your only skill.”

“Mrs. Earnshaw said -”

“I don't care what my wife said!” Alex hissed, leaning over the counter and jabbing him in the chest. “You're going to run everything by me first, okay? This hotel can't afford to indulge Daphne's crazy ideas of what's right and proper. She has no idea about the business side of things, that's always been my area.” Hearing footsteps, he turned to see Tom Duke making his way past the reception desk. “I have to go and deal with something,” he added, hurrying to the door, “but remember everything I just told you. Daphne's the face of the hotel but I'm the one holding the purse strings. You're not to put any of her stupid ideas into action until you've run them by me first!”

“Whatever you say,” Kam replied with thinly-disguised disgust, before taking a swig of whiskey and then starting to fill the glasses. “You're the boss, even when the world's standing on the brink of complete annihilation.”


Chapter Ten

Stopping suddenly, Maria froze for a moment before ducking into the doorway of a small shop. She pulled back, desperate to remain out of sight, and sure enough a few seconds later she heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps somewhere further along the street.

Clutching her bag against her chest and holding her breath, she began to silently pray.

For the past few minutes she'd been cautiously making her way through the city's deserted streets. Since the prime minister's broadcast, she'd seen occasional signs of life: a few cars had flashed past, some jets and helicopters had flown low over the city and she'd even spotted people in the distance. For the most part, however, London seemed to have emptied remarkably quickly, as if almost the entire population had fled as soon as there'd been some inkling of disaster. She supposed that other people had simply been more on the ball and had twigged that things were going badly a little sooner, but she knew that she had to focus on getting home and making sure that her boys were safe.

“Please,” she whispered under her breath, “I've always tried to be a good person. I need -”

“It's over!” a man yelled suddenly.

Maria instantly tensed and pulled back even harder against the wall.

“Don't you get it?” the man continued, his voice crying out from somewhere up ahead. “It's the end of the world, you morons! All that noise and activity, all that stress and drive, and this is where it's been leading! The whole thing is over!”

Although she was desperate to make sure that no-one spotted her, Maria could tell that the man was a good distance away. Despite a few reservations, she began to slowly lean around the corner, and a few seconds later she spotted a man wearing a business suit; wandering along the middle of the street, he looked utterly lost and aimless. He was stumbling slightly, possibly limping, and he seemed haggard and exhausted as he looked around at all the old shops and restaurants and office buildings.

“Look at it!” he shouted, seemingly talking to himself. “Was it worth it? Huh? Was it? Or did we just waste all our time on this crap?”

Maria really wasn't sure what the man meant, but she knew she wanted to keep away from him. Fortunately he began to drift away a little, heading toward the other side of the street, and she told herself that she'd be fine if she just hid for a little longer and waited for him to pass. He certainly seemed to be in no particular hurry, and after a few seconds he carefully and – seemingly in pain – lowered himself down and sat on the edge of the pavement. Leaning forward, he put his head in his hands and then out of nowhere he suddenly began to sob.

“Damn you!” he screamed finally, looking up at the sky. “I had a life and I wasted it!”

Now Maria really didn't know what was up with this stranger. Part of her wanted to go and comfort him, but she quickly reminded herself that her children had to be her priority. The man was clearly out of his mind, and the last thing she wanted to do was draw attention to herself. She told herself that the man was in a world of his own, and she wondered whether she could simply slip away, but a few seconds later she spotted movement and watched as a second man – wearing a similar suit – shuffled around the corner and began to approach the first man from behind.

“Lord,” she mouthed silently, “just get me to my kids. They need their mother right now. They haven't got anyone else.”

“I can hear you!” the first man yelled.

Maria flinched.

“I can hear you behind me!” he continued.

She let out a silent relieved sigh as she realized that he was talking to the other man.

“I could run,” he said, “but what would be the point? Where would I run to? There's no-one out there for me. I'd just be prolonging the inevitable. We all might as well just accept that it's over.”

Maria watched as the second man walked up behind him. Something about this second man seemed, even from a distance of a couple of hundred feet, to be somehow a little wrong; he was walking with a staggered gait, leaning slightly to one side and making no attempt to call out to anyone. Squinting a little, she tried to make him out better but she could already tell that he was entirely focused on the man sitting on the edge of the pavement. And then, as she continued to watch, she saw the second man starting to kneel behind the first.

“Do it!” the first man shouted. “Get it over with! Just make sure that it really -”

Suddenly the second man leaned down and bit into the side of the first man's neck. Maria's eyes opened as wide as possible, and she told herself that she had to be mistaken even as the second man pulled the first back and began to slowly tear away strips of flesh. The first man, meanwhile, was crying out in agony but seemed to be making no attempt to escape; instead, he'd apparently accepted his fate and already blood was starting to spray from the huge wound just below his jawline. And to her utter horror, Maria realized now that the second man was chewing through his victim's neck, apparently eating the bloodied flesh that he was ripping off in huge chunks. Yet the longer the awful scene went on, the more certain she felt that somehow she had to be mistaken.

“This can't be happening,” she whispered, still clutching her bag. “There's no -”

In that moment a third man appeared, and he too was stumbling so badly that he seemed barely able to stay on his feet. Maria watched as he limped over to the others, and then a shudder ran through her bones as she saw him kneeling down and biting the cheek of the first man, as if he too was determined to chew away as much flesh as possible.

Making the sign of the cross against her chest, Maria could only watch as the first man slumped down and the other two got to work; she was witnessing some kind of ravenous feast now, she knew that much, and she could see that the man on the ground was merely twitching now as the other two continued to rip and tear at his body. And then, to her horror, one of the two assailants looked up and stared straight across at her.

Immediately pulling back, she watched as the man slowly got to his feet. She was already trying to work out which way to go, although deep down she knew that she wasn't likely to be able to outrun anyone at all.

A few seconds later, however, the third man looked back down at the bloodied corpse on the ground. Slowly, as if he'd forgotten that he'd seen Maria at all, he began to kneel down and then – once he was in his original spot – he resumed his feeding frenzy.

Realizing that she had to get away, Maria turned and began to hurry along the street. Her heart was pounding and she wasn't entirely sure which was she was walking now, but she supposed that there would be a chance to get her bearings later; for now, she simply wanted to find someone – anyone – who might be able to tell her what was happening, although at the same time she felt far too scared to go near other people at all.

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that at least the two men were still attending to the body of the guy on the ground, which meant that they seemingly had no interest in following her.

Once she reached the next corner and stepped into another street, she stopped and leaned back against the wall. The silence and emptiness of London was feeling more unusual and unnatural by the second, to the extent that she wanted to scream at the world, to demand to know where all the normal people had gone. Tears were filling her eyes and she felt as if she needed to come up with some kind of better plan, yet her thoughts were racing and all she could think about was her two sons alone in the flat overlooking the estate. She knew they were smart enough to take care of themselves for now, but she also worried that they must be becoming increasingly terrified.

“Mum's coming to get you,” she whispered, tightening her grip on her bag. “Don't you have any doubt about that. There's nothing in this world that can keep me from getting home today.”

She hesitated, and then she peered back around the corner. To her immense relief, the two strange men were still feeding on the corpse in the distance. She had no idea what she'd just witnessed, but she told herself that there would be time to figure it all out later. At the same time, she was feeling increasingly uncertain about merely wandering the streets, and she began to think that perhaps someone back at the hotel might be able to drive her home. She glanced around, and she told herself that her best bet might in fact be to retrace her steps and somehow find her way back to the Earnshaw. After all, by now they all probably knew a lot about what was going on.

She turned to make her way along the street, only to stop as she saw another figure shuffling uneasily around the next corner. Immediately realizing that this figure was walking the same way as the other two men, Maria turned and hurried along a different street instead, while trying to figure out the best way to get back to the Earnshaw.


Chapter Eleven

“Why would they turn off the mobile network?” Lauren whispered under her breath, standing in the break room and tapping again and again at her phone. “Don't they realize that we need to contact people?”

She tried a few more times, before turning to see that Henrik was dutifully taking some more tubs of spread from the little fridge in the corner.

“Aren't you panicking at all?” she continued.

“What good would panicking do?”

“I mean -”

Momentarily lost for words, she watched as Henrik simply got on with the task at hand. Daphne had given them each a list of jobs to get done, mainly to keep the guests calm, but Lauren was finding it impossible to concentrate; her colleague, on the other hand, was acting almost as if nothing had changed.

“The world might be ending out there,” she pointed out, unable to hide a sense of exasperation, “and you're just getting on with business as usual. How is that possible?”

“What would you like me to do instead?”

“It's not about what I'd like you to do,” she replied. “I just don't understand how any human being can be so unflappable in the face of potential Armageddon.”

“Would it help the situation if I ran around screaming?” he asked. “Would anything change?”

“No, but -”

“If panicking fixed anything,” he added, turning to her, “then I'd consider panicking. But seeing as it won't change what's happening, I prefer to get on with making the situation as bearable as possible.”

“Are all Norwegians like this?”

“Some of us,” he admitted with a faint smile, before taking some more items from the fridge. “Although even back at home, I was known for being... I think the right word would be stoic.”

“I don't know whether to pity you or envy you,” she said, before pausing for a moment. “I keep telling myself that this time tomorrow, we're all going to be laughing about it all. That it's some kind of false alarm, or at worst a minor terrorist incident. But then there's this part of me that has a really bad gut feeling that I just can't shake and -”

Before she could finish, she spotted a bag poking out from behind the armchair in the corner. Making her way over, she pulled the bag out and set it on the table, and then she opened it to find various items inside.

“This is Jenny's stuff,” she muttered.

“It should be safe in here.”

“Sure, but you don't get it,” she continued, struggling to keep from freaking out entirely. “Jenny would never have left without her bag. Her phone and wallet are in here. Even her keys!”

“Perhaps she forgot it?”

“Do you know Jenny at all?”

“Fine, then she got distracted,” he suggested. “In case you haven't noticed, there's a lot going on today.”

“This bag means that she never left the hotel,” she said firmly. “So where is she? It's been hours since anyone saw her, she can't have been off in some random room for all this time.” She waited for an answer, but Henrik was now busy arranging the items on the table. “She has to be here somewhere.”

“I haven't seen her.”

“But -”

“If she's here, she'll show up,” he added, cutting her off. “Again, panicking and worrying won't achieve anything. We have to be logical and rational, and we have to remember that no matter what's going on out there, inside the Earnshaw we still have guests. It's our duty to cater for them as best we can, and to try to make them feel a little better. And do you know something else? I happen to think that by concentrating on our jobs, we might actually feel better too.”

“How do you work that one out?” she asked with a sigh.

“It'll give our minds less time to fixate on other matters.” He took some of the tubs of spread and handed them to her. “These need to go downstairs in the restaurant. Mrs. Earnshaw wants us to put on a special lunch for everyone, just to try to maintain an atmosphere of normality. We have thirteen guests at the hotel today, and some of them are a very long way from home. We should try to remember how they're feeling, and put them first. That's the logical thing to do.”

“Alright, Spock,” she muttered, before glancing at Jenny's bag again. “But I'm telling you that Jenny's here somewhere. And every second that she doesn't appear is another second that I'm worried about her.”

***

“You were completely wrong about your wife,” Tom Duke said as he stood in the corridor downstairs, outside the hotel's gym. “She wasn't at all how you described her.”

“I know my wife better than I know myself,” Alex replied tetchily. “From what you just told me, it sounds like you just don't know how to close a deal.”

“She's not selling the hotel.”

“She doesn't have a choice!” Alex hissed. “I sent you those confidential copies of the accounts, you've seen for yourself that we're bleeding money. She needs to understand that she only has two choices. Either she sells the place now, or it all collapses by the end of the year and we're left with nothing.”

“If the Earnshaw is doomed,” Tom replied, “why are you jumping through all these hoops to try to take it off her hands?”

“She'd never let me take over,” Alex explained. “Not in a million years. That's why I sought you out, I need a business partner, someone to front the operation as a kind of secret intermediary. If she found out that I was involved, she'd...”

“Divorce you?”

Alex sighed.

“It seems to me,” Tom continued, “that a divorce is what you want anyway.”

“Maybe, but in a controlled manner,” Alex told him. “I have to get all my ducks lined up in a row or she might find some way to get back at me. Daphne's a good woman, but she's hopelessly out of her depth when it comes to running the hotel. Her father and grandfather were the same, but at least they had piles of ancestral money to keep them afloat. That money has run out and now Daphne's completely exposed.”

“So you've decided to get out?”

“Daphne was born into wealth and grandeur,” Alex replied. “I was born in a council flat in Romford. We come from different worlds. I'm on the way up and she's...” He paused, as if he was worried about exactly how he was going to phrase his next point. “Our marriage is one of convenience these days,” he continued finally. “Daphne and I don't love each other, we're just keeping each other going. The marriage is basically over already, but I'll be damned if I'm leaving with nothing. She's had her chance to make the hotel a success and she failed miserably. It's my turn now.”

“And she doesn't suspect that you're behind the offer? How do you think she'd feel if she found out?”

“Don't act like you're so squeaky clean,” Alex countered. “You agreed to this little hustle when I first got in touch with you. Richie said you were looking to make some quick money so I gave you a generous commission. However, you won't get a penny unless you persuade Daphne to sell the hotel. I thought some big shot American businessman might know how to strike a deal, but apparently you don't have a clue.”

“The meeting today was only the first round of the negotiation,” he replied. “I need to work on her a little. You told me she'd fold but that wasn't the case at all. I can still get the deal done but I need time.” He pulled his phone out and tapped at the screen for a moment. “I also need the world not to be going to shit out there.”

“Everything'll be fine,” Alex murmured. “By this evening it'll all be back to normal, and even now the clock's still ticking. You need to get Daphne to sign on the dotted line by the end of the week, or I'll have to find myself another fake American businessman.”

“I'm not fake,” Tom said firmly. “I have several companies in -”

“Sure you do,” Alex replied, interrupting him, “but if they were doing well, you wouldn't have flown all this way to help me out, would you? Let's face it, you need to get Daphne to sell the hotel just as much as I do. Because if you fail, we both risk walking away from here with nothing. So I'd strongly advise you to keep working on her, even today while everything seems so chaotic. Daphne will break eventually, she has to. I can see the cracks already. And when the time is right, you need to be there with that contract dangling in front of her.”


Chapter Twelve

“Mrs. Earnshaw, did you hear what I just said?”

“Hmm?”

Having been gazing out the window, watching plastic wrap fluttering on the scaffolding across the street, Daphne turned to see that Henrik had made his way into the office. Momentarily confused, and wondering how she couldn't have heard him before, she took a moment to regather her composure.

“I'm sorry,” she stammered, “I was just...”

Her voice petered out as she spotted the portrait of her grandfather on the far side of the room. She saw his stern eyes glaring back at her and she felt as if he knew exactly what a mess she'd made of the hotel.

“I was just pondering some matters, that's all,” she continued, determined to seem calm and collected as she turned to Henrik again. “How are you getting along with the preparations for lunch?”

“Everything's in order,” Henrik told her. “A few of the kitchen staff have left, however. They wanted to try to get home to their families. I told them the public transport was down and they should wait, but they headed off anyway. All the cleaners are gone too.”

“That's quite understandable,” she replied. “Do we at least have someone capable of preparing the food?”

“Mickey's stepped in,” Henrik explained. “He says he knows what he's doing.”

“Keep an eye on him.”

He nodded.

“Is there any news from the outside world?” she asked. “A few hours have passed already since that rather histrionic broadcast from the prime minister and -”

In that moment, a loud boom filled the sky as yet another jet flew low over the city. As the windows rattled, Daphne turned and stared out at the street.

“Why do they have to keep doing that?” she snapped angrily.

“I'm sure we'll find out eventually.”

“I want to know now!” she said, turning to him before letting out a sigh. “I'm terribly sorry, Henrik, I'm very embarrassed that I let you see me like that. Please, accept my apologies.”

“No apology is necessary,” he told her. “This is a difficult time for everyone, but as I was saying to Lauren earlier, we just need to stay focused.”

“I don't know quite what I'd do without you, Henrik,” she replied wearily. “At a time when there seem to be good reasons for us all to run around like headless chickens, you're very good at keeping us grounded. I shan't forget how helpful you're being during this little crisis.”

“I'm just doing my job,” he pointed out, before checking his watch. “Some of the guests should have arrived for lunch by now. I should go and check on them.”

“I'll be through shortly,” she said as he made his way out of the room, and then she turned to see her grandfather's portrait once again staring at her with utter disdain. In that moment, she felt tears starting to fill her eyes. “Looks like you might have been right all along,” she added softly. “You always said I'd be no good running the hotel, even when Daddy insisted that I was up for the task. And now here we are. Despite everything I said earlier, I appear to have no choice. When all of this is over, I simply have to safeguard everyone's jobs and sell to that wretched American. Then the Earnshaw family business will crumble to nothing.”

The portrait of Augustus Earnshaw – cracked and peeling in places – merely continued to hang in its usual place on the wall, as if silently and solemnly judging the whole world.

***

“Daddy, are we going to die?”

Looking across the table in the corner of the restaurant, Kieran Walker saw his son Joey staring back at him with a fearful expression.

“No,” Kieran said after a few seconds, setting his knife down, “of course not. Why are you even asking me that?”

Joey turned and looked across the room. The other guests were picking disinterestedly at a hastily-arranged buffet that had been set up, but even a ten-year-old boy could tell that nobody was particularly in the mood. Although his father had been trying to shelter him from the worst of the news, Joey had picked up the basics and he'd also noticed the jets and helicopters that frequently raced across the city. The trip to the Tower of London, he realized now, was definitely off.

“Come on,” Kieran said, “just eat your sandwich.”

“Why's everyone so upset?”

“They're not upset,” Kieran countered. “They just... I mean, things are just a little complicated right now.”

“You said we were going to the Tower of London today.”

“We've got to postpone that day out.”

“How long for?”

“I don't know.”

“Can we go tomorrow?”

“I don't know, Joey.”

“Why doesn't anyone's phone work? I tried to call Nana but I couldn't get through to her. Do you think she's alright?”

“She'll be fine,” Kieran said firmly. “Your grandmother's more or less indestructible. There could be a full-on nuclear war and she'd still end up scuttling around in the ruins, making pots of tea and pruning her fuchsias.”

“Is there going to be a nuclear war?” he gasped.

“No, that was just an example.” Sighing, Kieran realized that he was doing a pretty bad job of distracting his son. “Sometimes things happen that we don't necessarily understand, at least not immediately. At times like that, we just have to get on with our lives and wait for the rest of the world to kind of... sort itself out. Does that make any sense at all?”

“I...”

Furrowing his brow, Joey hesitated for a moment.

“Your dad's right,” a female voice said, and they both turned to look at the woman sitting at the next table.

“Sorry,” she continued with a faint smile, “I just overheard what you were talking about. I didn't mean to stick my nose in.”

“No, it's fine,” Kieran told her. “I was trying to reassure my son that everything's going to be alright.”

“Well of course it's going to be alright,” she replied, smiling at Joey again. “Your dad's bang on the money with that. The hard part for us is sitting around here waiting for all the people outside to make things alright again. Do you watch a lot of movies?”

Joey nodded.

“And how often do bad things happen in movies?”

“A lot,” the boy admitted.

“And doesn't it all get fixed by the end?”

Joey thought for a few seconds, and then he nodded.

