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Chapter 1
 
   There are only two reasons to run: to get away from something, or to get to something. For John it was both. Sunlight hit his eyes and brightened the car park. Their groans – a churning, collapsing wall of sound – swirled with everything that lay behind his vision, so that it seemed a single glance over his shoulder would be his end.
 
   Ahead, the buildings rose and the roads stretched, all of it crying out for the past with its lifeless, empty form – a sprawling maze of narrow spaces, a hulking brick jungle waiting to draw boundaries around him.
 
   Out of all of them, Laura was the only one not running. Her pale hands pushed against a red stain, starkly contrasted against her white shirt – a shrapnel wound. She was in the arms of ‘Dreadlocks’. His nickname spoke of a different time — he had a shaved head. Everyone did.
 
   They came to the edge of the car park and stepped over a low wall. Now they were at the centre of a T junction, with one road running horizontally in front of them – which they crossed over – and another leading on ahead – which they now followed.
 
   Houses grew around them, watching indifferently with their still curtains and windows that flashed sunlight. Their route curved left. A fog of discoloured skin, dirty clothes and lost faces smeared the horizon.
 
   The infected.
 
   The group stopped. Distance was everything. On this street, with these figures, the distance was merciful. There was time to think.
 
   “Laura, is there another way we can go?” Duke said.
 
   Laura tilted her head to see better, staring at the horde, then closing her eyes.
 
   “Um… yeah… yeah… can you see that alleyway?” she said a few seconds later.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Where that blue car is. Take it, and then go straight on when you come out.”
 
   The group moved again. At first John did not see it. Then his eyes caught the thin passage on his right. It led through a gap between two houses. They came closer, moving around the blue car. Now some of the group were forced to stop as they all switched into single file. John was the second in, with Duke in front of him. Tall walls of chunky mismatched stones grew on either side. John’s lungs ripped air.
 
   Duke came out of the alleyway first. He stared left. John caught up. Now he saw it too. A thick crowd of zombies blocking the road, this time much closer. John could see the detail of their faces – each dead stare kicked him in the gut.
 
   They had hit a corner. The undead had consumed one direction. John and Duke continued on in the other. The zombies crept closer. The rest of the group came out from the alleyway with Dreadlocks and Laura at the rear.
 
   They all ran.
 
   “You want some help?” John asked Dreadlocks.
 
   “No.”
 
   They advanced down the road – long and straight. On either side, houses boxed them in, standing shoulder to shoulder like proud soldiers. The only break in these barriers came in the form of a junction, which seemed very far away on the stretching street. John’s mind was a torrent. A rushing cry, with no singularity. He wanted to be surrounded by secure walls – far, far away from open spaces, and hidden corners. A lone figure stumbled into the junction ahead. The group stopped.
 
   “Come on! We can take it!” Duke shouted.
 
   They started moving again, but this time only walking. Everyone was breathing heavily. John kept his eyes on the figure; it was looking towards them. And now, as they closed the gap, it began to slowly change its direction, making a laboured, ninety degree turn to point itself at the group.
 
   “I’ll shoot it!” Duke said.
 
   John knew that he, too, could quickly put a bullet in its head if Duke needed back up. A voice told him not to waste ammo – that was important. His mind traced lines past the zombie. They had space to dodge around. He could see that. He could see that Duke didn’t need to fire. Yet his fear held back his judgment. He couldn’t make that call; he couldn’t take that risk.
 
   Another figure came into view. They could still dodge around, thought John. A new zombie came into the road, this time from a different direction. Something sank inside John. He watched as more and more figures started to file in.
 
   He looked back, seeing that the undead behind him had advanced to block any possible retreat. He was caught in a pincer movement. They all were.
 
   “Fuck… fuck, fuck, fuck,” Duke muttered.
 
   “I’ll use the grenade,” said John.
 
   “Laura, how do we get off this road?” said Duke.
 
   Laura looked around. “I don’t… I don’t think you can.”
 
   “I’ll use the grenade!” John shouted again – thinking that Duke hadn’t heard him.
 
   “Can you get off this road? Yes or no?” shouted Duke, trying to get something concrete from Laura.
 
   “No,” said Laura.
 
   “Duke!” John shouted, desperate to get his attention.
 
   “There’s too many,” said Duke, addressing John now.
 
   John looked again at the crowd ahead; it was still growing. Duke was right. The blast wouldn’t be strong enough.
 
   “We have to go to the houses,” shouted Elena.
 
   “Shoot the window!” Jess shouted, “Shoot the window. We’ll go through!”
 
   Jess ran towards one of the buildings. They all followed, jumping over a small wall, and into a front yard. Duke held his pistol up to the glass and looked away.
 
   “Bang!”
 
   A small bullet hole had appeared in the glass, but it had not shattered. Duke stared at it for a few seconds and then shot again. Another bullet hole appeared below the first. They stood frozen. Then Jess lifted her foot and slammed her heel into the window – creating a large gap. Now Duke and Elena joined in with kicks, punches and elbows.
 
   With everyone crowded around, John could not get close enough to help. His eyes moved to the zombies advancing down the road. With each second their inevitability spread. They would always be coming for him. Always. Even if they caught him, even if they infected him, they would still find a way to draw closer, closer, closer. Forever closer.
 
   Duke was the first to climb in, and, before John could follow, Duke had opened the front door from the inside. John entered the hallway, joining the others.
 
   He followed them now, coming to a kitchen. He could see bright grass through the windows.
 
   Elena approached the back door. The key was in the lock. They all exited back into the sunlight. Elena locked the door behind her. Tall wooden fences marked the sides of the narrow garden.
 
   “Wait, we can stay here!” said Jess.
 
   Duke looked at her. She continued. “We can just block the window.”
 
   Duke shook his head. “No way. They’ll be in the house too fast.”
 
   “We have to try,” said Jess, moving back towards the building.
 
   Elena took hold of her. “No, we keep going,” she said.
 
   “Jess, come on.” said Duke.
 
   “How far is it?” said Jess marching over to Laura. “How far is it?”
 
   John left them and walked to the back of the garden. Looking over an old wire fence, he saw a steep slope leading down to train tracks. Duke had grabbed Jess. She was screaming and thrashing in his grip. John came back to them and shouted, “There’s train tracks back there! I think we can take them!”
 
   …
 
   John was the first to make the descent from the garden to the tracks. Once there, he turned and watched the others follow. Jess. Elena. Duke. And finally Dreadlocks, with Laura in his arms. Now they all stood together.
 
   “Which way?” Duke asked.
 
   Laura pointed and they began to walk.
 
   It seemed they were now much lower than the rest of the town. On both sides of the tracks, steep slopes full of tangled plants rose to touch the backs of gardens, which were weakly separated by battered wire fences — in many places seriously deformed by the growth of trees, and in others deformed for no obvious reason.
 