“Whatever's happening out there,” the woman continued, “isn't nearly as bad as anything that happens in the movies. Some very important people are busy fixing it, and as soon as they're done we'll all be able to get back to what we were doing before. Did you have big plans for today?”

“Daddy was going to take me to see the Tower of London.”

“I bet you get to do that tomorrow.”

“Do you think so?”

“Everything always works out,” she told him. “Trust me, soon it'll all be back to normal and you might even find yourself missing the excitement of today. Think of it as a big adventure.” She looked past him, watching as the other guests continued to pick at the buffet. “If I were you,” she added, “I'd take full advantage of the free cakes while you can. By tomorrow you'll be back to having to eat healthily.”

“Can I have another cake?” Joey asked, turning to his father.

“Go for it.”

As his son scrambled to his feet and raced across the restaurant, a very relieved Kieran turned to the woman.

“Thank you,” he said with evident relief. “I was trying to make him feel better but I kept getting it all wrong. I guess I'm still not quite used to the whole single parent thing. You really helped.”

“You've got a really smart son.”

“He's had a tough time lately. His mother – my wife – died last year and I've been trying to stop him retreating into a shell. That's why we came up to London for this holiday, really. He's always been interested in history and I thought I'd show him some of the places he's only read about. That went really well yesterday, but today... not so much.”

“Hopefully things'll be back to normal tomorrow.”

“Do you really think so?”

He waited, but now her smile seemed more forced than before.

“You sounded pretty convincing just now,” he added. “You sure helped Joey.”

“I just externalized some of the things I've been telling myself all morning,” she replied, and now – with Joey gone – she seemed noticeably less sure of herself. After a moment she leaned over and extended a hand, which Kieran immediately shook. “Hi, I'm Lucy, and I don't mind admitting something to you... I'm really terrified right now.”


Chapter Thirteen

“There you are,” Henrik said, stepping out through the hotel's front door and spotting Lauren sitting on the front step. “Sorry, I just wanted to check that you're alright.”

He turned to head back inside.

“I should go down and check on a -”

“I'm not alright,” she said suddenly.

Turning again, he looked down at her.

“I'm really not alright,” she continued, meeting his gaze with tear-filled eyes. “I don't know why, but I was in the storeroom at the back of the kitchen and suddenly it all hit me like a ton of bricks. Something's really wrong and the way that Henley asshole was talking, I'm not sure it's going to get fixed. What if this is... it?”

“It?”

“The end of the world.”

“I think that's a bit of a stretch,” he replied, before making his way over and sitting next to her. “Let's just stay really calm and -”

“Yeah, calm and focused. I get it.”

They sat in silence for a moment as pieces of plastic sheeting flapped in the wind. The entire opposite side of the road was covered in scaffolding and plastic, with renovations at a rival hotel having overrun well into the new year.

“When that place reopens,” Lauren continued, “the Earnshaw's totally screwed. I really don't think there's room for two hotels on Sombie Street, and the Earnshaw...”

She thought for a moment as the plastic sheets continued to flutter and flap.

“It's all just so quiet,” she added, looking to her right and seeing absolutely nobody further along the street. “You kind of learn to filter out the noise of the city, don't you? And then when it's suddenly gone, it's the freakiest thing ever.” She looked the other way. “You've got no idea how much I want to hear -”

Before she could get another word out, she spotted a figure walking slowly past the end of the street. Immediately getting to her feet, she watched as the figure awkwardly made its way around the far corner and disappeared from view.

“Who do you think that was?” she asked.

“How would I know?” Henrik replied. “Probably just some -”

“Let's see if they know anything,” she continued, hurrying down the steps and starting to make her way along the street. “They might have heard something we missed!”

“I don't think that's a good idea!” he called after her.

He waited for a moment, before realizing that she either hadn't heard him or – more likely, perhaps – was simply ignoring his advice.

“Lauren, come back!” he continued, and then he got to his feet and began to follow her. “There's no point running around chasing after people. I doubt anyone else knows what's going on.”

“You don't have to come with me,” she replied, picking up the pace a little, keen to catch up to the distant figure that had already slipped out of sight. “Don't worry, Henrik. I'm a big girl. I can look after myself.”

***

A short while later, having hurried out of Sombie Street and along the main road leading east, Lauren finally slowed her pace as she found herself on the edge of Piccadilly Circus. She'd been to this particular spot hundreds – if not thousands – of times before, but one very obvious thing was very different today.

The place was completely empty.

Large flashing adverts were still playing on screens high above, but as she slowly turned to look around Lauren realized that there was no sign of anyone else at all. She had no idea where so many people could have gone, but the entire city seemed to have been emptied. A moment later she heard footsteps, a rare sound to be able to pick out in the heart of London, but when she looked over her shoulder she saw only the familiar sight of Henrik finally catching up.

“We should get back to the hotel,” he told her.

“Why?”

“Because it's safe there.”

“Do I finally detect a hint of panic?” she asked.

“You detect a hint of common sense,” he replied, reaching out and grabbing her arm. “We shouldn't be out in the open.”

“Why not?”

“Because it just seems like a bad idea,” he continued, looking around as if he expected danger to arrive at any moment. “Did your parents never take you hunting when you were a child? If you're out in the open like this, you're far more likely to become prey for something else.”

“Prey?”

“It's an analogy,” he added, still holding her by the arm. “You know what I mean.”

“Did everyone just evacuate?” she asked, slipping her arm free and making her way toward some steps that led down into the underground station. She stared into the darkness and still saw no hint of anyone else. “I guess that's possible if they all headed out really fast. This still doesn't quite make a lot of sense, though. I feel like there's so much that we're missing.”

“There'll be time for -”

“Jenny!” she yelled suddenly, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Jenny, are you here?”

“Stop that!” he hissed, grabbing her again and pulling her closer.

“Why are you so scared?” she asked.

“I just don't think that we should be out here.”

“Aren't you worried about Jenny too?” she continued. “The last time I saw her, a little while before breakfast service started, she seemed... off, somehow. She was freaked out and she told me she had something to tell me, but she couldn't do it there and then. She said she'd talk to me later and now I don't know where she is.”

“Well, she's clearly not here, is she?” he pointed out.

“Then where is she?” she snapped.

“You found her bag in the break room,” he continued. “You were convinced that meant she hadn't left the hotel.”

“I know, but...”

She looked around again, and now she was clearly struggling to come up with a decent explanation. The huge adverts still flashed on the screens high above but otherwise the whole of Piccadilly Circus seemed completely dead, although now she was at least starting to notice plenty of litter that had been left behind – or in some cases simply dropped – by people when they were rushing away. A few phones were even resting on the floor with their screens smashed, as if they'd been trampled by the feet of terrified Londoners and tourists.

“It's not like a movie,” Henrik said.

She turned to him again.

“It's more mundane,” he continued. “There's no -”

Suddenly he froze, his attention clearly caught by something in the distance. Lauren turned, and to her surprise she spotted a figure shuffling into view on the very far side of the junction. Her first instinct was to call out to this person, who appeared to be a woman, but after a few more seconds she realized that the woman appeared barely able to stand, as if she was struggling to stay on her feet at all. Tilting her head slightly, Lauren watched as the woman stopped outside a pharmacy; a few seconds later she felt a shiver run through her chest as she saw that the woman was slowly turning to meet her gaze.

“What do you think's wrong with her?” she asked cautiously.

“I don't know,” Henrik replied, “but I don't want to stay around to find out. I told you we shouldn't be out here. We need to get back to the hotel right now.”

“But -”

“I'm taking an executive decision,” he continued, grabbing her arm again and this time forcing her to start walking back the way they'd just come. “I mean it, Lauren. Take this from someone who spent his childhood hunting in the forests north of Oslo. When all the other creatures stop making noise, it's because they know it's best not to draw attention to yourself. It means there's a bigger predator in the area.”

As she walked, Lauren looked over her shoulder and saw that the woman was now shuffling after them, albeit at a very slow pace. A few seconds later Henrik led her around the corner and the woman was out of sight.

“What if she was hurt?” she asked.

“We have to look after ourselves right now,” he said firmly. “Until we know what's going on, we have to take every possible precaution. How can we be sure that woman wasn't in some way sick?”

“Sick?” she replied. “With what?”

“That's just the point, I don't have a clue,” he continued, “and it's the lack of knowledge that's really making me -”

In that moment he came to an abrupt halt, with Lauren alongside him, as they both spotted a man stumbling out unsteadily from a side-road up ahead. The man made his way out into the middle of the main street, and a couple of seconds later another man emerged through the ornamental metal gate that led into the nearby park.

“What's wrong with them?” Lauren asked.

“I have no idea,” Henrik said, his voice tense with fear now, “but I'm starting to notice a pattern that I really don't like.”


Chapter Fourteen

“Okay, that was amazing!”

Rolling over onto the other side of the bed, struggling to get his breath back, Kieran stared for a moment at the ceiling of the hotel room. He blinked a couple of times, trying to work out how he actually felt, and then he turned to see an equally breathless Lucy flat on her back next to him with her skirt hitched up high.

“We're so stereotypical,” she gasped.

“Come again?”

“It could be the end of the world out there,” she continued, sitting up and starting to re-button her blouse, “and how do we react? Like a pair of horny animals.”

She turned to him, and after a moment she couldn't help smiling.

“We didn't even use protection,” she added. “If the world isn't ending, we might have a bit of a problem in about nine months from now.”

“Is that your way of asking for my phone number?” he asked with a grin.

“It's my way of suggesting that when it comes down to it, we're all still just grunting animals.” Clambering off the bed, she took another moment to straighten her clothes. “If you'd asked me a day or two ago how I'd react to the potential impending end of the world, this is not what I would have guessed.”

She turned to him.

“Actually,” she continued, “scratch that. I'm just lying to myself. This is exactly what I would have guessed. If I was being brutally honest with myself, that is.”

As Kieran began to clean himself up, she wandered to the window and pulled the curtain aside. Looking out at the street, she saw the scaffolding covering the opposite building.

“I wonder how many other people are doing what we just did around the world right now?” she asked airily. “If you think the world's about to come crashing down, I guess there are worse ways to pass the time. And to think, we only met less than an hour ago over lunch here at the hotel.” She turned to him. “I want you to understand that I'm usually never like this. I think my head's just scrambled. Usually a guy has to take me out on at least one date before he gets me into bed.”

“Good to know,” he said as he walked over to the mirror and began to sort out his ruffled hair. “I should probably get back downstairs. I left Joey with a magazine in the breakfast room, but he might be looking for me by now. I'm not exactly in the running for Father of the Year, am I?”

“Was this the first time?”

He turned to her.

“Since your wife died, I mean,” she added, before shaking her head. “I'm sorry, I don't know where that came from. Excuse me, I shouldn't be so nosy. It's really none of my business.”

Stepping around the bed, she picked up her bag.

“I hope this won't make things awkward if we're still cooped up here tonight and we bump into each other,” she told him, taking a moment to look in the mirror, then applying some lipstick before heading to the door. “I'm really not this sort of girl. Not at all. In fact, I'm feeling kind of ashamed of myself.”

She opened the door and looked out into the corridor, before stepping out and then glancing back at him.

“We weren't too noisy, were we?” she continued. “I know we were both trying to be quiet, but... I mean, there are limits.”

He opened his mouth as if he was about to say something important, and then he let out a long, heavy sigh.

“See you around, maybe,” she said, holding up one hand and offering a nervous wave. “If you happen to come into the restaurant tonight and you see me, don't be afraid to come over. Even with your son in tow. Sorry, I'm feeling nervous and embarrassed and I think I'm talking too much, so I'm going to go.” She waited for a few more seconds, as if she expected him to say something else.” Yeah,” she added finally, “I'm definitely going to go.”

Again Kieran opened his mouth to call after her, but instead he simply stood and listened as her footsteps disappeared into the distance. Once he knew he was alone, he turned and looked into the mirror again, and he immediately saw the regret and sadness in his own eyes.

“Yeah,” he whispered softly, as if he was in a state of shock. “It was the first time since Sharon died.”

***

“Nobody ever listens to the barman, do they?” Kam muttered as he continued to wash one of the large metal pans in the bar's sink. “They just act like -”

In that instant the water spluttered and stopped running. Puzzled, Kam checked that everything was working properly but he was already starting to realize that the hotel's water supply seemed to have been cut off. And then, just as he was wondering whether the problem was going to magically fix itself, the lights above flickered briefly before switching off, plunging the bar into gloom.

“Okay,” he said cautiously, watching the lights in the hope that they might magically come back to life, “that's... ominous.”

“Has anyone else lost power?”

Heading to the door, Kam leaned out into the corridor just as Mickey – an assistant chef who was now the hotel's most senior figure in the kitchen – made his way up the steps from the restaurant.

“Did the power go off?” Mickey asked. “And the water too?”

“Looks that way,” Kam replied.

“Shit,” Mickey continued, stopping and looking around the otherwise bare reception. “That's not a good sign.”

“No,” Kam admitted, “it's not.”

“Do we have generators?”

“Generators?”

Kam turned to him.

“Sorry,” he continued, “I don't think we have generators.”

“I can't cook anything without power,” Mickey pointed out. “We've got tons of pasta and rice in the storeroom, but it's not much use if I can't boil water. What am I supposed to do? Do they want me to start a fire in the street and cook that way? Like some kind of caveman?”

“The power and water are basically automated,” Kam continued. “They need people to monitor them, but it's odd that they'd cut out so quickly.”

“Who made you the expert on utilities?”

“I think they were deliberately cut,” he suggested. “Someone specifically doesn't want the people of this country to have heat and water.”

“Who would do that?” Mickey paused. “Who could do that?”

“I'm sure it could be done remotely. And it might take time to show. For all we know, everything was cut off a few hours ago, right around the time of Henley's message, but the result has only wriggled through the system now. The question is, why would they cut us off? Don't they want us to survive?”

“They?”

“The government. Other governments. We have no idea what kind of situation they're trying to contain here, but one way to do it would be to shut everything down and basically starve us out. We're an island, it'd almost make sense.”

“You really know how to lift a man's spirits,” Mickey replied. “Meanwhile I've got a dozen or so guests who just finished lunch, and they're going to be wanting something to eat later.” He looked over at the empty reception desk. “Meanwhile I don't see Henrik or anyone else hanging around. I decided to stay because the only living thing waiting for me at home is my cat, and he'd just eat my face if things went really wrong. Now I'm starting to think that I should have started walking already.”

“We're safer here,” Kam told him.

“Says who?”

“Says me. Think about it. We've got cover. We can sort of defend ourselves. We've got time to make plans.”

He paused again, before turning to Mickey.

“How many knives do you have?”

“I'm sorry?”

“In the kitchen. We need to gather every knife and anything else that could be used as a weapon. At the very least, we might be dealing with looters and we need to be able to put up a fight.”

“Don't you think you're overreacting a little?”

“I'd rather overreact and feel a little silly,” Kam replied, “than under-react and end up dead. And if the guests start panicking, do you really want them to get hold of the knives?”

“Fair point,” Mickey said. “Sure, I'll gather everything together. If the Duchess asks, though, I'll need to -”

“Don't tell Mrs. Earnshaw,” Kam said, cutting him off. “I mean, just... there's no need to tell anyone if we're not absolutely sure that we can trust them. We have to look after ourselves for now and -”

Suddenly spotting movement in the street, he looked toward the hotel's front door. Through the glass panel, he could make out a young boy – around nine or ten years old – standing somewhat helplessly outside the hotel.

“Go and secure the knives,” he said firmly. “I'm going to see what that kid wants.”


Chapter Fifteen

“Hey,” Kam said as he stepped outside and saw Joey still standing in the street, close to the half-filled skip that the builders had left outside the building opposite. “Kid, are you okay there?”

Joey turned to him, but he said nothing.

“You're staying at the hotel, aren't you?” Kam continued, looking both ways along the street before making his way down the steps. “I think I saw you and your dad. At least, I assume it's your dad. I hope it's your dad.”

“He told me to play,” Joey replied.

“Play?”

“He started talking to a woman while we were eating lunch, and then suddenly he told me to go and play. I asked him if I could play in our room, but he said I couldn't. He was in a hurry, and I didn't really know where to go so...”

He hesitated for a few seconds, and in those seconds he looked like the most lost person Kam had ever seen in his life.

“I came out here,” he added finally. “I don't know why. There's not very much to do.”

“You should probably stay inside for now,” Kam told him, once again glancing around as if he was worried that danger might soon arrive. “It's not safe out here. I mean, it might be safe, but we can't be sure.”

“I don't like how quiet it is.”

“Neither do I,” Kam admitted, before stopping for a moment to watch the boy. “It's okay to be scared. I know people are running around telling each other that everything's going to be alright, but I just want you to know... it's okay if you're getting pretty freaked by this whole situation.”

“I just want things to go back to normal. When do you think they will?”

“I don't know,” Kam replied, before realizing that he perhaps needed to make the kid feel a little better. At the same time, he also felt that with the whole world seemingly crumbling around them, any attempt to instill a little confidence would basically be a big fat lie. “We've just got to wait,” he explained. “I know that's hard, but it's really our only option. We've got to wait and hope and just... I don't know, pray. If that's your style. And you never know, things might get better.”

“What happens if they don't?”

“Kam?”

Turning, Kam saw that Mickey had appeared in the doorway.

“Kam, we've got another problem in the kitchen,” the chef explained. “If you're not doing anything, I could really use a hand.”

“I -”

“I could really use a hand,” Mickey said through gritted teeth.

“Coming,” Kam replied, before looking down at Joey again. “Kid, just... stay close to the front door, okay? I don't know where your dad is, but I'm sure he'll be looking for you really soon.”

“Kam?” Mickey called out. “It's kind of urgent.”

“Stay cool,” Kam told Joey as he headed back inside. “Don't wander off. And try not to worry. Everything might be just fine!”

Left standing alone next to the skip, Joey thought for a moment about everything he'd just heard. And then, slowly, he turned and looked toward the far end of the street.

***

Glass shattered somewhere up ahead, and Maria immediately hurried out of the road and ducked into the doorway of yet another shop. She accidentally dropped her bag; reaching down, she picked it up and held it tight, but already she could hear glass breaking again.

“You've just got to get back to the hotel,” she whispered under her breath, “and find out what's really going on, and then... and then someone'll know what to do.”

Opening her bag, she pulled out her purse and looked at the photo of her two smiling, happy sons.

“Mrs. Earnshaw'll know,” she continued, although her voice was already trembling with fear. “She always knows. She and Mr. Earnshaw'll have it all figured out. I never should have run off but...”

With tears in her eyes, she stared at the photo for a moment longer.

“Jason,” she added, “Aaron, Mummy's coming home soon. Jason, you're older so I need you to take charge and look after your younger brother. You can do that, can't you? Just both of you stay inside and don't attract attention, and I promise I'll be soon just as -”

Suddenly glass shattered again, much closer this time, and Maria immediately flinched and tried to pull back even further into the recesses of the doorway.

She was still holding the photo of her sons, but after a moment she slipped it away and put her purse back into her bag. Trying desperately to stay silent, she looked out across the road and tried once again to work out exactly where she was; she'd always used tubes and buses to get around, so the actual geography of London – even the part closest to where she worked – was almost alien to her. As far as she was concerned, the city was basically a series of barely connected patches; she'd never really tried to make sense of it as one cohesive whole.

Hearing a shuffling sound, accompanied by hurrying footsteps, she watched in horror as a figure wearing a hoodie stepped into view. After a moment, seemingly sensing that it was being watched, the figure turned to her and stared, before pulling the hoodie down to reveal the face of a young man.