   The tracks were surrounded with gravel. John realised that he could walk on the wooden connects in-between the metal tracks to reduce his noise. He told the others to do the same.
 
   After some time, a steel bridge over the track came into view. It was wide and seemed to be for vehicles. As they drew close, sun-lit, dishevelled figures stumbled along it. The group froze. One of them, a woman, twisted her neck in their direction. Duke kept his eyes on them as he spoke, “All right… run under before they have time to react.” He was already moving before anyone could voice an opinion.
 
   As they drew closer, the groans grew louder. John kept his eyes on the bridge, watching it pass over his head. Now he came out the other side. After becoming sure that there was no risk of them falling on him, he allowed his attention to drop back down to the ground in front of him. Once he was comfortably far away, he glanced back. He could only see the back of the zombies’ heads. They were all facing the wrong direction. John realised that the simple act of passing underneath had confused them.
 
   “Fucking idiots,” John muttered, hit by a sudden stab of confidence.
 
   The undead gave no indication that they were about to jump down. Despite this, the group kept running.
 
   …
 
   They arrived at a small, two-platform station – which consisted of a one-story building on either side of the track, a few benches and a shabby looking bridge for passengers to cross over the rails. Laura confirmed that it was the right place, and that she knew where they were. The design of the platform meant that, at its edges, it sloped down to the level of the tracks, which allowed everyone to simply walk up onto it.
 
   John saw that at the side of one of the buildings were some ticket gates, which led straight onto a road. The buildings in the distance seemed to be waiting for him. John could feel their intent, their hidden spaces. These were no longer human structures. They belonged to the dice-roll struggle between hunted and hunters. And John could not enter them as anything but prey. 
 
   “I need to rest,” said Dreadlocks. In one movement he turned and sat down on one of the benches. Laura’s body remained horizontal in his arms. Duke joined them, kneeling down to Laura’s level.
 
   “How far is it?” Duke asked. 
 
   …
 
   They left the station, having climbed over the ticket gates, and walked quickly along the road. A new-build estate rose up around them – a crisscross grid of near-identical houses.
 
   “I can hear groaning,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   John strained his ears. He could hear it too, a slight mummer dancing on the wind. They kept walking, the noise growing louder.
 
   “Laura, can we go another way?” Duke asked.
 
   “No, this is it,”
 
   “But if we go a little bit in that direction…” he pointed, then lowered his arm and pointed in a different direction, “because I think they’re that way.”
 
   “I can’t… I need to get to Poppy,” said Laura.
 
   “But these streets link up, so…” Duke began.
 
   “No…” Laura interrupted.
 
   Duke started at her.
 
   “We can outrun them,” said Dreadlocks, “Wherever they are, we need to get Laura some help. We can’t delay that.”
 
   “All right, all right,” Duke said.
 
   On they walked, the noise growing louder and louder.
 
   “It’s there, that path,” said Laura.
 
   John looked ahead. The road he was on stretched forwards to join another road, running horizontally in front of him. It was at this point that the entrance to the path stood. They came closer. A figure burst around the corner. A woman, overweight and naked – appearing as a rush of pale, bruised flesh. Her skin hung in loose folds. Her eyes locked onto them – wide, urgent, hungry.
 
   John lifted his gun. He closed his left eye and aimed down the barrel – the distance between them quickly shrinking. He fought against an urge to pull the trigger. She was still too far away. He couldn’t afford to miss. He had to wait; he had to make sure.
 
   The heavy flesh cannonballed on. Closer. Closer. A growing target at the end of his gun. His hands shook. His wrist made slight adjustments as he tried to find the perfect moment.
 
   His finger tightened.
 
   “Bang!”
 
   The zombie gave no reaction. She was seconds from him now. He could see the detail of her skin. He shot again.
 
   “Bang!… Bang! Bang!” The others were shooting also.
 
   The woman fell, carried by her own momentum to land face down.
 
   “Fuck,” John whispered.
 
   “It ran,” stammered Jess.
 
   “Come on,” said Duke. They moved onto the next road, closer to the path. John’s eyes caught movement on his right.
 
   Something inside him pulsed. He saw figures, framed by the shape of the street, their bodies angled and tilted, their arms pointed, their legs stabbing downwards at the asphalt.
 
   They were sprinting.
 
   “RUN!” shouted John to the others. They already were, leaving the road and heading down the path. John followed. The new world conspired to flank him, drawing thick hedge rows on his left, and a large wall on his right. It gave him just one direction, forwards down its thin line of dirt. The air filled with the sound of a dog barking. The hedgerow ended, replaced by a steep drop into a small stream. Scores of zombies stood in a perfect line as the water passed their feet. Now they moved, scrambling up the ditch.
 
   As John chased the footsteps of his friends, the top of the wall crawled with movement – arms looping over the tall barrier, grasping and pulling, as more of the infected climbed over.
 
   John increased his speed, grimacing as he forced himself on; his eyes were on those scaling the wall. His body, lungs and spirit cried out for him to pass these faces – these blank spectres lifting themselves to fall onto his path. The first one dropped – a hulked figure hitting the ground ahead of him. John’s mind flashed. He dodged around it.
 
   So close… he was so close to bursting past them all.
 
   Something smashed into his back. He stumbled and rolled, glancing at his assailant – a male, with baggy, tattered clothes – he saw Jess barge past it, followed by Elena, who pushed it down. John found his feet and ran. The others thundered past – knocking more undead to the side as they continued to drop.
 
   Their small path ended. A rectangular park unfolded ahead. But something was wrong. The scene lay distorted, corrupted by the countless bodies that covered the area – lying completely still, facing the sky with closed eyes or resting face down in the grass. All of them lay alone, with a tiny perimeter of space between them and the others.
 
   There was no time for him to think about it. The others in his group were already running.
 
   John took his first step into the still crowd, putting his foot onto the back of a man wearing a suit. His mind traced a path. He concentrated on moving fast without tripping. As this mess of clothes, flesh and matted hair drew him close to its centre, a primeval knowledge overcame him, an awareness from somewhere beyond his life. His very physicality had recognised itself in the motionless flesh, and now it cried for him to escape. Ahead lay rolling fields, separated from John by a low stone wall. This became his target.
 
   Some way off, his eyes picked out the figure of a little girl moving back and forth on a swing. She was human.
 
   “Come here!” The child called.
 
   Movement rippled through the bodies. John froze. A field of yellow eyes flicked open.
 
   Everything collapsed into one terrible realisation.
 
   He ran, standing on a chest, now jumping over another. The earth crawled with movement. He stumbled. The creatures were rising, rows of figures finding their feet — lifting their darkness to steal the horizon.
 
   John pushed them out of the way. The softness of hair. The cold rubbery skin. Individuals in form, but in their knocks and blows, in their resistance as he pushed through, they were one entity. The world screamed for him, calling him out of this closing mass. His arms found the spaces; his legs pushed the ground away.
 
   One of them smashed against his shoulder, sending him off balance. Their darkness grew as he fell. He threw his hands into it. Finding himself, rising back up to struggle on. Faces came in and out of view, their eyes piercing his soul. Hands closed around his body. A squirming, hollow denial filled him. This wasn’t happening. This wasn’t happening. Anticipation showed him the bites, the infection, the madness.
 
   He tried to grab his gun. He would kill himself. Yanking, pulling, twisting — it was no use. His arm remained locked in place by the crowd.
 
   The seconds danced as he struggled. Not like this. He closed his eyes, catching one last glimpse of the discoloured faces that would make him theirs. His mind had entered a sort of paralysis, a cessation, as if a part of him knew that thoughts didn’t matter anymore. And so, in this final moment, there was a kind of silence.
 
   …
 
   Elena opened her eyes and scanned their faces – all of them staring into some unknown distance. They weren’t trying to bite her, she thought.
 
   “Come here and play!”
 
   It was the voice of a little girl.
 
   “Come here and play!”
 
   Groans shuddered in the air, breaking the silence. Elena flinched. Some of those near her backed away, creating space. Now more and more moved. A thin, uneven passage grew in front of her, leading to a small child on a swing.
 
   The hands jerked Elena forwards. She didn’t resist, allowing herself to be taken towards the swings, roundabout and other play equipment — all boxed-in by a wooden fence, which they slammed her against. She let out an involuntary cry of pain. They lifted her up and tipped her into the enclosure. She put her arms out as the ground rushed up to hit her. Now on her front, she lifted her head.
 
   Duke was already there, finding his feet. Jess was the next to fall in.
 
   “Push me! Push me! Push me!” shouted the little girl.
 
   Elena got up and glanced back at the zombies. She could not see how far back the crowd stretched. Some of them were looking at her now, but most were still staring straight ahead, eyes glazed.
 
   “Push me! Push me! Push meeeee!” shouted the little girl.
 
   Elena slowly moved behind her and did as she was told – too numb to do otherwise. She watched as they brought John forward and pushed him over. Next came Dreadlocks, then Laura, who cried out in pain as her body hit the ground.
 
   John stayed down – curled up and crying hysterically.
 
   “Weeee!”
 
   “Que’ Esta’ Pasando?” said Elena, to herself, to the girl, to anyone.
 
   “Weeee!”
 
   Elena watched the zombies slowly turn to face her with empty yellow eyes.
 
   “Estoy Muerta?” she said.
 
   “Weeee!”
 
   As Elena waited, as the moment continued to somehow exist. She began to sense that everything was stuck in a loop. Again the girl swung forwards, and then back – rising up in front of Elena. Again, Elena pushed, feeling the rubber seat, and traces of clothes in her hands. And again the girl would swing. And again. And again. In that park. Under that sky. Was this it? thought Elena. Was this what it meant to be bitten. Was this what happened? Your mind got stuck in some half-world composed from the memories of your last moments?
 
   Was this all a creation of her mind? Was she now infected? She looked at the scene again.
 
   The zombies. The girl. Her friends, Laura and John on the ground — she waited for something to click. But everything remained just as it was — endless, with the girl’s swings counting the arbitrary intervals.
 
   Elena needed some sort of answer, some indication of her fate.
 
   “Que’ Esta’ Pasando?” She asked again.
 
   No reply.
 
   Elena moved around to face the little girl.
 
   “Hey!” she shouted.
 
   “You’re going under my feet!” exclaimed the girl, referencing her own perspective, in which Elena, and the whole world was rushing away as she swung over it all.
 
   “What’s happening?” Elena asked.
 
   “Why?” the girl drew out the word.
 
   “I want… I want to know.”
 
   “Why?” she said.
 
   “Because…”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Elena could not find any more words.
 
   …
 
   Something had broken in John. His mind had fallen into a formless mess. He was losing himself, each thought ripped itself out of his grasp. Each passing second forced him deeper into the chaos. His own consciousness was crushing him, burying him – now no longer intelligible or controllable. He had no orientation, no trail to lead him back to anything stable, or congruent.
 
   He rejected it now. This was not him. He reached for his gun once more. Certain that he would take control. That he would take charge of the ugliness. That he would have the final word. That he would kill himself.
 
   His palm patted the space where his gun had been. It had been taken by the crowd. He searched for the grenade. It, too, was gone.
 
   …
 
   Mixed in with the depths of Dreadlocks’ terror, was a raw fascination. Surely, he was looking at the link between this world and some other one. He saw past the little girl’s exterior, and instead knew that this was a spirit, or a kind of unearthly entity.
 
   He had long harboured theories that the undead were linked to some fundamental spiritual force. To him it was clear. For mankind to suffer such an inexplicable and cruel fate, there had to be something going on beyond the explanation of science, with all its limitations.
 
   “Who are you?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Stacy.”
 
   “And what are you, Stacy?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Um… I’m a pigeon,” she giggled at her own joke.
 
   “Stacy, you must have something to tell us.”
 
   She didn’t say anything.
 
   “Stacy, I know humankind is difficult to understand. I don’t know what you are, but talk to us. We’re ready to communicate.”
 
   Dreadlocks was sure he could feel the energy coming from her. He knew that this was meant to happen, that his purpose was to be here, standing at the void between this world and hers.
 
   Stacy said nothing.
 
   “I beg you, with the sincerest thoughts of my people. We are here. We are listening.”
 
   …
 
   After listening to Dreadlocks speak, things had started to click into place for Duke. This girl was somehow a part of this. Perhaps it was her that had started the apocalypse. The word ‘demon’ swam in his head. She was evil. She was all of this: the suffering, the loss, the things he had been forced to do. He felt strongly, now, that she could be behind it all.
 
   A sharp resentment rose in him, an urge to destroy her.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Duke shouted.
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Duke shouted again. The zombies started to groan louder. Hands grasped the fence, as the undead began to lift themselves over. Something sank inside Duke. Bitterness took him. She thought she could do this to him.
 
   “Stop them! Stop them… or I’ll kill you!” His words felt like a bluff, as if he could never truly defeat her, whatever she was. Yet, in his hatred, he felt powerful. In his hatred, he fought against her darkness.
 
   “They’re going to eat you,” said the little girl. Her eyebrows had drawn closer together, pushing her forehead into a frown. Her bottom lip stuck out.
 
   The bitterness twisted and squirmed in his gut. She had to pay. He would make her feel pain. Just let those zombies came closer. He would break her neck.
 
   “Stacy, no,” said Dreadlocks, taking a step forward and raising his palm, “please, we mean you no harm.”
 
   “They’re going to eat you!” Her voice shook with distress.
 
   The first few zombies came down from the fence — now slowly stepping closer. Dreadlocks moved over to Duke, protectively wrapping his arms around him. Jess was screaming. Duke wrestled free from his embrace. This was it. He was going to run at her – into whatever abyss awaited.
 