“Don't come any closer!” Maria gasped. “I've got a gun!”

“No you don't,” the man replied dismissively.

“I do!”

“Show me.”

She thought for a moment, trying to work out how to scare him away.

“No,” she stammered, “I don't want to. But if you come any closer, I'll... I'll use it.”

“Relax,” he replied, glancing all around for a moment, “I'm not one of them. But they're coming, and no-one's getting out alive, so I figured I might as well have some fun before the end.”

“Are you one of those environmentalists?”

“What?”

“Are you protesting about oil or something like that?”

“Lady, we're way beyond that,” he suggested, and now he actually seemed slightly amused. “I was online right before everything went to shit. I know the prime minister made some kind of broadcast, but I didn't watch his lying face. Instead I was getting the real news from people who were there when it happened.” He paused, before stepping closer. “Something escaped,” he added. “Something bad. The rumors I heard, right before everything went dead, were that it got out from some secret research facility north of London.”

“I don't know what you're talking about,” she stammered.

“So it's probably something the military cooked up,” he continued. “Whatever it is, it spread really fast. They shut the borders to try to keep it contained. Well, I think the borders were kind of shut for them. This whole country is basically quarantined now and I don't think they've got much of a plan other than waiting and hoping it dies out. That we die out.”

“What are you talking about?” she snapped.

“It actually makes sense,” he suggested nonchalantly. “I mean it's cruel and it's heartless and immoral, and they'll burn in Hell for it, but if they just leave us all here to die... I guess they'll rationalize it and claim that it was better to let seventy million Brits die rather than risk the whole world. I'm not sure I'd even blame them. But if even half of what people were saying is true, then for those of us stuck here, the final days are going to be really bad. I know a few people were talking about taking matters into their own hands and finishing themselves off before those things can get to them but... I can't do that.”

“Do what?” she asked.

“Apparently it's like a virus. It blurs the line between the living and the dead. I haven't seen one up close, not yet, but they sound pretty zombie-like. You ever heard of a place called Connaught Ridge?”

She shook her head.

“They say it's some kind of high security facility in the Cotswolds, somewhere like that,” he explained. “One guy online claimed that they had this project where they tried to reverse engineer stuff from the movies. He might've been full of shit, but he claimed they were experimenting on people and trying to create things like vampires and werewolves. And zombies. He didn't get to finish his story, but it kind of makes sense. What if they were trying to create zombies and somehow they succeeded, but the virus got out?”

“I don't believe a word you're saying.”

“Fair point, I might be wrong. I've only seen these things from afar, but they sure look like zombies to me. It's like fiction is finally becoming reality.” Reaching under his coat, he pulled out a large serrated knife. “And when I come face-to-face with one of them, I might just -”

“Leave me alone!” she yelled, turning and hurrying away along the road, not even bothering to check which way she was going. “Don't come near me! I'll shoot you!”

“You haven't got a gun!” he called after her, sounding increasingly annoyed now. “Lady, do you want to stick together? We might have a better chance like that! Or you might, at least.”

He waited, but Maria had already disappeared around the far corner. Sighing, the man lowered the knife and looked around, and after a few seconds he spotted a figure in the distance.

“It's time,” he whispered, his eyes filling with fear as he somehow forced himself to smile. “If this is a zombie apocalypse, then at least I'm going to go out fighting.”

He hesitated, still trying to drum up a little more courage, before starting to make his way along the road. Picking up the pace, he adjusted his grip on the knife's handle and tried to work out exactly how he was going to make his attack work. After a few more paces, figuring that his best approach was probably to use an element of surprise, he broke into a run and started racing toward the figure.

At the last moment he raised the knife high and screamed, rushing at the partially-rotten man who – at the same time – snarled and lunged forward.


Chapter Sixteen

“This way,” Henrik said, gripping Lauren's hand tight and forcing her to follow as he backed away toward the railing on the opposite side of the street. “They don't seem to be able to move too fast.”

“What the hell's wrong with them?” Lauren asked, watching with a growing sense of shock and revulsion as half a dozen pale figures slowly changed direction and began to limp after them both. “Why are they doing that?”

“I don't know,” Henrik replied, constantly looking around in an attempt to identify the best escape route, “but I really don't want to get any closer to them.”

“They look like zombies,” she stammered.

“Yes, I already noticed that,” he muttered, before pulling her hand and dragging her a little further along the street. “We have to get back to the hotel and tell the others what's going on, and then we have to figure out how we're going to keep ourselves alive. You remember what I said to you before, don't you? If we panic, that's the fastest way for this to go really wrong, really fast.”

“So we're going to run?”

“Wait.”

“But -”

“Look at them,” Henrik continued, and now his voice was filled with a sense of genuine wonder as the various stumbling figures very slowly made their way ever closer. “It's okay, they clearly can't move any faster than this. I'm not even sure that they're very dangerous.”

“Are you insane?”

“Look at them,” he said again. “I mean really, truly look at them. What do you see?”

Although she opened her mouth to reply, Lauren remained silent for a few seconds as she watched the closest of the creatures. A woman seemingly in her thirties, with long dark hair, the figure was wearing a white shirt and a knee-length skirt, the kind of inoffensive uniform donned every day by millions of office workers. The fabric of her shirt was slightly torn, however, exposing some bloodied scratches on her chest, while her face was drained of all color except for dark shadows around her eyes, the pupils of which were badly bloodshot.

“What do you see?” Henrik asked for a second time.

“I see a zombie,” she said, stepping back cautiously. “Henrik, I really don't like this. Can we please get out of here?”

“They're not going to get to us,” he replied, glancing over his shoulder to make sure that no more of the creatures were approaching, then looking once more at the specimens ahead. “Look how slow they are. A small child would be able to outrun them.”

“That doesn't mean I want them to get any closer!” she hissed.

“Fine.”

Still holding her hand, he took several steps back before stopping once again.

The female creature, meanwhile, opened her mouth and let out a low, rumbling growl.

“Is she dead?” Lauren asked. “Henrik, she looks dead.”

“I'm no expert,” he suggested, “but how exactly do you define dead? If her heart's not beating, does that do it? Or if her brain's no longer controlling her body? She's walking around, and that certainly makes her look alive.”

“I don't want to be here,” Lauren whimpered as tears began to run down her face. She tried to pull her hand free, but Henrik's grip was far too strong. “Henrik, please, I'm freaking out right now. She looks dead to me and I don't get how she's walking around, but I really don't want anything to do with this.”

“But she's fascinating,” he replied, keeping his eyes fixed on the woman as she edged closer and closer. “They all are. What kind of processes must be going on inside their bodies to keep them moving like this? Are they aware of what's happening? Are their brains still working at all, or are they driven by some other factor that makes them keep coming relentlessly like -”

“Henrik, please!” Lauren sobbed frantically. “Let me go!”

He hesitated, before finally turning and starting to lead her along the empty street, heading back toward the corner that would lead them to the hotel.

“I'm sorry,” he said, glancing over his shoulder to make sure that they were in no danger of getting caught, “but look, you can see that they're far behind now. I just want to understand them, that's all. I've never seen anything so fascinating in all my life. I wanted to study biomedical sciences when I was younger, I was going to go to university for it but then life sort of... got in the way. I read a lot of the introductory textbooks, though, and I still try to keep up with the latest research.”

“That's great,” she replied as they reached the corner, “but -”

Before she could finish, they heard the distinctive roar of a large machine. Stopping, they both looked up just as a black helicopter swooped into view and began to hover almost directly above.

“Help us!” Lauren shouted, finally pulling free of Henrik and waving her arms even though she couldn't make out the pilots. “We're down here!”

“Who are they?” Henrik whispered.

The helicopter turned slightly, and at the last second he spotted what appeared to be some kind of large gun attached to the side.

“I think -”

In that moment the helicopter opened fire, machine-gunning the street and quickly striking the half-dozen figures. Henrik and Lauren turned, watching as the figures somehow continued to walk despite the impact of bullets all over their bodies. For a few seconds the creatures seemed invulnerable, as if the bullets were having no effect, before finally the first of them slumped down against the ground, following swiftly by two more.

“It's working!” Lauren gasped.

“Not the way it should, though,” Henrik replied as he saw the felled figures still trying desperately to move. “It only takes them down when the bullets literally rip through the joints that are holding them up. Even the ones that are down on the ground are still trying to keep going.”

All the creatures were down now, and the helicopter stopped shooting before swinging around once more.

“I don't care how it works,” Lauren stammered, as she saw the creatures' increasingly desperate and pathetic attempts to drag themselves forward. “All that matters is that these things can be stopped. Why can't we be more like America? Suddenly I really wish everyone had a gun in this country!”

“They're still coming for us,” Henrik whispered, as he saw the female creature clawing her way along the street, dragging her now-broken and useless legs behind. “They're unstoppable. It's like there's some kind of innate hatred in them now, or hunger, and they don't even feel pain.”

He glanced up at the helicopter again, which was hovering above.

“It's primal and instinctive,” he continued, “and -”

In that moment, one of the guns mounted on the helicopter's side glinted in the sunlight, and he immediately felt a sense of cold dread starting to ripple through his chest.

“Get out of the way,” he said softly.

“What?” Lauren replied, turning to him as she sniffed back more tears. “They're going to save us. Don't you get it, Henrik? It's over. They've come to save us now and -”

“Get out of the way!” he shouted, trying to pull her into the doorway of a nearby shop as the helicopter opened fire again.

In the last second Henrik felt Lauren's hand slipping out of his grasp. He slammed against the door of the shop and fell down, and he could only look up helplessly as machine gun fire whipped through the air. Lauren was standing just a few feet away, staring back down at him, and for a fraction of a second she seemed as if she might be spared; then a bullet hit her, blasting through her chest, followed quickly by several more that ripped through her limbs and sent her thudding down against the cold asphalt.

“Lauren!” Henrik screamed, instinctively starting to crawl forward. He reached for her, only for another shot to hit the ground just a few inches away.

Pulling back once again into the doorway, he watched in horror as another bullet hit Lauren in the back, causing her body to briefly shudder on the ground. More and more shots were hitting the ground and the walls all around, and the sound of them blasting through the air and ricocheting against so many different surfaces finally forced Henrik to slam his hands over his ears.

He wriggled as far back as he could manage, until he was pressing up against the doorway, but the helicopter was still firing and every few seconds Lauren's body shuddered again as she was strafed by more and more shots.

“Stop!” Henrik shouted as the onslaught went on and on. “We're not like them! We're not infected! Leave us alone!”


Chapter Seventeen

Standing alone in her office, Daphne Earnshaw stared down at the contract that sat waiting for her signature. The pages were slightly crumpled, having earlier been screwed up into a ball and deposited in the nearby bin, but she'd carefully slipped them out and had straightened them to the best of her ability, and then she'd set them down on the desk alongside her father's old fountain pen.

And then she'd simply stood and stared for several minutes.

“This hotel is our family's legacy,” she remembered her father, David Earnshaw, gasping on his deathbed many years earlier. “We built it up from scratch and we must...”

He'd collapsed into another coughing fit, bringing up blood as the cancer had continued to eat away at him. At the same time, he'd tried over and over again to get more words out, even as the effort left him breathless and in pain.

“You don't have to worry,” she'd told him at the time, back when she'd been just a young girl. “Daddy, I'll always look after the hotel.”

“You don't know much about business,” he'd spluttered. “Or hospitality.”

“I can learn.”

“You have no experience.”

“I'll gain it.”

“Do you even want to run the hotel?”

“I want to continue our family's legacy,” she'd insisted, “just as you continued it, and as Grandfather continued it. While there are any breaths left in my body whatsoever, I assure you that the hotel will remain with us.”

“You can sell it, you know,” he'd replied, still struggling with each and every word. “Nobody would judge you for that.”

“I would never sell our heritage.”

“But it's okay if you change your mind,” he'd told her, reaching out and taking hold of her hand. “You don't have to tie yourself down to this place. Just promise me that, whoever you sell to, you'll make them keep the name. That's all I ask. The Earnshaw has been on Sombie Street for all these years, and it should remain here. Don't let them rechristen it with some garish new title that has nothing to do with our past.”

“None of this matters,” she'd told him, “because I would rather die than sell. I promise, Daddy. The hotel will always be safe under my stewardship.”

Now, still standing alone in the office, she looked over at the portrait of her grandfather Augustus Earnshaw and felt tears welling once again in her eyes.

“I've failed,” she said out loud. “Let's be blunt here. I was filled with all that gung ho energy and I believed I could take on the world. I made a fairly decent stab at the whole endeavor, but now I have to admit that I fell short.” A solitary tear ran down her cheek. “I could cling to the hotel for the benefit of my own ego and that would buy me, what, a few months at most?”

She swallowed hard.

“Or I could put the jobs of our staff first, and secure the hotel's future by...”

She looked down at the contract again.

“I can't allow my own hubris to ruin everything,” she whispered. “So many people work here, and their livelihoods are far more important than anything else. At least I can face my failure rather than denying it. At least I can do the right thing as I walk out through the door.”

She hesitated again, before slowly sitting down and picking up the pen. She hesitated one more time, yet a strange sense of peace now filled her body as she signed her name. Putting the pen down, she sighed as she leaned back in the chair, and then she looked back over at the portrait of her grandfather.

“I'll never sell the hotel,” she heard her own voice insisting, echoing through the years. “I swear.”

Such vigor.

Such certainty.

Such foolishness.

“There,” she said firmly. “It's done. All I have to do now is go and give this to that awful American Mr. Duke and tell him that he's won. He agreed to keep the hotel's name, and I hope very much that he'll stay true to his word.”

Taking a deep breath, she tried to remind herself that at least she was doing the right thing by the hotel's staff. Still, as she got to her feet and took hold of the contract, she couldn't help feeling that she would never quite be able to escape the shadow of her own failure. She'd dedicated her life to the Earnshaw, she'd even married Alex solely because she thought he could help her run the business better, and now all her efforts had been exposed as an embarrassment. Generations of Earnshaw men had kept the hotel running, and now she was the one who'd let the side down.

“There's no point feeling sorry for myself,” she whispered, sniffing back the tears. “I don't deserve sympathy. Time to get this over with so that -”

Before she could finish, she suddenly heard the sound of rapid gunfire somewhere outside. She turned and looked at the window, and – as the gunfire continued – she heard voices shouting elsewhere in the hotel.

***

“What the hell's going on out there?” Kieran Walker called out, hurrying down the stairs and making his way into the hotel's lobby. “Is someone shooting?”

“It's not in this street,” Kam replied, having stepped out through the front door so that he could check. “It's not far away, though. I think I can hear a helicopter too.”

“Are we sure it's not terrorists?” Maggie asked, sitting on the sofa in the corner with her head in her hands. “What if it's some massive terrorist attack? We have to barricade the doors.”

“I don't think it's terrorists,” Kam said, watching the south end of the street but seeing no sign of anyone. “We're used to terrorists. They wouldn't cause this much panic.”

“I think the young lady's right,” Tom Duke suggested, having made his way through from the bar. “We need to secure ourselves first and ask questions later.”

“Has anyone seen my son?” Kieran asked, looking around. “Joey, are you here?”

“What's that dreadful noise?” Daphne called out, still holding the contract as she hurried around from the doorway behind the main desk. “Has the whole world lost its mind?”

“Seems that way,” Tom muttered as the sound of gunfire continued somewhere in the distance.

“I don't like this,” Maggie said, getting to her feet and hurrying to the lift, hitting the buttons on the panel only to quickly remember that the power was now out. She headed to the stairs instead and began to make her way up. “I'm going to my room and I'm not coming out until this is over.”

“She might have a decent idea,” Tom suggested, turning to Daphne and then spotting the crumpled contract in her hand. “Is that -”

“Is everyone accounted for?” she snapped. “Where's my husband?”

“I'm here,” Alex said, hurrying up the stairs from the restaurant. “What's this palaver about? Is there yet another level of this hell that we hadn't encountered before?”

“Is everyone accounted for?” Daphne called out again. “Will somebody please check? Is everyone here who should be here?”

“Sorry,” Kam replied, still looking along the street, “we don't have a register.”

“This is intolerable,” she replied with a heavy sigh. “Is it the military? Have they finally shown up to make us all safe again?”

“I'm not sure that would quite be their first priority,” Tom suggested.

Daphne turned to him.

“If things are as bad as they seem,” he continued, “you'd better not be waiting for anyone to swoop in and save our asses. We're on our own.”

“Do you Americans never tire of being so cynical?” she asked. “In this country, at least, we have a rather more robust sense of duty. Then again, our history is rather longer and more storied than your own, is it not? It might have been better for you, had you not so ungratefully cast off our guiding hand with your revolutionary urges.”

“Are you pissed off about the American Revolution?” he replied, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Still?”

“It's stopped!” Kam pointed out.

Daphne was about to reply to Tom, but at the last second she looked over at the front door as she realized that her bartender was absolutely correct. The shooting had stopped, at least for now, and a sense of relative peace had returned.

“What do you think it was?” Kam continued. “Who was shooting, and what do you think they were shooting at?”

“I don't know,” Daphne replied, “but I fear that the situation might very well be deteriorating. We need to secure the hotel so that at least we're safe in here.”

“Exactly what I suggested,” Tom said, turning to her with a knowing smile. “Hands up if anyone here in the room has military experience.”

He looked around, and then he slowly raised his right hand.

“You've got dusty paintings of your family fighting in old wars,” he told Daphne, “and I've got actual experience in modern combat zones. Seems to me that you might want to listen to my advice.”


Chapter Eighteen

As soon as the gunfire stopped, Henrik found himself staring in horrified silence at Lauren's body on the ground just a few meters away.

He could still hear the constant thrumming of the helicopter's blades, but that sound somehow seemed impossibly far away as Henrik's eyes remained firmly fixed on the sight of Lauren's bloodied back. Scores of glistening red wounds were covering her body, and already some of the blood was seeping out onto the rough asphalt. She showed no sign of movement, and although her head was turned to face away, Henrik felt sure that there could be no hope for her.

A moment later the thrumming of the helicopter shifted and began to recede, and when he looked up Henrik saw the machine slowly moving away along the street as if the pilot considered his job to be done now.

As soon as he was certain that the danger had passed, Henrik began to crawl out from the doorway. He made his way over to the spot where Lauren's body had fallen, and with trembling hands he reached out and began to gently roll her onto her back. He immediately saw that she seemed to have taken no direct shots to the head, but most of the gunfire had ripped straight through her body and – in particular – the front of her shirt was now a torn and bloodied mess.

Suddenly her eyes flicked open and she let out a faint gasp.

“It's me!” Henrik stammered, moving some hair from across her face. “I'm right here. Lauren, can you hear me?”

Her mouth opened and she tried to say something, but no words emerged; all that came from her mouth instead was a trickle of blood that ran down to her ear.

“Lauren, listen to me,” Henrik continued, looking down at the rest of her wounds as he tried frantically to work out what he should do next. “Everything's going to be alright. I'm going to get you back to the hotel and then... and then one of the guests might be a doctor. Or someone might know something that'll help but -”

Feeling her hand gripping his, he looked down. He could already feel her grip starting to weaken; when he looked at her face again he realized that her eyes were starting to slip closed.

“Don't go to sleep!” he hissed, before pulling his hand free and starting to gather her up into his arms. “Do you hear me? Lauren, you have to stay awake! We're not far from the hotel, you just have to wait until we get back.”