   “Stacy, if you leave him, we will get you sweets!” Elena shouted. The little girl turned her head to Elena, eyes glazed. The zombies froze, arms swinging loosely at their sides.
 
   “We will get you some sweets, I promise to you,” said Elena. Her voice trembled slightly. Her usual Mediterranean glow had become a sickly pale colour.
 
   Stacy continued to stare, now speaking, “Where are you going to get them from?”
 
   “They are in the house.”
 
   “Where do you live?”
 
   “Oh, we live in a big house and we have a lot of sweets,” said Elena, eyes fixed on the girl, with the zombies a few steps behind her.
 
   “What kind of sweets?”
 
   “Mmmm, all the kinds. Chocolate, and… strawberry, and -”
 
   “Do you have… do you have the chocolate cups?”
 
   “Yes. We have a many. I don’t like them, but you can have them if you want to.”
 
   “Yes,” she flashed a big smile.
 
   “We can go to the house. And we can get them. For you.”
 
   “Why do you sound funny?”
 
   “I’m Spanish.”
 
   “Spanish?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   There was a silence, as neither of them said anything.
 
   “So, we’re going to go to get your sweets,” said Elena.
 
   “But…” Stacy played with her hands as she paused to think for a few second, “how long will you be?”
 
   “Oh, only a very small time. We live close to here.”
 
   “All of you…” she paused, but gave no indication why — as if she was just waiting patiently for the words to come, “live in the same house?”
 
   “Yes. We do. So… you wait here, promise to not move so we can find you again. And we will go to get them.”
 
   “Be quick. Be quick,” she said, suddenly smiling and throwing her arms up and down.
 
   “We will,” Elena moved over to John who had crawled to the ladder of the see-saw and was sobbing uncontrollably. She pulled him up. He trembled in her hands, his eyes staring at the ground. Now, holding his arm, Elena made a few tentative steps towards the gate. Dreadlocks had already picked Laura back up.
 
   “Stacy, can you move your friends away?” said Elena.
 
   Stacy closed her eyes, and screwed her face up in concentration. “They’re not listening,” she said. After some time she opened her eyes. “I can’t do it now.”
 
   “Please, try it again,” said Elena.
 
   The little girl closed her eyes again. A few seconds passed. Suddenly she hit herself in the head, then again, then again. She stopped. Now the zombies began to back away, creating a space.
 
   “Come on,” said Elena to the group, “you all have sweets, and so you help me find them.”
 
   They all slowly walked to the gate, now entering the space in the crowd, which stretched over the grass of the park and led to a stone wall. Duke felt a tightness in his throat as the ranks of empty faces grew around him. Each figure they passed emphasised the fragility of this moment, each pair of eyes, staring into nothingness, seemed heavy with anticipation.
 
   They came to the stone wall and climbed it. Now they were out of the crowd. They walked across the brightly lit grass, crossing the field and coming to a wood - every moment falling like hail upon them. The trees grew closer and began to surround them. John started running.
 
   …
 
   The trees rushed forward as John dodged in between them and jumped over uneven footings. It seemed that whatever had spewed forth in that park, he was not to be a part of it. All his helplessness had washed away, replaced by a simple, miraculous freedom.
 
   Run.
 
   Running was the embodiment of his struggle. Having caved in mere moments ago, to run, to have space stretching ahead of him was the ultimate reaffirmation.
 
   Run.
 
   His escape swirled in each breath, as he ripped them out of the sky, as his legs hit the ground, emphasising freedom with their pounding rhythm. His spirit lifted above him in a rise of adrenaline.
 
   Run.
 
   In that moment he was entirely his own, entirely free. In that moment he was running and that was all that mattered.
 
   He didn’t understand what had just happened. He knew that it was over. He had been taken away from it. He had been given a different fate. He glanced behind him and saw that Duke was running too. John couldn’t see the others. But it was okay. He was running – he was running and everything was falling behind him. And the trees were beautiful as they drew lines in his vision and sped past his sides. And the sun could feel him and it loved him
 
   Suddenly, John could feel his body again, the need for breath, the burning in his muscles. Now it all hit him. He tried to fight it; he tried to elevate his mind beyond it again, but he couldn’t find the same state, and soon it was all too much, and he found himself stopping. He found himself drawing in air with heavy, urgent shudders. He found himself looking back for the others. At first there was no-one. Then Duke appeared, moving in and out of the trees.
 
   “John! Stop!” John heard him shout. This didn’t make sense to him: he wasn’t running. He wasn’t moving. He looked around, checking for something that Duke might have seen. He waited as Duke caught up with him.
 
   “Wait,” Duke spoke in between breaths. “We gotta wait for the others.”
 
   John looked back at the trees. “Where have they gone?”
 
   “Come on. Back this way.”
 
   …
 
   Pain. That was all that Laura knew. Everything else had become ghostly and distant. Sharp, unrelenting pain. She could feel her body panicking. It didn’t matter what she did. She wasn’t in this fight. But her body, her body knew everything.
 
   John and Duke came into view. They drew close. John smiled at her. Why is he smiling? she thought.
 
   “We gotta go back,” said Duke.
 
   No one said anything at first.
 
   “No…” said Laura.
 
   “It’s… she’s… the cause of all this, right?” said Duke.
 
   “What?” said Elena.
 
   “She’s… she’s the one controlling them. It’s her! That’s why we have zombies; it’s all because of her.”
 
   “Duke, you’re not making sense.” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Urrrghh, hurry up,” shouted Laura.
 
   “She’s the centre,” Duke brought his hands close together, as if holding a small ball of energy, “she’s the one making this happen.”
 
   The wind rustled the leaves above them.
 
   “So, we gotta kill her,” Duke continued.
 
   “We can’t,” said Jess.
 
   “Why?” said Duke.
 
   “We need to get Laura help,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Yes… please…” said Laura.
 
   “Yeah,” said John.
 
   “But… She’s the one. She’s the controller. We can end this,” said Duke.
 
   “I don’t think she can be killed,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “We’re not going back,” said Jess. “I’m not going back.”
 
   “I’m fucking bleeding here,” said Laura, “Dreadlocks, take me. Take me there.”
 
   Dreadlocks started moving again. “Come on Duke,” he said.
 
   “You guys go. I’m ending this,” said Duke turning back around.
 
   “Duke! Wait!” shouted Elena. But Duke started jogging back.
 
   Jess ran to his side and grabbed him, “Duke, you’re being stupid.”
 
   “She’s the cause of this! I can end it,” said Duke.
 
   “But… you don’t know that. Even if you did, you need to come to the house first. You don’t even have a weapon.”
 
   Duke looked at the others. “Who’s got a gun?”
 
   Most of the group spoke at once – with everyone saying that they didn’t have one.
 
   Now Duke stared at Jess for a few seconds. “All right. A knife. Laura, which way?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   They came out of the wood and onto a steep hillside— an expansive area, segmented into rough squares by drystone walls, all of it rising up to draw a line in the sky, to create an uneven horizon.
 
   “Please, go faster… please,” said Laura. “It’s that building.”
 
   She pointed to a large farmhouse further up the hill.
 
   “There’s this, like, fake plastic stone in the greenhouse,” she continued, “with a key in it. But Poppy might be there.”
 
   John had slipped into numbness. All emotion and thoughts stayed on the edges of his mind, ghostly and hard to define. He was unable to make any summation of what had happened. All he understood was the simple components of now. The sun. The grass. The sky. The other people with him. The fact that they were going somewhere.
 
   Then, there was Laura. She needed him.
 
   This became something to hold onto - something to take him out of his head and anchor him to a purpose. It gave him a way to fight. He would fight for her, to keep her alive. She needed him. She needed him to be strong. He bent his whole will around her.
 
   They said nothing as they continued up the slope. Eventually they arrived at the house. It was a tall building of weathered brick, with large, wooden frame windows. The group moved straight to the greenhouse. There wasn’t much space; only Jess and Duke were able to search it. After only a few seconds, Jess located the plastic stone. She flipped the panel underneath. It was empty.
 
   “Did you drop it?” said Duke.
 
   “No, I can’t have.”
 
   “Maybe it’s somewhere else,” said Laura.
 
   Duke moved to the front of the house. He lifted up the doormat, which read: ‘Oh shit not you again’ – but found nothing. He checked under the plant pots, and inside them – scratching around in the dirt.
 
   “Let’s knock. She might be inside,” he said.
 
   “Be careful.” Urged Jess.
 
   Duke pounded on the door. “Hello…? Hello…? Humans here! Let us in…We need help! We’re injured… one of us is injured… she’s… we need help! Laura, what’s the name of your friend?”
 
   “Poppy,” several people said at once.
 
   “Poppy! Poppy! I’m here with Laura, Poppy!”
 
   No reply.
 
   “We gotta smash the door,” said Duke. Before anyone could respond, he took a step back and smashed his foot into it.
 
   “Whoa! Duke, wait!” Shouted Dreadlocks. The others joining him with similar cautions.
 
   But now there was an unfamiliar voice. “Stop! Stop!” A man, shouting from behind the door.
 
   “We need help!” Duke shouted, “Please… Please. Let us in.”
 
   The door clicked and opened. A man stood, framed by the space. Most of his face lay hidden under a large beard and messy black hair. His eyes glanced at them, then flicked to the ground.
 
   They stared at him for a few seconds, expecting him to speak.
 
   “Can we enter your house?” said Dreadlocks finally. “Our friend is hurt and needs help.”
 
   The man’s eyes moved to Laura’s wound. “She’s been bitten,” he said.
 
   “No. No, it’s not a bite. It’s cool,” said Duke.
 
   The man stared back at the floor and said nothing.
 
   “Look, we’ll show you. We’ll show you. Just… please… come.” said Duke.
 
   “No,” said Laura, “I need to keep the pressure on.”
 
   “Laura, you have to show him,” said Jess.
 
   “No! I won’t!”
 
   “He won’t let us in, if you don’t show him,” said Jess.
 
   John suddenly hated this man. “Hey! What…? Do you think we’re stupid? Of course, she’s not bitten. Just let us in.”
 
   “Laura, show him,” said Jess.
 
   “Come on, Laura. You gotta do it,” said Duke.
 
   “Where’s Poppy?” Laura said.
 
   The man said nothing.
 
   “Where’s Poppy?” said Laura.
 
   “Laura, let him see,” said Duke.
 
   “Where’s Poppy? Get her out here!”
 
   There was a silence.
 
   “Laura, please,” said Duke, “we don’t have time.”
 
   Laura looked at him for a few seconds, then slowly lifted her hands off her wound, before gently lifting her t-shirt. The man came out of the house and moved closer to inspect it.
 
   “Where’s Poppy?” Laura said again.
 
   Duke slipped past the man and entered the hallway. The man stared at Duke as he left, then back at the group.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Duke arrived in the corner of a large rectangular living room. Wooden floors soaked up the diffused brightness from the spherical lampshade in the middle of the ceiling. Accompanying this were several wall lights — throwing themselves upwards, creating cones of brightness on the orange paint. There was a single window, but it had been boarded up. Only small fragments of the outside world squeezed through its edges.
 
   For a second, Duke thought he had come the wrong way. Then, he saw another door in the opposite corner. Crossing the room diagonally, he found that it was indeed the kitchen. He entered. Moving around the marked wooden table that held the centre of the room, he approached the magnetic knife rack on the wall, now pulling the first one down and testing its sharpness with his finger.
 
   He knew that this made sense. He had to take this opportunity. If he could kill her, then maybe this would all end. There was no way to avoid it; his responsibility was clear. Yet his insides squirmed, as if to twist away from the choices he was making.
 
   “Duke, you can’t go,” he heard Jess say behind him. Frustration prickled under his skin. She could never see beyond the obvious.
 
   “I get it, Jess. But I have to,” he said.
 
   He felt her grab his arm, “But… why?” He didn’t look at her.
 
   “Duke, you have to listen to us.” He recognised the voice behind him as Elena’s. “And if you still want to, we could go with you.”
 
   Duke chose a knife, turned and tucked it into his belt. For the first time he saw that the man was in the kitchen, hovering awkwardly at the edge of the room – looking extremely worried. “All right,” Duke said, addressing Elena as he moved his jumper to hide the hilt, “you’ve got thirty seconds.”
 
   Elena’s brow creased. Her eye’s wide in appeal. “I don’t think she is causing it. Her zombies are not like the rest of the zombies. They were sleeping and they didn’t bite. But the rest of them are not like that. All the zombies normally bite and don’t sleep. So, I don’t know how you think she is controlling them.”
 
   “She controls them. She’s… she’s a part of it,” Duke said.
 
   “What do you think will happen? What do you think? That you stab her and all the zombies can drop dead?” said Elena.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “How? How can they?”
 
   “I don’t know how.” His eyes flicked towards the doorway. “I gotta try,”
 
   “She isn’t keeping them alive. She’s controlling them only.”
 
   “You don’t know that. She’s… the queen, you know… it’s a hive.”
 
   “No, no, no,” Elena shook her head, “that’s not true. No, no, no.”
 
   “Listen, if I don’t come back, I’m sorry and God bless.”
 
   Elena moved closer to Duke and tried to take both his hands. Duke avoided her grip and moved towards the door. Jess remained wrapped round his arm.
 
   “Jess, get off!” said Duke.
 
   “Don’t go. Don’t go. You’ll die!” Jess shouted.
 
   “Get off! Jess!” he wrestled her off him, accidently knocking her to the floor.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   John was aware of the fight happening in the kitchen, but was more focused on Laura. She was lying on the sofa, with John kneeling by her side — her pulled-up t-shirt revealed an ugly mix of dark brown and red.
 