He adjusted his hold, and then he carefully lifted her up. Hearing a rasping sound, he looked out across the street and saw that somehow the remaining creatures were still dragging their sorry corpses along the ground, as if they were barely even aware of the devastating injuries that in some cases had blown a few of their limbs clean away. Henrik stared in horror, feeling almost impressed by their unending drive to get closer, although after a few more seconds he began to fill with an overwhelming sense of revulsion.

“Enjoy rotting away,” he sneered, before turning and starting to carry Lauren back to the hotel. “Just hold on until we get back,” he told her. “If you can just manage to stay awake, everything's going to be alright.”

***

Stumbling around the corner, with Lauren still in his arms, Henrik finally spotted the Earnshaw ahead. He began to make his way along Sombie Street, and he forced himself to keep his eyes fixed very much on the front of the hotel.

Anything was better than looking down at the crumpled, worryingly silent body in his arms.

“It's going to be okay,” he continued, hoping against hope that she might still be able to hear him. “Don't worry, Lauren, everything'll be alright. Try to stay awake. That's the most important thing. As long as you stay awake, someone at the hotel might know how to help you.”

He walked along in silence for a couple more minutes, making his way slowly but surely along Sombie Street, until finally he turned and looked up at the hotel's front door. Still unable or unwilling to look at Lauren, he watched the door and a moment later he spotted Kam peering out at him. He waited, and sure enough Kam quickly hurried out and began to make his way down the steps before stopping as soon as he saw Lauren's body.

“What the...”

“There was shooting,” Henrik stammered, barely able to believe the words that were coming from his mouth. “A helicopter... there were these things out there and...”

“Is she...”

Kam stepped forward and looked down at Lauren. Finally Henrik realized that he had to face the truth, she he too looked at her face, and he immediately saw her cold dead eyes staring up toward the gray sky.

“We heard the gunfire,” Kam said, his voice tense with shock, “but I didn't know... I mean, none of us knew that you two had...”

“I need to get her inside,” Henrik replied, stepping past him and carrying Lauren's corpse up the steps.

“Are you sure that's a good idea?” Kam called after him.

“I don't care,” Henrik replied, stepping into the hotel's lobby and making his way over to one of the sofas.

Although he knew several other people were watching him, he ignored them all as he crouched down and gently set Lauren's body down on the nearest sofa. He took great care to arrange her carefully, and after a moment he even pulled a cushion over to proper her head up a little. Looking at her eyes, he was still hoping that by some miracle she might yet be alive, although in truth he knew that she was already gone. She'd clearly been hit by scores of bullets and the front of her shirt was caked in blood, but after a few seconds he still reached over and took the time to check for any sign of a pulse on the side of her neck.

“Is she...”

Stepping closer, Lucy peered at the dead woman.

“Did she...”

“She's dead,” Henrik murmured softly, before carefully closing Lauren's eyes. “She was murdered by some faceless goons in a helicopter.”

“Shit,” Kam whispered, “so that's what we heard.”

“Well, who are they?” Lucy asked, clearly struggling to keep from panicking. “Why would they be shooting people?”

“They were shooting at some other things,” Henrik replied, getting to his feet and turning to her. “Creatures.”

“Creatures?”

“Out there,” he continued, nodding toward the door. “I don't know what they are, exactly, but if I had to pick a word to describe them I'd say that they're... zombies.”

She raised both her eyebrows.

“That's what they looked like to me, at least,” he added, “although I'm certainly no expert.”

He turned to see Kam, Mickey and several guests staring back at him with shocked expressions on their faces.

“The helicopters shot them up good,” he explained, “but that only really slowed them down. Even with limbs blown off, some of them were still crawling after us. I don't know exactly why the helicopter's crew opened fire on us as well, but I can only assume that from up there they weren't sure who was who. They probably figured that it was better to be safe than sorry.”

“Zombies?” another of the guests replied, before breaking into a nervous smile and holding his hands up. “Okay, I'm out. This has been fun, but I'm not up for some weird impromptu escape room that you guys think might be fun to put on. If you're gonna pull stunts like this, you really need to mention it on your website because most of us just came here because we need somewhere to stay. If I want to do a zombie escape room, I'll specifically book one in, like, Covent Garden or somewhere like that.”

“If you don't believe me,” Henrik replied, “then go outside and see for yourself. Go to the end of the street and I think all your doubts will be gone.” Looking down, he realized that the front of his shirt was covered in Lauren's blood, some of which was even smeared on his hands. “The whole city must be like this,” he added, “and I'm not sure that it's going to get better at any point soon.”

“I feel sick,” Lucy murmured, taking a seat on one of the sofas, trying but failing to stop looking at Lauren's dead body. “I don't want to be in the middle of a zombie apocalypse. I want to go home.”

“Henrik's right,” Kam said suddenly.

The others turned and saw that he was back outside, looking along the street.

“Come and see for yourselves,” he continued, and a number of guests quickly hurried over to join him. “See?”

Looking along the street, they all saw several figures crawling along the asphalt, slowly but surely dragging their heavily-damaged bodies toward the hotel.

“What are they?” Mickey whispered.

“I already told you,” Henrik said darkly, not bothering to join them at the top of the steps and instead staring down at Lauren's body. “They're zombies. And they're coming for us.”


Chapter Nineteen

“Put everything you can find against the door!” Kam called out, stepping aside as two of the guests pushed one of the sofas into place, blocking the entrance to the hotel. “The more the better. Then we need to start securing the windows.”

“What's going on in here?” Daphne asked as she, Tom and Alex hurried up the stairs from the restaurant. “Henrik, how -”

Before she could get another word out, she spotted Lauren's body on the sofa. She froze, staring at the awful sight, and then she made her way over before stopping again and looking at the many bloodied wounds all over the dead woman's chest.

“Is she -”

“Dead,” Henrik said, having made his way over to the desk, where he was staring down at the laptop he'd always used when checking in guests. “Shot down by faceless men in a helicopter.”

“We were scouting the back of the hotel,” Tom said, grabbing two chairs and hurrying over to add them to the pile blocking the front door, “but it looks like we need to work faster. Someone should come up with a list of every way into and out of the building, including windows and fire exits. They all need to be blocked.”

“Onto it,” Kam told him.

“Were you a soldier too?”

“Sort of,” Kam replied, before hesitating for a few seconds. “Online.”

“Better than nothing,” Tom muttered, before heading to the window and looking outside just in time to see the six creatures still dragging themselves slowly toward the hotel.

“What do they look like to you?” Kam asked.

Tom turned to him.

“Because they look a hell of a lot like zombies to me,” Kam continued. “Actual, real live zombies. Well, not 'live' but you know what I -”

Suddenly they all heard a roar, and they turned just as Henrik ripped the laptop away from the reception desk and threw it across the room, sending it smashing against the far wall with such force that the screen immediately broke away.

“Hey, calm down,” Tom said, holding up both hands as he stepped over to him. “I get that you're mad but -”

“Mad?” Henrik snarled, turning to him. “I just watched a woman getting shot up in the street, and you're surprised that I'm disturbed by it?”

“I'm not surprised at all,” Tom told him, with his hands still raised in an attempt to restore some peace and calm, “but misdirected anger isn't going to help anyone, and it sure won't bring your friend back.”

“You Americans think you have all the answers, don't you?” Henrik sneered.

“Right now I don't have any answers,” Tom admitted. “In fact, it seems to me that out of all of us, you're the only one who's actually encountered these things out there. What do you know about their capabilities?”

“They're slow,” Henrik replied. “They keep coming, though. The only way to stop them appears to be to break the parts of their bodies that allow them to move. Zombies or not, they can't walk without knees. They didn't actually manage to get to us, we were moving too fast for them, I wanted to...”

His voice trailed off, and after a few seconds he looked over at the sofa and saw Lauren's body.

“It was my fault,” he added cautiously. “We should have just come straight back to the hotel, but it was my fault we were still out there when the helicopter came. If I'd let Lauren go, she wouldn't have been in danger.”

“You couldn't have known what was going to happen,” Tom told him. “Don't let your thoughts go there, okay? We need everyone to stay focused.”

“I watched her die,” Henrik replied through gritted teeth. “Do you know what that's like?”

“Where's my son?” Kieran asked, hurrying down the main staircase. “I've looked everywhere but he's not in our room and I can't find him. Has anyone seen Joey?”

“There was a boy outside earlier,” Kam replied, “but I think he came in after I spoke to him.”

He paused for a few seconds, before turning and looking over at the window.

“I mean, I thought he was going to come inside, but I didn't actually see...”

Hurrying to the window, Kieran peered out at the street and immediately saw the six creatures crawling toward the bottom step. Horrified by the sight, he watched as the woman in office clothing tried in vain to drag herself up toward the front door, but she quickly fell back down as if she couldn't quite work out how to haul her damaged body any further.

“What are those things?” he stammered.

“We're calling them zombies for now,” Kam said, joining him at the window. “It might not be an accurate term. Hell, I really hope it's not, but it's certainly what they look like to me.” He tilted his head slightly. “They're not very rotten, are they? Give them time, though.”

“I have to find my son,” Kieran said, turning to him, before pulling his phone out and holding it up so that Kam could see the image on the lock screen. “Is this the boy you saw out there?”

Kam nodded.

“And you're sure he came back in?”

“Not really,” Kam admitted, as some of the others began to barricade the other window over by the main desk. “I'm sorry, I wasn't really paying too much attention and I guess I got distracted.”

“Why didn't you make him come in?”

“He's not my kid!” Kam protested. “And I didn't know that six zombies were gonna show up outside! I mean, I think I might have joked about it, but I didn't actually think it was going to happen! Did anyone actually think that things were going to get this bad?”

“I have to find him,” Kieran muttered, turning and hurrying away across the lobby. “If anyone sees him, tell him to stay right here until I come back.”

“I'll help you!” Lucy said, rushing after him.

“They sure look like zombies to me,” Tom said, standing next to Kam and watching as the six creatures tried again and again to crawl up the steps. “Okay, they might not look quite like they've been ripped out of a movie, but they're clearly dead and they're clearly still moving. As far as I'm concerned, that's more than enough proof, but where the hell did they come from?”

“It'll be some kind of military thing,” Kam suggested.

“You're into your conspiracy theories, huh?”

“I'll stop having theories when the elites stop conspiring,” Kam replied, turning to him. “I heard you saying earlier that you're ex-military. Do you really think something like this isn't connected to that world? Or are you going to try to suggest that those things out there got infected by some kind of flu that jumped to humans?”

“I'm going to suggest that we can come up with all manner of nonsense theories,” he pointed out, “but that we can't know the truth right now, so we'd just be flapping our lips for nothing.” He turned to Daphne, who looked pale as a sheet as she held back from the window. “How about you, Mrs. Earnshaw? Do you want to come over and take a look outside? I don't think you'll like what you see.”

“No, I'm fine, thank you,” she replied stiffly. “I don't... I just...”

“Someone needs to take charge,” he told her, “and -”

“Yes, that's quite clear,” Alex said, cutting him off. “Listen, as the proprietors of this hotel I think my wife and I should take a leadership role. I want everyone to keep barricading the doors and windows so that nothing can get in, and then... and then we'll work out what to do next.”

“Actually,” Tom said, “we should -”

“We'll canvass for further opinions in due course,” Alex continued. “I'm sure everyone will have a point of view that they want to get across, but for now I want cool heads to prevail.” He glanced at Henrik, who had now resorted to merely staring at the wrecked laptop as if he was succumbing to the darkest of thoughts. “We're going to just keep doing what we're doing here, and I'm sure the police or the army or someone will be along soon to take charge.”

“Do you have an accessible roof?” Tom asked. “I think it'd be useful if we could get up there and try to see across the city.”

“We might have a more pressing problem,” Kam said, still looking out the window. “Like a really massively huge pressing problem.”

“And what's that?” Tom said, heading over and trying to work out what had caught his attention.

The six creatures were still on the steps, but they'd made no real progress in their repeated attempts to crawl up toward the hotel's front door.

“The skip,” Kam continued, nodding at the old skip on the other side of the road. “Do you see him?”

Tom narrowed his gaze slightly, and after a few seconds he understood exactly what Kam meant. Joey was out there, crouching behind the skip in a desperate attempt to hide from the creatures. And although they seemingly hadn't noticed him so far, one of the creatures was further back from the others and had begun to slowly look around at the rest of the empty street.

“It's that guy's kid,” Kam said, his voice filled with fear, “and I really don't want to see what happens if those things get hold of him.”


Chapter Twenty

Hurrying into her office, Daphne set the contract down and stopped to put her hands over her face. She stood frozen in place for a few seconds, before slowly pulling her hands down to reveal a pair of horrified eyes.

“Daphne?” Alex called out, rushing after her. “What are you doing?”

“I can't,” she stammered, turning to him. “I just can't. This is too much.”

“They're going to fetch the boy.”

“I can't deal with this,” she continued, shaking her head. “It's too much. It's as if the whole world is collapsing out there and there's nothing we can do to stop it.” She turned to him. “I'm not -”

Suddenly he slapped her hard, almost hard enough to knock her off balance. She instinctively gasped and looked away, and a moment later she turned to him with an expression of genuine shock in her eyes.

“I'm sorry I had to do that,” he said firmly, “but you gave me no choice. You once told me that you need me to keep you strong, Daphne, and that's exactly what I'm going to do.” He peered past her and spotted the contract on the desk. “At least it looks like you've finally made the right decision about the hotel. Once this is all over, things are going to be very different.”

He reached over for the contract, but at the last second Daphne pulled it away.

“Give it to me,” he continued.

“I want to hand it to Mr. Duke myself,” she replied.

“Why?” he asked with a heavy sigh. “It doesn't make any difference.”

“It makes a difference to me,” she told him. “I'm the one selling the hotel, and I just think... it's only right that I should be the one who does the deed, so to speak.”

“You're crazy.”

“It's important to me.”

He seemed poised to respond, but instead he simply looked at his wife for a few seconds before taking a step back.

“Fine,” he muttered, holding his hands up. “I don't see that it matters either way, but do what you want. If it makes you feel better about the whole thing, you can hand him the contract on a silver platter or a plump purple cushion. See if I care. I'm just glad that you've seen sense at last, Daphne. There were times when I thought I was going to have to knock your head against a wall to make you face the truth.”

“This hotel has been in my family for -”

“This whole crap will be over in a day at most,” he added before she could finish. “Those things out there aren't zombies, at worst they're a bunch of drug addicts taking advantage of the empty streets. I guarantee you that this time tomorrow, everything's going to be back to normal and we'll be laughing our heads off at all the nonsense people were starting to believe.”

“Poor Lauren -”

“That was probably just gang violence,” he said, before stepping closer to her. “We've only got Henrik's word about the helicopter, and he's just some Norwegian crank. Frankly, I've always thought he has a screw loose.” Reaching down, he took hold of the contract and pulled it from her hand. “Let me take things from here. You've already done far too much, you could probably use a rest. I'll give this to Mr. Duke and then you can think about where you're going to go with the money.”

He turned and headed to the door.

“You mean where we're going to go,” she countered.

“Hmm?”

Stopping, he glanced back at her, and for a moment he seemed genuinely puzzled by her comment.

“Oh, right, sure,” he continued. “I'll leave you to figure it out, though. I'm sure there must be somewhere you've always wanted to visit. Some kind of dusty old museum, perhaps? Or a fancy garden? Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to go and find Mr. Duke and give him the good news.”

***

“They still haven't spotted him,” Tom said as he and Kam stood at the window in the bar, watching as Joey continued to hide behind the skip. “That's good, it means they can't sniff people out.”

“So what are we going to do?” Kam asked. “We can't risk leaving him out there for much longer.”

“Where is he?” Kieran shouted, hurrying through with Lucy just a few steps further back. “Where's my son?”

“It's okay,” Tom replied, looking back out toward the skip, “we're just figuring out the best way to approach this. We don't exactly have much of an arsenal, so we're going to have to be cautious.”

“What the hell's he doing out there?” Kieran gasped as soon as he spotted Joey peering round from behind the skip. “Is he a complete idiot?”

“Okay, we're doing this,” Tom said, taking a moment to fiddle with the window's latch before gently pushing it open.

Leaning out, he looked along toward the steps a few meters away and saw that five of the creatures were still trying to crawl up to the hotel's front door. They weren't having much luck, but for some reason they seemed unable or unwilling to give up. The sixth creature, however, continued to stray a little further from the others and had begun to edge toward the skip. There was no sign that it had actually noticed Joey yet, but it seemed to be on a slow and steady course in that direction.

Waving at the boy, Tom gestured for him to hurry toward the window.

“He's too scared,” Kieran pointed out.

“I figured he would be,” Tom replied, before climbing up onto the ledge and swinging his legs over to the other side. “We're going to have to go and get him.”

“What about those things?” Kieran asked.

“Would you rather leave your own son at their mercy?”

“Of course not, but...”

“And the zombies, or whatever they are, seem to be very slow,” Tom continued. “I don't think they're actually in any position to give chase, so we just need to be smart. In fact, I think this might go better if there's just one of us out there. I'm going to fetch your son and then I'm going to bring him back here, and then we'll slam this window shut and barricade it like the others. Do you understand?”

“Are you sure you can dodge them?”

Tom thought for a moment, watching the creatures carefully, and then he slowly lowered himself down onto the street while trying not to make too much noise. In the process, however, he couldn't help but disturb the flowers in one of the boxes hanging from the window.

Almost immediately, one of the creatures at the steps turned and looked at him. After staring for a couple of seconds, the creature let out a low growl and crawled directly over the others in an attempt to reach its new target. This, in turn, alerted the others and caused them to also start moving in Tom's direction.

“At least they're not working together,” Tom pointed out, backing away slowly and making his way toward the skip. “Looks like it's every zombie for himself.”

“Hurry!” Kieran called after him.

“He used to be a soldier,” Kam replied. “He knows what he's doing.”

“What kind of soldier?”

“I don't know,” Kam admitted. “Just... a soldier, I guess.”

Refusing to turn away from the creatures, which were now all crawling in his direction, Tom continued to head over to the skip, and after a few more paces he began to wave at Joey again.

“Kid!” he hissed. “We don't have much time to waste here, so I'm going to need you to be brave.”

He waited, hoping that Joey might dare to venture out from behind the skip, but instead the boy retreated a little further.

“Kid, I'm serious,” he continued, edging ever closer while keeping his eyes fixed on the slowly-crawling creatures. “There's nothing to be scared about, we can easily get back inside but you're going to have to trust me. Do you think you can do that?”

He glanced around. After looking toward the southern end of the street, he turned the other way. As he did so, he registered another figure in the distance; he looked toward the southern end again, but this time there was no sign of anyone else.

“What are they?” Joey whimpered.

“I don't know, but try not to look at them.”

Reaching the skip, Tom grabbed Joey's hand and pulled him closer.

“Are they monsters?” the boy asked.

“I don't know what they are,” Tom explained, “but -”

In that moment, he realized that only three of the creatures were now crawling in his direction. The other three, he noticed a few seconds later, had begun to make their way around to the other side of the skip, almost as if they were attempting to establish a pincer movement. When he looked around, he realized that already the six crawling bodies had managed to form a semi-circle, cutting him and Joey off from the hotel and edging ever closer.

Always closer.

Never stopping.

“Which way do we go?” Joey whimpered. “How are you going to make sure they don't get us?”


Chapter Twenty-One

“Wait for my word,” Tom whispered, unable to hide the tension in his voice as his eyes constantly flicked from one creature to the next. “When I say run...”