   Dreadlocks stood a little way back, roughly in the centre of the room — whilst the man was almost as far away as he could be. He still hadn’t said a word. Duke marched through the room, followed by Elena and Jess.
 
   “Laura, I really think we should disinfect it,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “I said ‘no’!” Laura shouted, “Don’t touch it! It’s stopped, all right? Just leave it. Leave it.”
 
   At that moment, John heard Duke shouting from the corridor, “Get off me! Jess… for fuck’s sake.” There was shouting and screaming, and then the sound of a front door being slammed. With a slight wave of shock, John realised that Duke was really going to do it.
 
   “I’m going after him,” said Dreadlocks, running to the front door. John heard it open and close again.
 
   Laura’s head was on the arm of the sofa. “Don’t go after him. Stay here.”
 
   “I’m staying here,” John reassured her. Elena and Jess came into the room from the hallway. Jess was crying. A long moment passed in which no one said anything.
 
   “I’m going to be all right,” said Laura quietly. “I need to stay still, that’s it. I’m going to be all right.” She took a slow breath. “I’m going to be all right.”
 
   “Are you warm enough?” said John, “Do you need anything?”
 
   “No, turn the heating on?” she said, her eyes still fixed on the ceiling.
 
   “Hey, can you turn on the heating?” said John to the man.
 
   There was a silence. They all waited for a reply that never came. The man only stared at his shoes.
 
   “Hey, can you turn on the heating?” said John.               
 
   “It’s broken,” said the man finally.
 
   “Who else is here?” said Laura.
 
   “No one.” Grunted the man.
 
   “No?” The disappointment was clear in her voice. “Was there ever?”
 
   “A woman was here. She’s gone,” he said flatly.
 
   “What was her name?”
 
   “Poppy.”
 
   “Poppy! Is she okay?” said Laura.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Why did she leave?” said Laura.
 
   “There’s no food,” said the man. “…er, I’m going in the other room…” He continued, walking past them and into the kitchen. Some inner voice told John that this was meaningful. That food was something he had to think about.
 
   “There’s a hot water bottle. She keeps it in the top room, John,” said Laura, taking him back into the moment.
 
   “Okay.” He stood up.
 
   “But it’s a cat, it’s, like, a hot water bottle inside a cat.”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “It’s in the top room, the attic room. It should be. In one of the draws under the bed.”
 
   John left, running up the stairs, to the landing. He scanned the area. There were two narrow corridors and several doors, one of which was raised higher than the others, as if it was on a step. He ran and opened it, taking another set of stairs - which opened up to a large, attic room. Hanging tapestries, soft paint, and warm, wooden furniture gave the room a comforting aesthetic. Yet, this was disrupted by the many unwashed dishes that covered the room’s flat spaces, along with the grotty, sharp smell that stung John’s nostrils. He found the cat — a cute, ginger smiling thing — and ran back down to the ground floor, arriving back with the others.
 
   The man was still in the kitchen. Jess was standing by herself, still sobbing. On the arm of Laura’s sofa sat Elena. She had wide eyes and a pale complexion. Her body was poised, alert.
 
   “Found it,” he said, glancing at Laura and now cautiously moving into the kitchen. All of him was focused on one thing, getting Laura warm. The man was on the other side — back turned. John moved around the table in the centre of the room, and drew closer. He could hear the sound of a kettle, and knew it must be what the man was standing in front of.
 
   “Hey… I need to fill this,” said John
 
   The man turned around quickly and looked at the hot water bottle, “You went in my room.”
 
   “Can you add more hot water?”
 
   The man looked at the kettle, picked it up, glanced at John, put it back down, and started rubbing his fingers together, as if not sure what to do with them.
 
   “It’s full,” said the man. John did not understand the cause of his awkwardness, and did not try to.
 
   “All right,” he said, trying not to fluster him further. He waited for what seemed an eternity as they both stared at the kettle. Eventually it was ready.
 
   “You use it now,” said the man. John moved to it and began to fill the bottle. Now he took it back to the room and put it under the duvet with Laura.
 
   The man came out of the kitchen holding a mug and crossed the room to stand close to the door leading into the hallway. This created a strange separation of space, with everyone close to Laura, and him on the opposite side of the room.
 
   “Where did Poppy go?” said Laura.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “She must have said something.”
 
   “No.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Duke could see the trees from here. He would pass through them. He would come out the other side. He would be at the park. Then, he would fight her.
 
   “Duke, wait!”
 
   Duke turned and saw Dreadlocks running across the grass towards him.
 
   “You going to help me?” Duke said as he caught up.
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m gonna stab her.”
 
   “Okay…”
 
   “That’s it,” Duke said, realising that Dreadlocks was waiting for more.
 
   “Can I come with you?”
 
   Duke stared at him for a while, now patting him on the shoulder, “Yeah… Yeah, I need you.”
 
   Dreadlocks nodded slowly. “Okay, friend. But I want you to know, I don’t think it’s the right idea. Okay?”
 
   “Then, don’t come,” Duke said.
 
   “No, I want to come.”
 
   “All right. So come on.”
 
   …
 
   “I’ve been eating zombies,” the man said.
 
   No one responded. It was as if idea was constantly swelling so that no one could quite get hold of it. There had been a silence in the room, and then he had blurted it out.
 
   “What?” said John.
 
   “I’ve been eating zombies. I’m telling you because you might want to know,” said the man.
 
   “Isn’t that… isn’t that going to infect you?” said Elena.
 
   “Yes, but I had to.” said the man, his right hand moved across his body to hold his other arm.
 
   There was a long silence.
 
   “That’s… a big deal,” said John no longer looking at Laura. The man nodded — seemingly not seeing a reason to say anything else.
 
   “So, um-” John began.
 
   “But.” The man paused for a second. “Food poisoning takes seventy-two hours or less. If I don’t get ill soon, I won’t be ill.”
 
   “But it’s more usual to be faster. If someone is bitten, they turn into it straight away, or in a few hours,” said Elena.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So, do you think you’re more safer?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “When did you eat it?” said Elena.
 
   “Does anyone want a cup of tea?” The man interrupted.
 
   “Um… no,” said John.
 
   “Okay,” said the man getting up leaving.
 
   John watched the man through the kitchen doorway. His head was swimming. He needed to rest, to just be with Laura and hold her. Should he have gone after Duke?
 
   …
 
   Doubts were swimming in Duke’s head. What if killing her didn’t do anything? What if he couldn’t get close to her?
 
   He frantically grasped for the right tactics. How would he get past her zombies? Would they be standing? He had an image of them biting him before he got close. If he called her name, would she let him through?
 
   What about the sweets? He could call out that he had her sweets. But they might still bite him. She would still get her sweets, even if he didn’t give them to her as a human. What about Dreadlocks? What would his role be?
 
   His movement became his clarity. Each footstep was a decision, a commitment, and, above all, an anger, and this anger tore down the doubts, the impossibilities, it showed him a way to keep moving. It showed him a belief that came not from odds or statistics, but from something more immediate, more powerful. His anger showed him he could do it. It was a self-creating success. And the only way he could fail was to let this conviction slip.
 
   …
 
   “Do I look all right?” Laura asked suddenly, a slight shudder in her voice.
 
   John looked at her pale face. “Yeah, you look okay,” he lied.
 
   “I feel weird.”
 
   “What kind of weird?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just… I just feel weird. And it really hurts. What if I’m dying?”
 
   “You’re not… you’re going to be fine. You look fine.”
 
   “Yeah…” said Laura. John could see Laura was convincing herself; it was something about the way her eyes stared into the distance. “Yeah,” she said again, “it’s just a bit of metal, it’s not, like, a bullet.”
 
   John nodded, “You’re going to be fine.”
 
   …
 
   Duke came to the trees. They stood tall around him, silent witnesses to the madness.
 
   Again his mind churned over the possibilities. What else could she do? Did her psychic control extend beyond zombies? Could she read his thoughts? Each moment seemed to rush away behind him, like he was in a tunnel, hurtling towards some sort of light, some sort of ultimate finish.
 
   A brief possibility flickered in his head – this could be history in real time. All humanity would come to speak of this moment. And here he was, inside it, living it.
 
   Now he came to the edge of the wood. He could catch glimpses of the park, filtering in between the trees. As he got closer, he realised that the field was empty. No zombies. No girl.
 
   Where has she gone? Duke thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   John felt like a stranger in his body.
 
   Waves of arbitrary emotion rushed forward. Anger — a bitter, clenching hatred. Horror — mental images of Dan’s splattered brains, or the endless sea of infected faces. Even gratitude — he was in here; he could steal some moments of safety. Guilt — for being part of this world. Guilt at being an observer, a participant, a component, guilt for simply being, when this was what being meant.
 
   These emotions flared up, all of them so overwhelming that it seemed impossible that he could ever lose them or that he had ever not had them. Then they were gone and the hollowness returned, as if his mind was trying to find something that fit.
 
   There was a pain in the back of John’s throat. It seemed to stick there.
 
   “I’m going downstairs,” the man said, abruptly taking John out of his thoughts. There was a pause before he spoke again. “When I come up the stairs, I will have a piece of zombie.”
 
   No one said anything. The man nodded at the floor and left. Jess put her head in her hand. “I can’t… I can’t”
 
   “Is he going to bring it here?” said Elena.
 
   “Yeah, of course he is. He’s going to take it into the kitchen,” said Jess.
 
   Elena shook her head. “No, I don’t want to be near it.” She stood up. “I’m going to go, no?”
 
   “Where?” said John.
 
   “Into another room. Come with me.”
 
   “I’ve got to keep an eye on Laura,” said John.
 
   “So… is someone going to come? I cannot be only me.” said Elena.
 
   “I’ll come,” said Jess.
 
   She stood up and they both left.
 
   “We should stay together,” said Laura to John.
 
   “Umm… oh…” said John.
 
   “It’s fine just… watch out…”
 
   “Okay,” John stood up, walked across the room and lent against the wall, allowing himself a clear view into the hallway.
 
   A few minutes later they heard the sound of a circular saw.
 
   They both remained silent until the man returned. He held a pan in his hand. John caught a glimpse of some red lump within it, but tried not to look. The man took it into the kitchen. John sat on the arm of Laura’s sofa.
 
   ‘Knock. Knock.’
 
   The sound seemed to enter John somehow, and, at first, his body was taken by panic– as if the noise represented some kind of threat.
 
   “Hey!” It was a muffled shout. John recognised it as Duke.
 
   “Duke!” John heard Jess shout. Next came the sound of the front door being opened. A few seconds later, Jess entered the room with Duke and Dreadlocks behind her. Everyone spoke at once, asking them questions.
 
   “I couldn’t find her,” said Duke. “She was gone.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Dreadlocks, Jess and Elena were crying. The others were not.
 
   “Why did you leave?” said the man – who they now knew was called Rob. As he spoke he looked only at the floor near Duke’s feet.
 
   His words had broken the quiet – a quiet that seemed to reflect an unspoken agreement. Everyone needed time. Everyone needed to sit still, say very little, and stare at nothingness.
 
   The emptiness of their shared space had been a choice, a necessity, and an inevitability. Rob’s question seemed like a betrayal to this, a coarse refusal to let them stay hidden in their wordless void.
 
   Duke did not register the question at first, “Me?” he suddenly said, as if he had been jerked out a dream.
 
   Rob nodded.
 
   “There was this girl…”
 
   Rob frowned. “Who was she?”
 
   “Um… she’s… she’s a girl, but… she has… an effect… on the zombies.”
 
   “What effect?”
 
   Duke let out a long breath and rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You have to know,” said Rob.
 
   “She was controlling them. She was… she got them… they caught us. These zombies caught us, but they didn’t hurt us; they carried us to her and it was like they were working for her.”
 
   The silence returned for a while.
 
   “That’s not possible,” said Rob.
 
   Duke shook his head and shrugged weakly.
 
   “Why did you leave?” said Rob.
 
   “What?” said Duke.
 
   “Why did you leave?”
 
   “The girl?” said Duke.
 
   “No, here.”
 
   “To find her,” said Duke.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To kill her.”
 
   It was clear from Rob’s face that he didn’t fully understand.
 
   “Are you going to try again?” said Rob.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You should go and find her,” said Rob.
 
   “I don’t know where she is,” said Duke.
 
   “If you go to the top of the hill, you will have a good view of the area. You might see her.”
 
   “We tried that,” said Duke.
 
   “We need to slow down,” said Dreadlocks. “We need some headspace.”
 
   “Um… there’s something… big…” said Laura, “We’ve got no food here and Rob’s eating zombies… to survive.”
 
   “I’ve eaten zombie meat,” said Rob, as if to confirm it.
 
   Duke and Dreadlocks both stared at him for a few seconds.
 
   “You all knew?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Yeah he told us.” said Laura.
 
   “You’ve been eating zombies,” said Duke dumbly, as if he understood the words, but couldn’t see why they were in that order.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why… How?”
 
   “I have no food.”
 
   “How did you know it’s safe?”
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “… fuck me.” Duke put his head in his hand.
 
   “Are they here?” said Jess.
 
   “What?” said Rob.
 
   “The zombies. Are you keeping them here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “In the basement.”
 
   “They’re dead, right?” said Duke.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “So what are we going to do?” said Duke. “We can’t stay with this guy… we don’t know what’s going to happen to him.”
 
   Rob stood up and started to leave the room.
 
   “Where are you going?” said Jess.
 