For a moment, unable to spot an easy route back across the road to the hotel, Tom could only watch as the creatures crawled closer and closer. He'd seen a lot of things in his life, and a lot of death, but these things were something else entirely; clearly dead and with almost soulless expressions on their faces, they were all letting out faint groans as they hauled their ragged bodies across the ground. Although he felt sure that he could get back to the hotel without too much trouble, Tom knew that the kid added a whole new dimension to the problem and he really wasn't sure just how dangerous the creatures might become.

On top of that, he knew that he'd lied earlier. He'd told the boy that there was no reason to be afraid, when in fact there was every reason to be absolutely terrified.

“This way.”

Suddenly pulling Joey past the skip, Tom led him carefully around the crawling creatures, one of which reached out toward them with a grasping hand.

“It's okay,” Tom said. “We just -”

Before he could finish, he spotted another creature stumbling along the street. Unlike the others, this one was on its feet and seemed able to move faster, almost at normal speed. Realizing that he and the boy were once again cut off from the hotel, Tom began to consider other routes, but he knew he didn't have long left to make a decision. With each passing second, he and Joey had fewer and fewer options.

“You're going to have to be really good,” he told Joey, “and -”

In that moment, hearing the roar of an engine, he looked over his shoulder just in time to see a silver car lurching out from a side street and rounding the corner. The vehicle bumped off the pavement and then paused for a few seconds, before the engine revved loudly and the wheels began to turn; the car launched forward, crunching straight over the creatures on the ground and then hitting the new arrival too, knocking it down and driving straight over its head, crushing the skull before bumping against the side of the skip and finally coming to a halt.

The window wound down, and Kam leaned out.

“A guest left his keys behind the desk,” he explained slightly breathlessly. “He'd had too much to drink last night and... well, it's a long story. I remembered and, well, I thought you could use some help.”

He looked toward the front of the vehicle, which had crumpled slightly against the skip.

“I hope that's not going to have to come out of my wages.”

“You did a good job,” Tom replied, looking down at the twisted remains of the creatures beneath the vehicle's wheels. “Thanks for the cover.”

As Kam slowly reversed the car off the creatures, Tom led Joey to the steps and up to the hotel's front room, where Kieran immediately pulled the boy inside and began to admonish him for running off in the first place.

Turning, Tom watched as Kam parked the car. Realizing that some parts of the creatures were still moving, he made his way back out onto the street for a closer look; sure enough, the female creature – despite having barely anything left below the mid-chest – was somehow still trying to drag herself forward. He heard Kam climbing out of the car behind him and making his way closer, but for a few seconds Tom could only stare with a growing sense of horror as the female zombie tried again and again and again to get to him. She was looking up, her bloodied eyes fixed on his face, and after a few seconds she managed another angry snarl.

And she was a zombie.

He knew now that no other word seemed quite so fitting.

“How the hell is that thing still moving?” Kam asked.

“The brain's still intact,” Tom pointed out, “and it almost doesn't seem to understand that the rest of the body has been destroyed. It's as if the brain is controlling everything. Every impulse, every need, all the hunger... it's a kind of insatiable appetite that's controlling every scrap of meat and muscle and bone that's left.”

“She looks like she was pretty hot before.”

Tom turned to him.

“Just an observation,” Kam suggested. “I don't think that's a weird thing to say.”

“There are going to be more,” Tom told him. “Quite possibly a lot more. We need to make sure that we can defend ourselves against them.”

“Back to barricading ourselves in the hotel?”

“I'm not sure we want to restrict ourselves to such a small space,” he murmured, looking both ways along the street for a moment and spotting a few more parked cars nearby. “This is a pretty secure space. Just two ways in. Where did you drive around from?”

“There's a small row of garages around the back,” Kam told him. “Off-road parking used to be -”

“Do those garages lead anywhere else?”

“No, but -”

“Then I know what we have to do,” he continued. “We're going to seal the two ends of the road off so that nothing can get down here, and then hopefully we can wait this whole thing out. Your prime minister said something about twenty or thirty days, didn't he?”

“Yes, but -”

“Then that's what we have to do. We have to survive for twenty or thirty days and hope that whatever this is, eventually it starts to pass. Get everyone out here. It's time to get to work.”

He hesitated for a moment, before stepping around behind the gasping woman on the ground.

“I'm sorry,” he continued. “I hope you can't feel this.”

In an instant, he stamped his foot down hard, crushing the back of her skull. She let out a groan and still struggled for a few more seconds, before falling completely still.

***

“A what?” Alex spluttered as he watched two guests carrying one of the sofas out from the lobby. “Hang on, where exactly do you think you're taking that thing?”

“We need everything we can find,” Kam told him. “We're going to block off the two ends of the road so that no more of those zombies can get to the hotel.”

“On whose authority?”

“I don't think we've had a vote on it,” Kam admitted.

“You can't just steal hotel property!” Alex insisted, racing to the door and holding his arms out to block the way. “Put that down immediately!”

“It's a good plan,” Kam insisted. “Mr. Duke thinks -”

“Mr. Duke is not in charge of this hotel,” Alex said firmly. “He seems to be on some kind of power trip, but he needs to remember that he's just a guest here, like everyone else. I want all the furniture put back where you found it, and any damage will have to be paid for. Even scuff marks!”

“Still counting the pennies, huh?” Tom said, stepping up behind him and forcing him out of the way. “Guys, get the sofa out there and join the others at the end of the street. We need everything we can find to block the entrance.”

“You can't do this!” Alex snapped.

“That's funny,” Tom replied, turning to him, “because I seem to be. I want to keep those zombies as far away from the front door as possible.”

“Zombies?” Alex replied. “Are you serious?”

“It's what they look like to me,” Kam muttered.

“I want everything put back at once!” Alex spat, storming over to Tom and looking up into his eyes. “Do you hear me? I won't have the fittings of this hotel ripped apart just because some pumped-up American ex-soldier thinks he's in charge suddenly! Do I need to remind you that you don't actually own this place?”

“Perhaps I should speak to your wife, then,” Tom replied calmly. “After all, she's technically the owner, isn't she? Of course, the conversation might drift to other subjects. Such as the real reason I ended up here this week in the first place.”

“Are you threatening me?” Alex sneered.

Tom nodded.

Alex opened his mouth to reply, but he clearly knew that he'd been outmaneuvered. Bristling with rage, he tried to think of some way he might be able to cut Tom down a peg or two, but he knew that he couldn't risk having his wife find out about the nature of the hotel sale. He had the contract in his inside pocket, ready to hand over, yet he figured now that he needed to at least consider whether there might be a better way of doing things.

“Excuse me,” Tom said finally, stepping past him and heading to the door, “but we've got work to do. Real work. Hard work. If you fancy getting your hands dirty for once, Alex, come and join us.”

Left seething with anger as the others continued to carry furniture outside, Alex looked around and spotted Henrik standing at the far end of the lobby, seemingly staring blankly toward the stairs that led down to the restaurant and the gym.

“What are you doing there, Henrik?” he snapped. “I don't pay you to just stand around like an idiot.”

As soon as Henrik turned to him, Alex saw the blood still soaking the front of the Norwegian man's shirt.

“Go to the back room and change,” Alex continued. “There are some fresh shirts in there. You can't keep wearing that... stuff. Go on! At least try to make yourself look presentable!”


Chapter Twenty-Two

“This is starting to look good,” Tom said, watching as two guests hauled another table onto the top of the silver car that now formed the central part of the barricade. “We need to tie it together more and make it slightly taller, but it's a great start. Then we need to do the same thing at the other end.”

Looking up, he saw the Sombie Street sign.

“If this works,” he continued, “Sombie Street is going to be a little refuge in the heart of all this madness. Hopefully for as long as we need it.”

“The Duchess isn't going to like us using her good furniture,” Kam muttered.

“Why do people call Daphne that?” Tom asked, turning to him. “I've heard a few people refer to her as the Duchess.”

“I think it's just that she seems like she's a little... old-fashioned,” Kam suggested. “I don't know who started it, but behind her back she's often described as the Duchess of Sombie Street. It's fair to say that she's never been too interested in the modern world. Do you know how some people just seem to have been born in the wrong time period? I reckon Daphne Earnshaw would have fitted right in, say, a couple of hundred years ago. Just don't use the nickname around her. I heard she'd really not a big fan.”

“I'm not surprised,” Tom replied.

“What about climbing?” Kam continued, looking at the barricade again. “How do we know that these zombies can't climb?”

“We don't,” Tom admitted, “but we'll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

“I can't believe I'm just bandying the word 'zombie' around like this,” Kam added, raising both eyebrows. “It still doesn't feel quite... real.”

“Sometimes the world changes slowly,” Tom replied, “and sometimes it changes in the blink of an eye.”

“But have you ever seen anything like this?” Kam asked, before stepping closer so that he could lower his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Seriously, you're ex-military, right? You must know a few things that the rest of us don't have a clue about. Have you ever heard of anything that could turn people into these things? I mean, I've seen those photos of people on meth, but this is a whole new level of craziness.”

“Sorry,” Tom said, “I don't have any special insight. I wish I did.”

“And do you think this wall is going to work? Can it really keep the zombies out forever?”

“Not forever, no,” he murmured darkly, as he looked up and saw one of the guests tying some chairs to the top of the growing barricade. “But if your prime minister was right, then it only has to hold for a little under a month. And if he wasn't right, and this goes on for longer, then I guess we'll have to come up with another plan.”

***

Glancing over his shoulder, Henrik watched the lobby for a moment and saw that various people were carrying more items out into the street. He knew he should help them, but – having changed into a clean shirt – he had one other job that needed doing first.

Once he was sure that nobody had spotted him, he began to make his way down the stairs. He saw the entrance to the restaurant ahead, but he quickly turned to go along the corridor that led to the gym.

“Henrik!”

Stopping, he sighed as he realized that he'd been spotted.

“We've got a serious problem.”

He turned to see Mickey, the slightly annoying assistant chef, gesticulating at him frantically from the doorway that led into the restaurant's kitchen.

“I need to show you something.”

Sighing, Henrik made his way through, following Mickey into the kitchen while telling himself that he couldn't afford to take too long. After all, he needed to attend to a pressing matter that so far he'd been putting off all day.

“We're screwed,” Mickey continued, mumbling away to himself as he headed to the large freezers in the far corner of the kitchen. “We're so totally screwed.”

“What's the problem?” Henrik asked.

“This is the problem,” Mickey explained, pulling the freezer door open to reveal water dribbling down onto the floor. “Do you realize how much of our menu is frozen?”

“I thought we advertised that everything was fresh.”

“Of course we do!” Mickey hissed. “But the fact is, I've been having to cut corners! Since Arnaud opened his new restaurant, I've been 'assistant' in name only. I've basically been in charge. I'm supposed to work out how to feed everyone, but right now we've got a whole lot of food today and then very little after that.”

“What about tinned goods?”

“Sure, we've got some,” Mickey continued, “but not enough. Not if this mess carries on for, say, another week. That's when we're really going to start running out of things. I can do some kind of rationing, but still, by my count we've got about two dozen people we need to keep feeding. Everything was running on a kind of last-minute schedule down here, it all arrived just in time and that was fine, but now we've really got our backs against the wall.”

“You're going to have to do the best you can,” Henrik told him. “You're a chef. Use your imagination.”

“Everyone's relying on me to magic up these great feasts,” Mickey explained, “but I'm gonna be letting them down real bad, real soon. So that's why I figured you might have a few ideas.”

“Me?”

“You're from Norway,” Mickey continued. “I've read about Norwegian food. You guys, and the Icelanders and the Danish and so on, you know how to preserve stuff. I once read about this type of fish that you pee on and bury, and then you dig it up later and it's completely fine to eat.”

“I don't know anything about that sort of thing.”

“We've got tons of meat in here that's not going to last much longer. You have to know some way of making it stay fresh. What about salt? Don't you guys put salt on everything?”

“Sure, but I don't have any magic secrets,” Henrik admitted. “You're just going to have to experiment and do the best that you can.”

“Is that the best advice you've got?” Mickey asked. “Seriously?”

“Aren't you supposed to be some amazingly talented up-and-coming young chef?”

“My references weren't exactly... honest,” Mickey said cautiously. “Fortunately no-one bothered to chase them up too much, and I've been kind of winging it ever since I got here. Now I'm the only person left to run the kitchen and if I'm honest, I'm way out of my depth. Man, come on, seriously... you've got to help me.”

“I have things I need to be doing,” Henrik told him, checking his watch. “Just... figure something out.”

He turned and headed toward the door.

“Thanks,” Mickey said, his voice dripping with sarcasm, “you're really useful. Did anyone ever tell you that, Henrik?”

“Just don't pee on anything,” Henrik muttered. “Be inventive.”

“Be inventive?” Mickey replied. “Is that your best advice? How am I supposed to be inventive? How am I supposed to find more food?”

Once he was out of the kitchen, Henrik took a moment to pull himself together. For a moment, standing on the staircase, he thought back to the sight of Lauren's body getting peppered with bullets. He knew deep down that he was responsible for what had happened to her, that he was the one who'd insisted on staying for a few minutes to observe the strange creatures, and he knew that if they'd simply headed back to the hotel they wouldn't have been caught out in the open by the gunners on the helicopter. He blinked, and in that instant he once again saw Lauren's body on the ground, and he remembered the way she'd looked up at him in her final seconds. She'd trusted him and he'd let her down, and for that she'd paid the ultimate price.

“I'm sorry,” he whispered. “All I can do now is... I promise nothing like that will ever happen again.”

“Henrik!”

Looking up, he saw Kam waving at him from the top of the stairs.

“Dude, we need you!”

“I -”

“It's urgent!” Kam continued. “We've almost got one of the barricades done, but we're running out of stuff for the other end of the street. We need to start pulling things out of all the rooms and use everything we can find.”

“I just -”

“Or do you have something on your plate that's more urgent that saving us from marauding zombies?” Kam added. “Henrik, this is life or death! You're not just going to run away and hide, are you?”

“You think I'm running away?” Henrik hesitated, struggling to contain his irritation. He looked along the corridor that led to the gym, and then – figuring that his little task could wait – he began to make his way back up the stairs. “Don't be stupid,” he continued, shoving his way past Kam as he entered the lobby. “I'm not running away from anything.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

“Help me!” a woman screamed somewhere nearby, at most perhaps a street or two away. “Somebody help -”

Suddenly her voice cut off, as if something had managed to get hold of her. Stopping in yet another shop doorway, Maria listened for any further cries, yet she heard no more from the woman. As she continued to try to pick her way back toward the Earnshaw, she was starting to hear more and more of these occasional strange – and very ominous – noises coming from all around.

Taking a moment to try to get her bearings, she looked around but realized that she still didn't recognize this particular street. She felt sure that she had to be close to the Earnshaw now, but she'd had to constantly zigzag her way from one street to the next in an attempt to get away from the terrifying sounds. Now she couldn't help worrying that in the process she might have inadvertently doubled back on herself, and she realized that somehow she'd managed to become completely lost in London.

Looking up, she saw the sides of several large white buildings towering above her. After a moment she spotted a street sign at the far corner; she crept out from the doorway and managed to read the sign, but the name Halkin Street meant nothing to her.

“I'm coming home,” she whispered, although she felt increasingly unsure about that promise. “I'm going to find my way. Boys, you just need to look after each other for a little while longer, and then I'll come and make sure that everything's alright.”

Supposing that she had to get moving again, she began to hurry along the street. She constantly looked all around, terrified that at any moment she might hear another scream, but then – as she stepped around the next corner – she froze as she spotted a dozen or more figures stumbling toward her.

Her first thought was to call out to them, to ask whether they might be able to help, but something about the figures seemed strangely 'off'. For one thing, they were all walking very stiffly, and for another they looked somewhat ragged and perhaps even injured. In fact, the more Maria watched them, the more she worried that they appeared to be not quite human at all. A moment later one of them looked directly at her, before letting out a faint gasp and starting to walk a little faster. Behind that figure, the others – seemingly in response – began to follow.

“I'm sorry,” Maria murmured, turning and hurrying in the other direction. “I can't help you.”

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that the figures were still walking after her, although they seemed at least to be too slow to actually catch up. A few seconds later, reaching the end of the street, she looked both ways and felt a rush of relief as she spotted the long wall that she'd passed so many times on the bus; that wall, she knew, was at the back of Buckingham Palace, and when she looked to her left again she was just about able to make out the corner of Hyde Park in the distance.

In that moment, she finally understood exactly where she was and how to get back to the Earnshaw.

She set off again, while silently thanking the Lord for helping her, but after just a few more steps she stopped as she spotted more figures in the distance. Emerging from another street, the figures began to fan out seemingly randomly, until one of them noticed her presence and began to shuffle toward her. As the rest followed, Maria looked back and saw the first pack of creatures also heading her way. Finally, looking all around once more, she realized that although she now knew exactly where she was, these 'things' – whatever they might be – were now getting closer to her from all directions.

***

Forcing the door open, Daphne stepped out onto the roof of the hotel. A pigeon immediately flapped away, and Daphne was surprised to see Mickey from the kitchen standing over by one of the chimney stacks, holding what appeared to be a child's fishing net.

“I didn't expect to find anyone else up here,” Daphne said cautiously.

“I was just...”

His voice trailed off for a moment, and he seemed a little startled to suddenly have company.

“I was just taking a look around,” he continued. “I thought I might be able to see something useful from up here.”

“And did you?”

“Nope,” he replied, shaking his head slowly. “I should probably get back to the kitchen.”

Holding the net behind his back, almost as if he was embarrassed, he made his way to the door and slipped past Daphne. He mumbled something under his breath, something that sounded vaguely apologetic, but overall he simply seemed keen to leave.

“Can I ask you something?” she said just as he was about to disappear down the narrow staircase that led back into the hotel.

“Everything's fine and there's nothing to worry about,” he spluttered, stopping and turning to her. “In the kitchen, I mean.”

“I would hope so,” she replied, “but that's not what I was going to ask you about. I know you haven't been here for that long, but you seem to be very popular with the other staff. I've noticed them laughing and joking with you. There seems to be quite the camaraderie here in the hotel.”

“I guess,” he said cautiously.

“Almost like a family.”

“Sure.”

“And do you enjoy your job?”

“Absolutely.”

“But does it mean more to you than just any other job?” She sighed. “I'm not really explaining myself very well, am I? I suppose I just want to feel that there's a good atmosphere here at the Earnshaw, and that you've all enjoyed working for my family.”

“It's a decent job,” he replied. “Actually, I really enjoy it. Although I really wouldn't mind if this whole possible zombie apocalypse thing could stop happening. It's hard to believe that it's real. I actually pinched myself earlier. I know it's gonna sound crazy, but I really thought there was a chance I might wake up at home and find that this whole nightmare had just been a dream. I mean, I saw what happened to Lauren and...”

He hesitated.

“I just wish things could go back to normal,” he added finally. “That's all.”

“I know what you mean.”

“But it's a cool place to work,” he continued. “You run a pretty great hotel here, Duchess. I mean... Mrs. Earnshaw. Sorry, I just think it's really nice that it's still owned by the same family that has had it for so many years. If you ask me, that makes it better than those faceless chain places that are usually owned by some company in another country. I think that's one of the reasons people like the Earnshaw so much. It's got a lot of history.”

“It certainly has,” she said, with tears in her eyes.

“Is that all, Mrs. Earnshaw?” he added. “It's just that I only came up here to catch... a break. And I should get back down there and help with the barricades they're all building.”

“Yes, I should go down and help with that too,” she admitted. “I just came up here to clear my head, but -”

Before she could finish, she spotted something moving in the distance. Heading to the edge of the roof, she leaned against the railing and looked at one of the nearby streets, and to her horror she saw several more of the zombie-like creatures slowly making their way past parked cars. A moment later she spotted the same in another street, and then in a third.

“How many of them are there?” Mickey asked as he joined her. “It's like they're everywhere.”

“And some of them are coming this way,” she pointed out with a growing sense of fear in her voice. “I don't know if the barricades will hold.”

Mickey hurried across the roof and looked out in the opposite direction. Sure enough, he immediately saw dozens of the creatures making their way across Green Park.

“There are even more of them!” he called out. “They're not all going the same way, but some of them are definitely coming toward us!” He turned to Daphne. “It's like the whole city is suddenly filled with these things!”

Rushing past another chimney stack, Daphne leaned over the far railing and saw that while the people down in the street were working fast on the barricades, they were still nowhere near ready. She felt a surge of panic in her chest, and a moment later she saw that one of the creatures was already making its way toward the spot where the northern barricade still had several gaps.

“Watch out!” she yelled, waving frantically. “They're coming! You have to get out of the way!”


Chapter Twenty-Four

“How long can something like this hold for?” Connor asked as he reached out and pushed on some tables that he'd just hastily tied together near the base of the northern barricade. “Even a strong gust of wind might blow the damn thing over.”

“That's why we're going to keep reinforcing it,” Tom replied, stepping back for a moment to take a look at their work so far. “It's never going to be entirely done, not until this is all over. We're going to drag everything out of the hotel and use it to make the barrier stronger.”

He turned and looked at the plastic sheets adorning the front of the hotel opposite.

“We're gonna have to break into that place too,” he added. “There must be -”

“Watch out!” a voice shouted in the distance, coming from somewhere high up. “They're coming! You have to get out of the way!”

Turning, Tom looked up and immediately saw a figure waving at them from the roof of the hotel.

“They're coming!” Daphne yelled again. “Get out of there!”

“What's she on about?” Connor stammered, his voice suddenly filling with fear. “I don't see anything.”

Stepping over to the far end of the barricade, where a considerable gap still existed, Tom picked his way through. As he emerged on the other side, he immediately saw a dozen more creatures slowly lumbering along the road; after just a fraction of a second one of the creatures spotted him and changed course, heading straight for him.

“We need to close this last section!” Tom hissed, slipping back through and turning to the others. “Fast!”

“Bring everything over here now!” Connor shouted as he saw Kam and a few others carrying more tables out from the hotel. “We've got company!”

“They're here!” Anastasia, another waitress from the hotel, shouted.

“We know,” Tom muttered, hurrying across the street and grabbing some chairs that Mark Stephingham had been in the process of bringing over. “All hands on deck!”

“I'll grab some more tables!” yelled Colin, one of the other waiters.

Racing back to the barricade, Tom could already see the creatures approaching the gap. He immediately shoved the pile of chairs into place, just as the first creature began to try to climb through. Pushing hard, he made sure to keep the chairs in the open space while Connor rushed over with some more of the old ropes that they'd been using to hold the entire set-up together.

“At least they're not too strong,” Tom pointed out, peering through the legs of the chairs and seeing that although two of the creatures were pushing back at him, he was easily able to keep them at bay. For now, at least. “I've got a feeling this is just the first wave, though. Soon there'll be a lot more.”

“We're going to have to start bringing the rest of the beds down,” Kam said breathlessly as he reached them, carrying a table with the help of a guest. “That's going to take time, though.”

“The more, the better,” Tom told him, checking that the latest part of the barricade was in place before taking hold of the table. “We need this thing thick, and we need it high. We still don't know whether these creatures are any good at climbing.”

“They're noisy, though,” Connor said, as he heard several angry grunts and snarls coming from the other side of the barricade. “It's like they've been ripped straight off the screen of some grungy movie.”

“We'll worry about the technicalities later,” Tom replied. “Kam, I need you and the others to keep bringing everything out. We have to make sure that they don't get through this wall. And if -”

Before he could finish, he spotted a red letter scrawled on the street sign high up on the side of one of the buildings. Someone had taken some red paint and had drawn the letter Z over the S of Sombie Street.

“Sorry,” Kam said slightly sheepishly. “I was up there tying some stuff together and I had some tins of paint I was going to use for weight and... I couldn't resist.”

“Zombie Street?” Tom said, raising a skeptical eyebrow as he turned to him. “Really?”

“Not my finest hour, I admit,” Kam replied, “but... I guess it felt kind of appropriate at the time.”

***

“I can hear them,” Kieran said as he stood at the southern barricade, listening to the continued growling sounds coming from the other side. “They're not exactly stealthy, are they?”

“I don't like this,” Lucy added, staring at the mass of tables, chairs and other items of furniture that had been chaotically bound together to form a barrier blocking the entrance to Sombie Street. “I swear I keep thinking that I'm going to wake up soon.”

“What about you?” Kieran asked, turning and looking over at Henrik, who'd just finished pushing yet another chair into place. “Big guy, what do you think? Have we got a hope in hell here, or are we just delaying the inevitable?”

He and Lucy waited, but Henrik seemed not to have even heard those last words. Instead, staring at the barricade, the Norwegian seemed almost lost in a world of his own as the snarls, groans and hisses of the creatures broke through from the other side of the barrier.

“We've got a chance,” Lucy said after a moment, although the fear in her voice was evident. “We have to. We can't die like this. Please, we -”

In that moment they all heard the sound of another helicopter. They looked up just in time to see a black shape swooping overheard. Henrik looked up too, and a few seconds later the helicopter swung around and hovered above the street, as if its occupants were observing everything that was going on down on the ground.

“Help us!” Lucy shouted, waving her arms. “We're trapped down here! We need help!”

“What are they doing?” Kieran whispered, squinting slightly as he tried to make out any sign of the helicopter's occupants. “Don't they have a rope or a ladder they could send down?”

“Why would they?” Henrik said darkly. “They're murderers.”

“They're people, like us,” Kieran reminded him. “They're going to help us.”

Henrik began to slowly shake his head.

“There's a child down here!” Lucy yelled, still waving her arms. “There's a little boy, and a girl too, and two elderly people! You have to get them out!”

“I'm sure they have a plan,” Kieran suggested, although after just a moment he spotted the large guns mounted on the helicopter's sides. “It's been hours now since this all started. They're going to have a plan by now.”

“It'll be getting dark soon,” Lucy pointed out, turning to him. “When it gets dark, we need -”

“Come on!” Henrik roared suddenly, keeping his eyes fixed on the helicopter as he took a step forward. “Do it, you cowards! You murdered Lauren in cold blood! If you're going to do the same to us, what are you waiting for? We're defenseless down here, you can pick us off easily! Just get it over with!”

“Are you sure that's wise?” Lucy asked.

“Yeah,” Kieran added, “I think maybe we shouldn't be antagonizing the people with the big guns. They might be our only -”

“Murderers!” Henrik shouted at the top of his voice. “You're nothing but cold-hearted killers! You're not here to save anyone, you're just here to watch us all die!”

Lucy turned to Kieran.

“She wasn't one of them!” Henrik screamed, before grabbing a stool from the ground and holding it up. “You should have been able to see that!”

He threw the stool as hard as he could manage, although it quickly fell back down against the asphalt. The helicopter, meanwhile, continued to hover high above the street, well out of range of anything the people on the ground might be able to gather.

And then, with no warning, the helicopter tilted and turned, quickly disappearing from sight before the thumping sound of its blades began to recede into the distance.

“Cowards!” Henrik yelled again. “You can't even finish what you started, can you?”

“That went well,” Kieran suggested. “Don't take this the wrong way, but do you think maybe you could let one of us do the talking next time? Those people might be our only ticket out of here.”

“They've probably just gone to get help,” Lucy suggested. “Don't you think so?”

She waited for someone to agree with her.

“I'm sure that's it,” she continued, trying in vain to force a smile. “They've gone to tell someone about us, and they're going to get help, and then they'll be back with loads of reinforcements and they'll airlift us out to safety.” She turned first to Kieran, then to Henrik, then back to Kieran. “I'm right,” she added. “You'll see. They can't just leave us here to die, that'd be just... too cruel.”

“I don't know,” Kieran said, with his back to the barricade as the snarls continued to reach through from the other side. “I really don't have a clue what's going on beyond this street right now.”

“They'll be back with more guns,” Henrik snarled, “and -”

Suddenly they all heard a clattering sound. Henrik turned, and in that moment he saw that one of the creatures had broken through part of the barricade and had grabbed Kieran's arm.

“Help him!” Lucy shouted.

Before he could react, Kieran fell back and the creature grabbed him by the shoulders, holding him down and then biting hard into the side of his neck. Blood immediately began to gush from the wound, before starting to spray as the creature adjusted its grip and bit down harder still.

“Get it off!” Kieran gasped, struggling to break free. “Help me!”

Lucy took a step forward, but Henrik grabbed her arm and held her back.

“It's too late,” he said firmly.

“What do you mean?” she asked, staring in horror as the creature furiously tore out another chunk from Kieran's neck. “We have to help him!”

“It's too late,” Henrik said again, as other voices called out from over by the hotel. “They've got him. There's nothing we can do to help him now.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

“The other barrier's been breached!” Kam shouted, looking back along the street as he saw several others rushing in that direction. “They're coming through!”

“Stay here and keep fixing this one,” Tom replied, already hurrying away. “Whatever you do, don't stop building.”

“What's going on?” Alex Earnshaw asked, having made his way out of the hotel. “What -”

In that moment, peering through a small gap in the barrier, he spotted one of the creatures trying to force its way into the street. For a few seconds he could only stare at the pale, dead face, and he felt a shiver in his bones as he realized that he was looking at something that certainly appeared to be a zombie. Mesmerized by the sight of something so awful, he barely even noticed the shouts of everyone else around him until – finally – Kam bumped into his shoulder and almost knocked him to the ground.

“What... what do we do?” Alex gasped. “What... how... how do we stop them?”

“Just tie anything you can into this wall,” Kam insisted, before looking over his shoulder as he heard a woman screaming at the southern barricade.

“What was that?” Alex asked. “What's happening?”

“I'm sure they've got it all under control,” Kam told him as he and Connor began to tie another table to the barricade, blocking off a small gap. “We just have to keep making this bigger and bigger so that they can't get through, because I don't think they're going to stop trying.”

“But this can't be happening,” Alex said. “It's not real. It can't be real. Not here. Not now.”

“Do you really want to go out there and argue with them and tell them they're not real?” Kam asked, struggling to hide a sense of frustration. “Because if you are, I'll happily throw you over the top myself.”

“I have to make a phone call,” Alex replied, turning and rushing back toward the hotel. “I have to get hold of someone who'll help us.”

“The phones aren't working!” Kam yelled, but Alex was already almost at the hotel's front door. “That guy's an idiot,” he continued, turning to Connor. “I never liked him, but now he's completely falling apart.”

“People react differently to a crisis,” Connor suggested, grabbing a chair and pushing it into another gap. “Let him run. Eventually -”

Before he could finish, a section of the barricade suddenly tipped and fell, bringing tables and chairs crashing down as the ropes broke. The creatures on the other side began to make their way over, and soon they were starting to clamber over the debris and make their way into the street.

“This isn't working,” Kam said as he, Connor and the others began to back away. “They're getting through. The plan and the barricades and everything... none of it's enough to stop them!”

***

“Don't touch him,” Henrik said as he watched Kieran still trying to pull away from the zombie that was dragging him slowly through the gap in the southern barricade. “Whatever you do, keep away from him. He might be infected now.”

“You can't just let him die!” Lucy sobbed. “You have to do something!”

“He's right,” Tom said darkly as he heard Kieran continuing to struggle. “There's nothing we can do for him now.”

“Save Joey!” Kieran shouted from somewhere in the heart of the barricade. “Save -”

Before he could finish, he voice was cut off by an agonized gurgle. His legs were kicking frantically, but a moment later one of the chairs tumbled down from higher up on the barricade.

“Breach!” a voice shouted from the other end of the street. “They're through!”

Turning, Tom saw that Kam was waving at him.

“That's not true, is it?” Lucy gasped. “You said we'd be able to hold them back. You said we'd be safe until help comes.”

She turned to Tom.

“You're supposed to be the one who's in charge,” she continued. “What do we do now?”

“There's still time to beat them back,” Tom replied, already setting off to head to the northern barricade. “Everyone keep strengthening this one. Don't give up!”

“But it's not working,” she whimpered as a few of the others began to drag more tables over. “Those things are too strong.”

“They're eating him,” Henrik whispered, stepping past her and peering into the barrier, where Kieran's corpse was now shuddering as two creatures tore meat from around his face and neck. “They're actually eating him. That's what it must be. It's like they're ravenously hungry and they won't stop until they're full. Or ever.”

“I can't look!” Lucy cried, turning and putting her hands over her face, then dropping to her knees. “I just want it to stop! I want to wake up!”

“What's going on?” Mickey asked as he hurried over, only to stop as he saw Kieran's legs still sticking out from the wall. “Is that... what are they doing to him?”

“They're eating him,” Henrik replied with a strange air of calm. “It was so quick. They pulled him through and just started consuming him.”

“That's...”

For a moment, Mickey seemed to have no words. A few seconds later, however, he turned as a table tumbled down from the barricade and crashed against the ground, and then he turned again just in time to see two more creatures starting to climb through.

“We have to get back inside,” he said, slowly backing away. “This whole plan is going to shit!”

“I'm not hiding,” Henrik sneered, before picking up one of the stools and turning it around so that the metal legs were held out like four blunt spears. “Hiding never works. When you're under attack, there's only one way to respond.”

“And what -”

Letting out a furious scream, almost a battle cry, Henrik charged at the nearest creature and slammed the stool's legs into its body, pushing it back against the wall. Before the creature had a change to fight back, Henrik pulled the stool back and struck again, this time pinning his target firmly and twisting the tips of the legs into its chest. As he did so, he turned to his right and saw the second creature lumbering closer, so with another cry he spun round and slammed the stool into its chest, forcing it against the wall.

Dropping the stool, he picked up a lengthy plank of wood that someone had brought over to add to the wall. He held the wood up and then smashed the end into the neck of the first creature, crushing the bones. He pulled back and struck again, then again, until in a fit of furious rage he managed to sever the head and sent it crashing down to the ground. A moment later, as the second creature reached from him from behind, he turned and swung the wood, hitting the zombie and sending it tumbling down against the ground.

Stepping over the creature, Henrik turned the wood around and then brought it crashing down, crushing the neck and almost taking the head off with one immediate strike. He tried again, and after just a couple more strikes he was able to decapitate the wretched thing, before instinctively kicking the head hard and sending it slamming into the wall on the other side of the street.

Turning, he looked at the first creature. The headless corpse lay on the ground, yet somehow the head was still animated, letting out a series of clicks and gasps as its jaw opened and closed. Its eyes, meanwhile, were still looking around almost as if the creature hadn't quite accepted yet that it would no longer be able to feed.

“I don't see many more of them out there,” Lucy sobbed, looking through the gap that had opened up when the table fell. “I can see the park, though. It looks kind of... safe.”

“It's not safe,” Mickey told her. “Nowhere's safe right now.”

“I'm getting out of here,” she said, suddenly climbing through the gap. “I'm going to find somewhere better to hide!”

“Wait!” Mickey hissed, hurrying after her but stopping at the gap, looking through just in time to see her racing away across the empty street. “That's suicide! Come back!”

Realizing that she was already gone, he turned to see that Henrik was still staring down at the gasping, groaning severed head on the ground.

“Henrik... is that thing still alive?” he asked cautiously, making his way back over but stopping before he could get too close. “It can't be, right?”

“You might win,” Henrik said, watching the severed head but also turning the bloodied length of wood around, ready to strike. “You might be unstoppable. This might even be the end of the world.”

He paused, before smashing the wood down, cracking the head open and sending pieces of bloodied brain matter spilling out across the asphalt.

“But I promise you one thing,” he added. “We're not going to make it easy for you.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

“Careful!” Kam shouted as Connor swung the scaffolding pole again, almost hitting one of the three creatures that had now broken through the northern barricade. “Don't get too close!”

“What's going on at the other end?” Connor asked. “Are they through?”

“I don't think so,” Tom said, holding another of the poles as he watched one of the zombies slowly approaching. “Not yet.”

“We need a new plan,” Kam suggested, picking up a brick and throwing it, hitting one of the zombies but causing no obvious damage, “because this one isn't working.”

“It will work!” Tom said firmly. “We just have to force them back out of the street, that's all.”

“And how do you suggest we're going to do that?” Kam asked, before looking at the barricade and seeing that two more creatures were already making their way through. “At least if we hole ourselves up in the hotel, we can try to keep them out.”

“We need to make a stand here!” Tom replied. “They'll find a way into the hotel eventually!”

“Where's Daddy?” Joey cried, hurrying out of the hotel and making his way over, before stopping as he saw the creatures. “I want my daddy!”

“Get him back inside!” Tom hissed. “We need more discipline! Get -”

Before he could finish, one of the zombies suddenly darted past him and lunged at Joey, quickly grabbing the boy and dragging him down to the ground. Tom turned and swung the metal pole, hitting the creature but not managing to knock it off, and in the blink of an eye he watched in shock as the zombie lunged down and bit the side of the boy's neck.

“Stop him!” Kam shouted.

Letting out a furious cry, Tom swung the pole again, this time knocking the zombie aside. In the process, the creature ripped a huge chunk from Joey's throat and then immediately began to crawl back for another bite. Already, blood was spraying wildly from the side of the boy's neck, but Tom managed to step into the way and hit the zombie again, knocking it back. Taking his opportunity, he stepped closer and turned the pole around, before bringing it crashing down straight through the front of the creature's head.

He twisted the pole, before pulling it out and seeing that the zombie was finally still.

“What do we do?” Kam shouted, dropping to his knees next to Joey and looking at the blood that was gushing from the boy's wound. “How do we help him?”

Tom turned and looked down at the horrific sight, and he felt a thud of shock in his chest as he realized that he'd seen injuries like this before. He'd watched men die in combat, and he instinctively understood when there was nothing more that could be done. He'd saved the boy once; twice had proved to be impossible.

“Daddy?” Joey sobbed, already visibly weakening. “Where's Daddy? Where...”

His voice trailed off, and he let out one final gasp as Kam started furiously searching for a pulse.

“He can't be dead,” he stammered, trying not to panic. “He just can't be! He's just a child!”

“You're too late,” Tom replied. “He -”

“He's a child!” Kam screamed, turning to him with tears in his eyes. “We have to do something!”

“Help!” Connor yelled. “Somebody help me!”

Tom turned, and in that moment he saw that two more creatures were dragging Connor down now, pulling him to the ground as they bit and clawed at the side of his neck. He took one step forward to help, and then he stopped as he realized that – here too – he was already too late. He watched as Connor struggled valiantly, and then he looked back along the street as he heard more cries coming from the southern barricade.

“This isn't working!” Kam hissed, still desperately trying to save Joey. “Everyone's dying!”

Tom opened his mouth to reply, but deep down he knew that Kam was right. For a few seconds, as cries rang out all around, he felt as if the zombies were becoming too much, that they couldn't possibly be held back forever. He could just about make out Henrik and a few other people desperately trying to fight off more creatures at the far end of the street, and then he turned and saw that already two more zombies were clambering through the gap in the nearest barricade. He told himself that there had to be a way to win, that they couldn't let themselves get overwhelmed, but then he turned and looked down once more at Joey's bloodied corpse on the ground.

Just a few hours earlier he'd saved that boy, but now Joey was another body to add to the growing pile of casualties. Soon, he realized, there would be nobody left.

“They went for him,” he whispered as he recalled the speed with which one of the zombies had suddenly lunged at the kid. “They went for him because... because they're hungry and they always go for the easiest target. For the easiest meat.”

As more and more cries rang out, he felt himself starting to come up with the first scrambled vestiges of a plan. The idea horrified him, but he knew that there was perhaps only one way to get the creatures to at least pause their attack so that there might be time yet to rebuild the barricades and make them more secure. Finally, with a heavy heart, he knew exactly what he had to do.

“May God have mercy on me,” he said, before turning and hurrying back into the hotel.

“Where are you going?” Kam yelled, as Connor's dying screams rang out nearby and several zombies began to gorge on his meat. “Are you running away?”

He looked back down at Joey's pale face, but he already knew that he was too late. With tears running from his eyes, Kam felt for a few seconds as if there was no point fighting. These creatures, whatever they were and wherever they'd truly come from, were simply flooding into the street. So far less than a dozen had arrived, but he had no doubt whatsoever that soon there would be so many more, and that the flood would become a deluge, and that finally the living would be overwhelmed by the dead.

“This is it,” he said softly as he waited for one of the creatures to take him. “It's the end of the world.”

He reached down and closed Joey's eyes, and then he slowly got to his feet. He turned and saw the two creatures still ripping pieces away from Connor's corpse, and he understood that there was no way for anyone to avoid the same fate. Sure, he could perhaps try to survive for a few more days, but eventually the same thing was going to happen to him; either that, or he'd have to starve away while holed up in a hotel room, and he didn't much fancy dying like that. Instead, he figured that the best option was to simply get it over with.

At least that way, he'd be spared the horror of witnessing whatever happened next.

“Come and get me,” he said, shuffling toward two more zombies that had just managed to break through the barricade. Holding his arms out at his sides to show that he couldn't fight back, he tried to stay strong as he waited for the end to arrive. “Do your worst.”

He watched as the two zombies stumbled toward him. Although a part of him wanted to keep fighting, he could already see more of the creatures attempting to get through the barrier and he knew deep down that the final moment was coming. And as the zombies reached him and grabbed him from either side, he looked up at the gray sky above and told himself that he was doing the only sensible thing, and that he simply didn't want to have to witness more of the death, destruction and agony that was so clearly coming to wash over the entire world.

He flinched as he felt a set of teeth digging into the left side of his neck, but he didn't fight back as he was forced down first onto his knees and then onto his side. He could feel ragged hands ripping at his body and teeth – not particularly sharp, but sharp enough – biting into his throat and face, but somehow the pain was swamped by a sense of relief that at least the misery was going to be over soon. And as he felt hot blood gushing down the side of his face and onto his chest, he told himself that soon he was going to be reunited with the family he'd lost so many years ago... and that – in the end – he was better off leaving this dying world behind.

The last thing he felt, before everything faded away, was the sensation of teeth tearing through his jugular on the right side of his throat. A fresh torrent of blood splattered and sprayed up against his face as he closed his eyes and somehow found the strength to not scream.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Stumbling out from the front of the hotel with Lauren's body in his arms, Tom stopped for a moment to watch the horrific scene. Everywhere he looked, the hotel's staff and residents were now desperately trying to fight back against the zombies using whatever makeshift weapons they could find, but slowly more and more of the creatures were making their way through gaps in the barricades.

“Kam?” he called out, looking toward the north end of the street in the hope that he might get a little help. “Kam, are -”

In that moment he froze as he saw that Kam too had fallen, with four zombies now picking over his bloodied remains. Nearby, both Connor and Joey lay on the ground as well, along with the body of a guest whose name he didn't even know.

He looked the other way, and he was just about able to make out Henrik and a few others doing a fairly good job of defending the southern barricade. He knew that the tide was slowly turning against the survivors, however, and a moment later he looked down once more at Lauren's body and realized that this was his best and last hope to save anyone.

“I'm sorry for what's about to happen,” he told her. “If it's any consolation, if our places were reversed... I'd tell you to get on and do this thing.”

He waited, almost as if he half expected her to give him an answer, and then he made his way down the steps and began to hurry toward the northern barricade.

Nearby, several zombies were still devouring the corpses on the ground, although a number of them turned and sniffed the air as Tom passed.

“That's right,” he said through gritted teeth. “I've got some easy meat for you here.”

Reaching the barricade, he began to clamber through. He saw several more zombies on the other side, but he managed to stay away from them as he hurried across the junction and set Lauren's body down. He took a moment to arrange her properly, as if in some way deep down he still worried about her comfort, and then he turned both ways to see that the zombies were already making their way closer.

“I'm sorry about this,” he continued, looking down at Lauren again one last time. “They always go for the easiest option, and right now that's going to be you. They're so quick at ripping corpses apart, but you've still got meat on your bones.”

Pulling a knife from his belt, he lifted the side of her shirt and began to cut into her abdomen. As he'd hoped, there was still enough fresh blood to start oozing out, and he used a cloth from the hotel to start smearing the blood in a line.

Stepping back, he watched her for a moment longer before heading back to the barricade while smearing more blood, forming a reddening line all the way over to Lauren. As he climbed through, he could already hearing a ripping and tearing sound coming from over his shoulder as the first zombies began to gorge on Lauren's corpse, but he told himself that there was no point turning to look; he could easily imagine the horrific sight and he had no desire to witness more death.

Once he was on the other side, he saw that three zombies were still consuming Kam's body. Blood had spilled out to form a pool on the ground; forcing himself to put all emotion aside for a moment, Tom walked over and used the cloth to start smearing the blood, forming another line heading toward the barricade. He then did the same thing with the blood from Connor and the boy, and he quickly found that he had enough to start smearing a line in the other direction too, until he'd created a fairly well-defined track running from the northern barricade all the way along the street.

And slowly, one by one, the zombies began to follow this line.

“What are you doing?” Henrik yelled.

“I'm showing them a path!” he shouted back.

“Are you insane?”

“I'm trying to herd them away from us!” he continued, watching as more and more of the zombies began to sniff and shuffle their way toward the northern barricade. “I think it's working, too. They're opportunists. They're not going to bother with us if they think there are easier pickings somewhere else. So that's where they're going now.”

Sure enough, the zombies that had breached the southern barricade were already following the rest. Forcing himself to stand his ground, Tom let them pass just a few meters away, and he saw that they were entirely focused on the glistening blood on the ground. With the other bodies having been almost entirely picked clean, it was now Lauren's corpse – and the mix of blood leading toward it – that preoccupied all the creatures.

“All we have to do right now is shore up this part of the barricade,” he said, hurrying over to join the others. “I saw how they got through before. I think I know how we can address those weaknesses now.”

“But where exactly are you leading them to?” Henrik asked.

“Out of here. Toward a fresher body.”

“What fresher body?”

Tom turned to him, and in that moment he and Henrik exchanged a glance that proved they both understood all too well what was really happening. Henrik turned and looked over at the trail, and he saw that already most of the zombies were clambering out through the gap in the northern barricade; in their haste, some of them were even pushing against one another, as if they were squabbling in an attempt to get to Lauren's corpse first.

“I'm sorry,” Tom told him. “I couldn't see any other way.”

“Let's get this barricade fixed,” Henrik replied darkly, turning and getting to work. “We can worry about the rest once that's done.”

***

A short while later, with the gaps in the southern barricade fixed and the remaining corpses having been moved outside the street, Tom stood at the north end and watched as a few more tables and sofas were tied into place. Only one gap remained now in the northern barricade, and although he knew that there was always going to be more work to do, he felt that at least this time they had a chance of holding the creatures back.

“Wait.”

Turning, he saw that Henrik – who'd hurried inside a few minutes earlier – had now returned with what appeared to be a can of petrol.

“Where did you get that?” Tom asked.

“From the garage out the back.”

“But why -”

“I have to do this.”

“We might need that,” Tom pointed out, as Henrik headed toward the gap. “Hey, can we at least talk about it first?”

“No.”

Pushing Mickey and a few of the others aside, Henrik looked out through the gap and saw about twenty zombies still squabbling for the last remaining scraps of Lauren's flesh. Most of her bones had been pulled away and now lay scattered across the ground, and after a moment he spotted her severed head with just a few patches of recognizable flesh still attached to the bone.

“When they're done, they'll come for us again,” he murmured darkly, before climbing through the gap. “I'm going to buy us some time.”

“What's he doing?” Mickey asked, stepping over to Tom and then watching as Henrik approached the zombies.

“I think,” Tom replied, “they call it a Viking funeral. Or a version of one, at least. Without the ship.”

Henrik began to douse the zombies, covering them with as much petrol as possible. Although a few of the creatures reacted by turning to him, they remained for the most part fixated on the task of tearing every last scrap of meat from Lauren's body; the task would have been complete already, had it not been for the constant jostling and squabbling. Stepping back, Henrik created a line of petrol and then set the can down, before pulling out a cigarette lighter with the name of the Earnshaw Hotel inscribed on its side.

“Careful!” Tom called out, as he saw two of the petrol-soaked zombies starting to separate from the others. “They're going to look for other food now!”

“I know that,” Henrik whispered as the creatures began to shuffle toward him.

He flicked the lighter, igniting a flame, but for a few more seconds he continued to simply watch as the zombies made their way closer. As more of them began to approach, he saw Lauren's remains on the ground; her ribs had been picked clean and her pelvis lay over by the gutter.

“Hey!” Tom hissed. “What are you waiting for?”

For a moment, Henrik tried to imagine how it would feel if he just let the zombies take him. He knew there'd be pain, and that he'd be able to feel their teeth biting into his body, but he figured that the upside would be that at least all the fear would be over, and that he'd be able to pay for his role in Lauren's death. He gained some degree of comfort from that idea, but after just a couple of seconds he reminded himself that he still had other tasks to complete, and that in particular there was someone who relied upon him a great deal. Telling himself that he wasn't allowed to take the easy way out – at least, not yet – he finally crouched down and set the flame against the petrol.

“For you, Lauren,” he said darkly as the petrol ignited and the flames roared toward the zombies. “I think I'll be seeing you very soon.”

As soon as the zombies began to burn, Henrik pulled back toward the barricade. An inferno raged before him now, and for a few seconds he couldn't help but watch with a sense of awe as some of the zombies continued to walk through the flames; they seemed barely aware of the fact that they were burning, but soon the fire began to destroy their physical forms and they started to fall. One by one, they each collapsed, but now Henrik looked into the heart of the flames and thought of Lauren's bones burning somewhere in the conflagration. With the bright light dancing in his eyes, he stared for a moment longer before finally climbing back through the gap in the barricade.

Once he was through, the others immediately set to work closing that gap, sealing the street so that no more zombies would be able to make their way through.

At least... not for now.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

“Damn it!”

Stumbling on a rough patch of grass, Lucy tripped and dropped to her knees. She'd been running through Green Park for a short while now, trying to find some way to get to safety, but so far she wasn't having much luck. She'd spotted a few figures in the distance, but something about the way they'd been walking had made her nervous to get too close. Instead, her plan now was to somehow get across the river and then to try to find people who actually knew what was happening.

Feeling a slight pain in her ankle, she muttered a few curse words as she kicked her heels off.

Looking around, she saw no sign of anyone. She turned to glance over her shoulder, and she realized that she could see a plume of smoke rising from somewhere near the Earnshaw. For a moment she wondered whether she'd made a mistake by running, but she'd seen the writing on the wall and she figured that the plan with the barricades had already failed. As much as she'd wanted to stick with the others and gain some sense of security, deep down she also just wanted to run.

Getting to her feet, she told herself that she'd always been better on her own. Other people tended to make dumb decisions, whereas -

Suddenly hearing a snarling sound, she turned and spotted a man shuffling toward her along the path. She immediately saw that he was pale and weak, just like the zombie creatures that had attacked the hotel, and she instinctively began to hurry away. So far most of the creatures seemed to be fairly slow, although she'd seen a few back in Sombie Street that had appeared to be fresher and faster. Glancing over her shoulder again, she saw that at least she was managing to get away from this particular creature, and she tried to focus on the fact that once she got south of the river everything would seem better.

And if she didn't find other people who could help, she'd just have to keep heading south until she reached the open countryside. That, at least, seemed like a safer bet than the city.

“Damn me and my stupid ideas,” she sighed as she headed along one of the many paths that curved through the park. “Why am I even in London right now, anyway? Why did I have to pick this week? Why couldn't I just have stayed at home and -”

Before she could finish, she saw two more zombies stumbling into view ahead, blocking the path. She froze for a moment, but then – as the creatures turned and looked at her – she let out a scared gulp and began to hurry away across the grass. Now she could see more of the creatures in the distance, and she couldn't shake the feeling that with each passing second their ranks seemed to be swelling. She spotted Buckingham Palace and briefly wondered whether she could possibly go there and try to get help, and then she stopped for a moment as she attempted to calm her racing thoughts.

Staring at the palace, she reasoned that the people there would know what to do. After all, even if the royal family happened not to be home, there'd be security personnel and guards and all sorts of officials.

She set off again, hoping to find the quickest way to the palace. Spotting another gate up ahead, she tried to convince herself that everything was going to be alright. The pain in her ankle was getting a little worse now, threatening to slow her down, but she knew there was no time to rest. As she reached the gate and stepped through, she was already wondering exactly how best to attract the attention of whoever was inside the palace; others might have had the same idea, she assumed, and she even began to hope that they might have begun to set up some kind of sanctuary. If that was the case then -

Suddenly something slammed against her from the left. Startled, she turned just as one of the creatures pushed her against the gate. She let out a terrified cry, but in that moment the creature pressed a hand against her face and pushed its ragged fingertips into her eyes, breaking through the pupils and digging deep into the sockets as blood began to run down her face.

“No!” she shouted, blinded now as she tried to pull away. “Leave me alone! I'm not -”

She screamed again as she felt teeth biting into her cheek. As she tried to push the creature away, she felt herself getting dragged down onto the ground, and she could hear grunting snarls filling her ears. She reached out and tried to push the creature away, but now she worried that there might be two or even three of them. She leaned forward and attempted to crawl, but something grabbed her from behind and a moment later she felt teeth cutting into the back of her neck, just below her hairline.

“Help me!” she sobbed as hands frantically ripped at her face. “Somebody help me!”

***

The Earnshaw was so close now, and Maria could actually see the end of Sombie Street up ahead. A few seconds later, as she hurried across the pavement that ran alongside the wall of Green Park, she briefly stopped as she heard an agonizing cry rising up into the air from somewhere nearby.

Looking around, she realized that the cry had come from somewhere in the park, perhaps from the direction of the palace. She briefly wondered whether she should try to go to the palace instead, but then she reminded herself that the people at the Earnshaw probably had everything figured out by now. Kam in particular always seemed to have his finger on the pulse, and she felt sure that he would be able to explain it all and that – hopefully – he'd manage to make her feel a little better in the process.

“I'm coming,” she whispered, hoping against hope that her boys were still safe. “There's nothing in this world that could ever keep me away from you. You know what they say about mothers. We're forces of nature and nothing can -”

In that moment, hearing a loud banging sound, she turned and looked down one of the side streets. She saw no sign of anyone, but she spotted a car parked a little way off and as she squinted for a better look she realized that someone seemed to be frantically banging on the inside of the vehicle's rear window. After just a few seconds, as if the person in the car realized that they'd been seen, the banging became even more insistent.

“Hello?” Maria said cautiously, starting to make her way toward the car. “Are you okay in there?”

She immediately realized that this had been a very foolish question, yet as she reached the car she found herself wondering why the occupant was unable to get out. Stopping and leaning down, she looked through one of the side windows and -

Suddenly a figure lunged at her, slamming into the other side of the glass and snarling loudly. Horrified, Maria stared at the pale dead face for a moment before stepping back, only to trip and fall down hard against the pavement.

Inside the car, the zombie was pushing against the glass in what was quite clearly a desperate attempt to break through.

“What are you?” Maria stammered, making the sign of the cross against her chest as she painfully and a little awkwardly got to her feet. “In the name of all that's holy, what kind of abomination are you?”

She stepped closer again, relieved that at least the creature seemed unable to break out from the car. In fact, she actually felt a little braver as she leaned toward the window and saw the creature's snarling, furious face; all the flesh appeared to still be on its skull, albeit having sunk back a little to cling against the bone, but the eyes were dark and starting to turn yellow and after a few seconds Maria realized that this 'thing' seemed to have once been a fairly well-dressed woman.

“Dear Lord,” she continued, “I can't even begin to understand what's going on, but I pray to you, please deliver this poor soul from harm. Whatever's happening here, I...”

Her voice trailed off as she tried to fathom how the Lord could possibly allow something so awful to exist. The figure in the car seemed almost entirely consumed by anger and hatred and hunger, as if dark emotions were causing it to almost shake itself apart; sure enough, a moment later the figure began to push with all the force it could muster, until finally its wrists snapped. Showing no hint of pain, however, the creature continued to push against the window with its bent, damaged wrists until traces of blood began to smear against the inside of the glass.

“I can't help you,” Maria stammered, shaking her head as tears filled her eyes. “I don't know what to do, I -”

In that moment the figure pulled back and then threw itself harder against the window, slamming against the inside of the glass with such force that its own skull began to crack. Realizing that this 'thing' was going to smash itself apart in its desperate attempt to escape, Maria stepped back and watched as more and more blood splattered against the window's inside with each impact. She knew she should turn and run, but for a few seconds she was utterly transfixed by the sight of a human body literally battering itself to a pulp in some furious attempt to break free.

Finally, not wanting to see more, Maria turned to hurry away – only to slam straight into the chest of a zombie that had crept up right behind her.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

“Well,” Alex said, breaking a silence that had stretched for several minutes ever since he and his wife had returned to the hotel's back office, “this has certainly been an... interesting day.”

“It appears that we might have to go through the night with no further information,” Daphne replied from her usual position sitting behind the desk. “That's not exactly ideal.”

She watched as her husband took the signed contract from his pocket.

“Have you not given that to Mr. Duke yet?” she asked.

“Not yet,” he murmured.

“I suppose there hasn't really been an apposite moment this afternoon,” she admitted. “Not with all the zombies.”

She paused, furrowing her brow.

“Isn't that strange?” she continued. “A few hours ago, I would have felt like an utter fool if I'd used the word 'zombie' with any seriousness at all. Now it seems to be the word of the day, and people are bandying it around so much that it has almost become normal.”

She thought again.

“Almost.”

“There's no rush,” Alex murmured, still staring at the contract as if he hadn't heard any of his wife's comments. “Mr. Duke can wait a little while longer to get his filthy mitts on this piece of paper. I think it's fair to say, Daphne, that the world has changed rather a lot today. The business opportunities open to us might now be slightly different.”

“In what way?”

“That's what I'm still trying to figure out.”

“But -”

“Don't you worry your pretty little head about it,” he added with a faint smile. “You've always left the business decisions to me, and I've never steered us wrong yet. We've got until at least the morning to make sure that this is the right move.” He made his way around the desk and stopped to look down at her. “I've always been at my best in a crisis situation. I love the ducking and diving, and the weaving about. There might very well be a new avenue to pursue here, and I just want to make sure that we've covering all our bases.”

He looked at the back of her neck for a few seconds.

“Things that might have seemed impossible before,” he continued, thinking now of all the potential accidents that might befall someone during the apocalypse, “suddenly appear far more likely. There might be a much neater way for us to get exactly what we want.”

She glanced up at him.

“But leave that to me,” he added, leaning down and kissing the top of her head before slipping the contract back into his pocket and heading to the door. “And now, if you'll excuse me, I have a few things I need to take care of. Hold the fort here for a couple of minutes, will you? Do that usual stiff upper lip thing that usually gets you through a tough day.”

“What stiff upper lip thing?”

Once he was gone, Daphne looked over at the portrait of her grandfather and felt his withering stare watching her with an expression of somber disdain.

“All I want now is to make sure that the hotel lives on,” she told him, hoping against hope that somehow she might succeed. “I have to look past our family. I have to think of the staff.”

***

“It's not very dignified, is it?” Tom pointed out, as he looked down into the plastic bin bag containing a pile of ravaged bones. “But what else could we do?”

“We could bury them,” Mickey suggested cautiously, before peering closer at a set of ribs and seeing that the zombies had left just a few scraps of meat still clinging to the bone. “Wouldn't that be more respectful?”

“Bury them where?” Tom asked. “Unless I'm very much mistaken, every goddamn inch of ground here is covered by tarmac or concrete. No, I think the only option is to hold onto them like this and hope that one day, when this mess is all over, we can give them proper burials.”

He looked over at the other bags. Although he hated storing human remains like this, he'd at least made sure to keep the sets of bones separate so that each victim had a bag of their own. Kam, Connor, Kieran and Joey Walker and a hotel guest whose name he hadn't ascertained just yet were tucked carefully into five separate bags marked with neat labels, and now they were going to be stored away out of sight. Lauren's body, meanwhile, remained out of reach beyond the northern barricade.

“There were twenty-three or twenty-four of us when this started today,” he continued. “By my count, at least. With six dead now, that's around a quarter gone. Including a child.”

“How long do you think the barricades will hold?” Mickey asked nervously.

“So far, we haven't seen the influx of zombies that I was fearing,” Tom told him, before closing the last bag and pushing it into the garage at the rear of the hotel, “but that doesn't mean it isn't coming. We need to be continually adding more and more items to the barricades so that they're harder to breach. We effectively need to wall ourselves in and hope that help eventually comes from somewhere.”

“Do you really think that'll happen?” Mickey said as they closed the door to the garage and walked back around toward Sombie Street.

“I don't know,” Tom admitted, “but if it doesn't, then I'm really not sure what our next move should be. How are we doing for food?”

“We've got enough to last for a little while.”

“Thirty days?”

“Nowhere near,” Mickey continued, “but I'm going to figure something out. We might be hungry for a little while and -”

“Being hungry's fine,” Tom told him, stopping to look both ways along the street. “Everyone can stand to be a little hungry for a while, but there's a basic amount of food and water that we all need. I figure we've got seventeen or eighteen mouths to feed right now. And since you're the only member of the kitchen team still here, I guess you're going to be the one who works out how to do that. Are you up to the challenge?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Not really.”

“I'll get down there and see what's what,” Mickey replied dourly, turning and heading toward the hotel's front door. “We'll have to eat the most perishable items first. Don't go expecting fancy menus, because it's going to be a case of taking what you're all given.”

He was still muttering away to himself, clearly annoyed, as he headed inside. Instead of following him, Tom turned and looked once again at the barricades at either end of Sombie Street. So far he'd set teams to work strengthening those barricades, and everyone was working fairly well, but he knew he needed to come up with some new ideas soon. He also knew that, while he'd fallen into a natural leadership role and people were agreeing with him so far, eventually there might be some serious disagreements. When that time came, he told himself, he had to hope that he'd be able to win everyone over.

“Hello?” a voice called out.

Turning, he saw one of the guests waving at him from one end of the southern barricade.

“I think we have a situation,” the man continued.

Heading over to join him, Tom told himself that 'a situation' wasn't quite the phrase he'd use to describe what they were all dealing with. As he reached the man, however, he realized that he could already hear a faint bumping and scraping sound coming from the barricade's other side.

“There's something out there,” the man whispered. “Do you hear it? Do you think it's one of them?”

Stopping for a moment to listen, Tom realized that something certainly seemed to be trying to get through one of the weaker spots in this particular section of the barricade. His first thought was that another zombie must have arrived, but he couldn't help noticing that this particular effort seemed more calculated somehow, as if someone was deliberately trying to climb through the barricade at the most logical point. Sure enough, a moment later he heard a series of exasperated gasps.

“Is anyone there?” he said cautiously.

“Help me!” a woman's voice whimpered, sounding close to tears. “Are you all safe in there? I want to come back!”

Tom opened his mouth to reply, but at the last second he realized that somehow he recognized this particular voice. For a few seconds he wasn't sure how, until finally he remembered the housekeeping maid he'd encountered that morning in one of the hotel's corridors, before the world had gone to hell.

“My name's Maria Simmons,” the woman whimpered, still scrabbling desperately at the other side of the barricade. “I work at the Earnshaw. Please, you have to let me in before they get me!”

“We can't,” the man next to Tom said firmly. “She might be infected by whatever this is. We've built these walls. Now we have to keep everyone else out. Even if they don't seem to be zombies.”


Chapter Thirty

“Please,” Maria sobbed, her voice breaking through the myriad chairs, tables and other items that had been tied tightly together to form the southern barricade, “you have to let me in. I have two children, I have to find a way back to them but... it's not safe out here.”

“She's not coming inside,” the man said firmly.

Tom wanted to answer him, but he was still thinking back to his encounter with the woman in the corridor earlier. In truth, he'd been particularly touched by that meeting since his own mother had once worked a similar job back home; he knew how hard she'd scrimped and saved to provide for her children, and he hated the idea of leaving an innocent woman to die out there in the street.

“I can see them!” she cried out. “Hurry, they're coming this way! Please, I have two sons, their names are Aaron and Jason and... and I'm the only family they have left in this entire world. You have to let me through so that I can find a way back to them.”

“What's going on?” another man asked, having made his way over from the other end of the barricade to see what was causing such a commotion. “Is something out there?”

“It's a woman,” the first man explained. “She says she's not one of them, but... how can we be sure?”

“Do we know for certain that ordinary people can get infected?” the second man replied.

“How else could this be happening?” He looked at Tom. “If we let her inside and she's got whatever this is, that could mean the end for all of us. We don't know how this thing spreads. After all the work we've done to secure the street, we can't just let random people come waltzing in.”

“She's not a random person,” Tom pointed out. “She works at the hotel.”

“I don't care!” the man hissed. “Where does it end? What happens in an hour or two when more people show up begging to be let in? I get it, we all feel sorry for them, but we have to think about ourselves right now!”

“She's one person,” Tom replied. “Can you really leave her out there at the mercy of those creatures?”

“It's not our fault that she ended up there,” the man said firmly. “You used to be a soldier, right? Doesn't that mean you understand how the world works? Do you seriously think that we should all put ourselves at risk for one person? Just because she's crying?”

He paused, waiting for an answer.

“She's not even important,” he added. “She's just a maid.”

Tom opened his mouth to reply, but in that moment the man's words rippled through his soul and lent him a flickering sense of fury. He thought of all the times people had used similar language about his own mother, and he thought of his encounter with the woman earlier in the corridor; he felt more certain than ever that he couldn't possibly just leave her out there to become another victim of the zombies.

“Do you want to know what I really learned in the military?” he asked the man. “I learned that you don't leave anyone behind. Not when you have a choice. We'll take all the precautions we can, but we're letting her through.”

“We don't agree!” the man snapped.

“Then try to stop me,” Tom replied, already more than confident that he could knock this guy out with one punch. “But I promise you, that won't end well.”

He waited for a few seconds, before turning and trying to work out how best to let the woman through.

“Help me, they're getting closer!” she sobbed. “They're coming right at me!”

“Just hold on!” Tom called out, as he began to pull one of the chairs out of the way. “We're working as fast as we can!”

“Bless you!” she cried. “Thank you so much! You have to hurry!”

“This is a bad idea,” one of the men said, watching as Tom continued to create a gap in the barricade. “We need to be strong. Not just against the zombies, but against anyone who puts us at risk.”

“You've made your point,” Tom replied through gritted teeth. “If you're not going to help me, at least stop whining and let me get on with this.”

For the next couple of minutes, he worked methodically to clear a gap that he hoped the woman would be able to crawl through. He knew he was running out of time, but he also knew that he couldn't afford to be sloppy. The gap had to be large enough, yet he also needed to be able to get it closed again quickly. He was vaguely aware that several of the others had gathered now to watch him work, and he knew that most of them would be opposed to his plan. Hell, he knew that in most circumstance he'd be opposed, but he simply wouldn't be able to live with himself if he left the woman out there to be ripped apart by ravenous monsters.

Finally he pulled one more chair aside and saw her trying to climb through.

“Take my hand!” he called out, reaching forward. “I'll help you!”

He saw a couple of zombies over on the far side of the road, but they were moving slowly and he figured that there'd be time to close the gap again. Once the woman had taken hold of his hand, he concentrated on gripping her firmly and then he began to haul her through. Her leg caught on something, and he had to help her twist slightly, until suddenly she came loose and fell against his chest.

Together, they tumbled back and slammed down against the ground, with Maria landing directly on top of him.

“Close it up!” he called out to the others as he waited for Maria to climb off. “Hurry!”

Looking up at Maria, he realized that she hadn't said anything now for a couple of minutes. As the others got to work closing the gap in the barricade, Tom looked at the woman's face and saw that her features were mostly covered by her hair. A few seconds later, however, he realized that he could hear a faint gasp coming from her throat, and then he spotted a trickle of blood running down from behind her right ear.

“Are you okay?” he asked cautiously. “What -”

In that moment she looked at him, and he felt a thud of shock in his chest as soon as he saw her angry reddened eyes. Immediately realizing that the others had been right, and that she must be infected, he tried to push her away only to find that she was now too strong for him.

“That's Maria!” one of the other housekeepers shouted.

Letting out an angry snarl, Maria grabbed Tom by the throat and opened her mouth, ready to bite down hard. The infection had only been in her body for a few minutes now, ever since she'd been bitten by another creature on the next street along; that creature had then been attacked by another, and in the confusion Maria had managed to get away. She'd stumbled to the end of Sombie Street and found the barricade, and then as she'd tried to break through she'd begun to feel herself getting warmer and warmer, with sweat running down her face. She'd tried to cling to her own mind, to focus on her children, but a furious sense of hunger had quickly overwhelmed her thoughts. By the time the gap in the barricade had opened for her, she'd been able to think about only one thing.

Blood.

“She's one of them!” a voice shouted nearby, as the others began to pull back. “I told him! I warned him!”

Pushing up against Maria's throat, Tom tried to hold her back so that she wouldn't be able to bite him. Shocked by her strength, however, he quickly realized that he wasn't going to be able to hold her off for long. He wanted to call out to the others for help, yet he knew that he couldn't ask them to risk their lives. As he looked up at Maria's face, he saw that she was indeed the same housekeeper he'd met earlier that day, and he understood now that he'd let his own sentimentality force him into a mistake he would have abhorred in anyone else.

And now, slowly but surely, she was overpowering him and reaching down to bite his face.

One mistake.

One error.

One enormous consequence.

“I'm sorry,” he stammered, furious with himself for making such a rookie error. “I'm so sorry. Please just let it be -”

Suddenly a blast rang out and Maria's head exploded, spraying the barricade with blood as all the strength left her body and Tom pushed her back. Startled, he scrambled away from her and watched as her now headless corpse tumbled down to the side. He looked at the front of his own shirt and saw that he was drenched in Maria's blood, and then he slowly turned and looked back along the street.

Standing outside the front of the hotel, Daphne Earnshaw slowly lowered the rifle that had for so long hung above her desk.


Epilogue

“What happened out there?” Eric Ossegian asked, craning his neck to try to see out through the window. “Who did she shoot?”

“I don't know,” his wife Elizabeth said, “but she looked like she was on quite a mission.”

Barely even noticing as the elderly couple continued to ask each other questions, Henrik stood at the reception desk and stared at the various leads and cables that had once been connected to the laptop. In truth, he wasn't sure why he was standing at the desk at all, except that this was his usual post and in some strange way he was trying to regain some sense of normality. He was also, in his own strange way, trying to reset the day.

Many hours earlier, he'd been standing in this exact same spot before all the madness had started. He'd been lost in his own thoughts, trying to work out what to do, when Lauren had rushed over and had started peppering him with so many questions.

“What does he look like?” he remembered her asking excitedly.

“I thought you saw photos of him,” he'd replied, struggling even then to focus on what she was saying. “You've been practically stalking him for the last week, ever since the news broke.”

“I'm not stalking anyone! Come on, Henrik, aren't you at least slightly excited? Are all Norwegians this stiff and reserved, or do you have a custom-made rod up your ass? If this rich American guy buys the hotel, we won't have to worry about our jobs. Like, not ever. We might even get raises!”

He wanted more than anything to go back to that moment, to rewind to a point before all the madness and the zombies and the helicopters and the barricades, to just sink down to a time when none of that had happened. He knew that was impossible, of course, and he knew too that soon he was going to have to find out exactly why Daphne Earnshaw had just marched past him with a rifle while voices yelled outside in the street, but just for now he had other matters on his mind.

Slowly, he turned and looked over at the stairs that led down to the restaurant and the gym.

“Do you know?”

Startled, he turned to find that Eric Ossegian – an elderly gentleman who, with his wife, had been at the Earnshaw for a few days now – had shuffled his way over to the desk.

“Do I know what?” Henrik asked cautiously.

“Do you know what's going on out there?” the man continued.

“Don't bother the poor chap,” Elizabeth sighed. “Eric, just let everyone be. I'm sure we'll find out in due course.”

“I'm sorry,” Henrik replied, checking that he had the right set of keys before heading to the stairs. “Someone else will be able to help you. Right now, I... I need to attend to something else.”

“I heard a gunshot!” Eric called after him. “Are people shooting now? Where are they getting these guns from, anyway? Can someone please just tell us what's going on?”

Ignoring those questions, Henrik hurried down the stairs and then took a right turn, quickly making his way along another corridor. He was fiddling with the keys now, and he couldn't help but glance over his shoulder to check that he wasn't being followed. After trying to put certain matters out of his mind all day, he figured that at least now everyone else should be a little distracted. As he hurried down another set of stairs, he felt a tightening sense of fear in his chest but he quickly told himself that he couldn't hide away forever.

At least there was no need to worry about cameras.

“Well,” he remembered Lauren saying earlier, back when things had been normal, “I think Daphne's going to sell up. We're going to have a new American owner and the sooner you get onboard with that fact, the better. I need to check on a few things. Oh, have you seen Jenny? She was going to grab me for a chat about something on her way out this morning.”

“Sorry, I don't think she's come by here,” he'd replied. “But if you put as much energy into work as you do into baseless speculation, Lauren, you might do enough work to take over for the rest of us combined.”

Trying to forget about that conversation now, he headed into the gym and took a moment to pour a cup of water. After downing the water, he poured a second cup and then he stepped back out into the corridor.

Making his way down to the basement, he still couldn't help but glance over his shoulder to make absolutely certain that nobody was following. He had to take the flashlight from his belt and switch it on, since there were no longer any functioning electric lights and most of the basement had no other sources of illumination. Finally, reaching the door at the very bottom, he stopped for a moment and listened. He heard nothing at all, not even the usual hum of the hotel's now-dormant air-conditioning units. Still he waited, however, and it took him another couple of minutes to summon the courage that he needed.

Finally he slipped the keys into the lock and gave them a turn, before pushing the door open and stepping into the small, cramped storage room. He aimed the flashlight straight ahead, and after a moment he felt his heart skip a beat as he saw her.

Down on the floor, Jenny McKinley was naked and bound tightly, shivering with fear as she looked back up at him with terrified eyes. Her bare body was covered in cuts and bruises, and a heavy gag had been secured firmly in her mouth to keep her from crying out as tears ran down her face.

“I'm sorry I couldn't get back down sooner,” Henrik told the petrified woman as she began to shake more frantically than ever, “but I'm afraid things have gone a little crazy up there.”


Next in this series

Blood & Bone

(The Duchess of Zombie Street book 2)

Zombies are still overrunning London, and the silence from the government and military is deafening. Realizing that they're truly on their own, and that any fellow survivors might well be an even greater threat than the zombies, Daphne and her team at the hotel have to work out how they're going to keep themselves fed.


And then someone comes up with an idea.


Buckingham Palace is visible from the hotel's roof, and the hotel's American guest figures that nowhere else in London is likely to be so well-stocked in an emergency. Daphne's convinced that an assault on the palace would be suicidal, but others are certain that there's nobody home and that – besides – they have no other choice.


Soon battle lines are being drawn between the traditional and reserved Daphne and her American visitor. Meanwhile Daphne faces another insidious challenge from within her own household, while the barricades at both ends of the street are struggling to cope with attacks. London is descending into chaos and, with no hope of rescue, the survivors on Sombie Street – now morbidly renamed Zombie Street – realize that they're soon going to have to make yet another terrifying choice. 

Blood & Bone is the second book in the Duchess of Zombie Street series, about a desperate band of survivors trying to survive a zombie apocalypse in a single London street.


Also available

THE GHOST IN ROOM 119

Something dangerous is lurking in room 119 of a Barcelona hotel. Something vicious. Something evil. Something that wants revenge.


Arriving in the city for a short break, Penny and Steve are looking forward to a week of sun, sea and sand. Those plans are ruined, however, when Steve thinks he recognizes a woman at the hotel bar. Ten years ago, he dated a girl named Annabelle, but the relationship ended badly. The woman at the bar looks a little like Annabelle, not enough for him to be certain that it's her, but enough for him to worry.


Soon, Steve finds himself drawn into a nightmare. He's starting to see the strange woman everywhere, and now he's worried that he's being followed. Has Annabelle returned to his life? If so, has she turned up in Barcelona by accident or by design? And how is her apparent appearance connected to the strange noises and flickering lights that can be heard every night, coming from room 119?


Also available

THE GHOSTS OF MARSH HOUSE

Marsh House stands abandoned in the heart of an English seaside town. A local ghost tour guide regularly stops in front of the house to tell its grim tale, but no-one has actually set foot in the building for more than forty years. Until now.


Desperate to get away from his troubles in London, Andrew heads to Marsh House and sets about trying to fix it up. Between rotten floorboards and bug infestations, he's got his work cut out for him. And that's before he even notices the strange noises in the night, and the fact that a strange presence is watching his every move.


When he invites a new friend to move in with him, everything changes. Andrew might not have paid attention to the darker side of Marsh House, but his new guest quickly realizes that something's very wrong. Does the ghost of a long-dead woman still haunt the house, cursing anyone who dares to fall in love? And is this malevolent entity somehow also responsible for the death of a local woman whose body was found on the beach?


And by the time he uncovers the shocking truth, will it be too late for Andrew to ever return to his old life?


The Ghosts of Marsh House is a horror story about a man who's trying to run from his own mistakes, and about a woman who'll stop at nothing to make others pay for her misery. 
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