   “I’m getting a rope,” said Rob
 
   “…why?”
 
   “I’m going to tie myself to the chair.”
 
   He left.
 
   “I want to leave,” said Jess, once it was safe to speak.
 
   “You want to find the girl?” said Duke
 
   “No…” Jess looked at him as if he were dirt on her shoe. “I want to go to another house. This isn’t safe.”
 
   “But how would we get inside?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “We can break in.”
 
   “But then the zombies could get in.” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Obviously we fix the damage when we’re inside.”
 
   “What if we don’t find any place?” said Elena.
 
   “There has to be somewhere,” said Jess.
 
   “What about Laura?” said John.
 
   “Yeah, I can’t move again,” said Laura.
 
   “We should stay,” said Duke.
 
   “It’s not safe-“ Jess began.
 
   “Shut up, he might hear you,” said Duke.
 
   “He’s infected,” whispered Jess.
 
   “We’ll handle it,” said Duke.
 
   Some time later Rob returned with a rope in his hand.
 
   …
 
   It was hard to grasp the progression of time. With the windows boarded up, the only clue was the intensity of the light creeping in through the cracks between the nailed-on-wood and the wall, but eventually that light faded, and the house grew even colder.
 
   “Rob, maybe you can… er… you can leave us to sleep,” said Duke.
 
   Rob grunted.
 
   “And um… what are you going to do? Tie yourself to your bed?”
 
   He was quiet for a while. “No…”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So, what you going to do?”
 
   He glanced at them. “How can I trust you?”
 
   “You can trust us,” said Duke, as if his words somehow carried a guarantee. 
 
   “If I tie myself to the bed, you might not untie me, or you might kill me.”
 
   Duke thought for a second. “I can’t prove anything. But… we’re not like that. Why would we anyway?”
 
   “Because I might turn into a zombie and because there’s no food.”
 
   “That’s why we want to tie you up. And if there’s no food, there’s no food. Killing you won’t change that. We’re not killers, dude. We’re not like that.”
 
   “I’ll lock my door.”
 
   “From the inside?” said Duke.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s not good enough.”
 
   Rob thought for a while, “Okay. You can tie me. I trust you.”
 
   “Nice one. Good.” said Duke.
 
   There was a long silence.
 
   “I need to piss,” said Laura.
 
   “Oh… um, you want me to take you?” said John.
 
   “No, it’s fine. Dreadlocks can take me.”
 
   Dreadlocks stood up and walked over to her. John suddenly felt a stab of anger. He could carry her fine. He wasn’t as strong as Dreadlocks, but…He stopped himself. He was being stupid. It was nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   John woke up covered in sweat — a pale, blood covered face loomed in his mind, bearing down on him.
 
   It took a few seconds to realise where he was, and that he had, in fact, been dreaming. He hadn’t slept well. And now those hours of wakefulness dragged on his spirit. Last night, he had been lost in a swirl of unanswerable questions – punctured by sudden vivid images: Dan’s suicide. The faces of the zombies. Mary and Tyler jumping out the window.
 
   He knew that there was nothing good in this humming of activity, and he wanted desperately to not think, to escape, to escape himself and all of this. So much had happened; he had lived a lifetime in just a few days. It almost seemed like time had cheated, like it had allowed too many moments to slip in. It all seemed so impossible, so fundamentally without sense. Even now, a part of him was waiting for it to not be real.
 
   He covered his face with his hands. “Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit…” He repeated it again and again, until he forced himself to stop to make sure that he still could. He wished he had slept better. Searching for Laura’s chest in the darkness of the room, a small shot of relief took him – he found it slowly rising and falling. The night had been full of these checks.
 
   “Hey,” she whispered.
 
   “Hey… sorry, did I wake you?”
 
   “No, I was awake.”
 
   “How did you sleep?”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   It was only her and him in the room. Last night, after further discussion, Dreadlocks, Elena and Jess had decided to sleep in Poppy’s old room. Three factors led to this. The door had a lock. The room had a bed. And they all felt that they would sleep better if they weren’t alone. As for John, he was on a line of cushions taken from sofas, which he had placed on the floor next to Laura.
 
   “You need anything?” He whispered.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He lay there, staring into the darkness. His body felt painfully alert, as if it were anticipating something. He listened. He waited. His insides grew tighter. There was a pressure, a tension. Any moment the world could collapse. It had shown him this.
 
   He forced himself up and into the kitchen, quietly closing the door behind him. The only light came from the boarded up windows, dull, cold — the sun had not yet found a way to shine. John flicked a switch. The table and chairs sprang into existence, along with the kitchen counter that ran around most of the room’s edge. He was forced to squint — his eyes not yet ready.
 
   He was hungry. He began flipping the cupboards open. Some were buried under the countertops; some were suspended above them — large wooden things clinging to the wall.
 
   No food.
 
   It seemed Rob was telling the truth. He spotted a round pink tin with ‘coffee’ imprinted upon it in the obligatory ‘isn’t life lovely’ font – the kind of cosy, feminine writing that had come to characterise so many things in so many houses.
 
   He opened it. Result! He needed this. Now he just had to get a caffettiera. He searched the kitchen again, finally finding the little silver solider standing to attention, ever-ready to deliver his fix. It was big enough to serve six or eight. He flipped the switch on the kettle and, after a small wait, was pouring the water into the caffettiera — it felt like pouring a bullet into a gun.
 
   He watched the water throw itself away into the air for a few seconds. Then, he put the hat onto the silver solider. The key was to wait for a little while before pushing the filter down. Let it brew; that was the way.
 
   …
 
   Coffee now in his mug, he sat at the table and took the first sip.
 
   The bitterness seemed to go beyond taste, beyond sensation. It became a sharpness that cut through everything, bringing forth a powerful relief. A thickness grew in the back of his throat, as if he were about to cry. And the sharpness continued on, mixing with this sensation. So that it was not just the bitterness of coffee, but a generalised thing. It was pain. It was a yearning. It was the beauty of struggle. And as the warm liquid sank into his stomach, he clung tight to the sensation of it all. He clung tight to the complex flavour, the heat, the pleasure, the fix.
 
   He thought about Laura. How was her body reacting to the metal? How big was it? Perhaps it was absolutely tiny, like a bullet. Maybe it wasn’t even from the grenade, but, in fact, a fragment from something that the explosion damaged. Was she going to die? Was she going to leave him?
 
   Suddenly he felt that the coffee was a mistake. It was pounding into him, giving him too much focus, heightening his nerves, and his fear with painful intensity. It was better to be numb. But some inner voice told him that he needed the energy, that he had become too passive in his own thoughts. He needed to wake up and take control. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to force some silence into himself.
 
   He realised his hands were clenched into fists. He released them.
 
   They had no food. He had no food. How long can a body last without it? Wasn’t it a week or something? Water was a few days; food was a week. Is that right? He shouldn’t have drunk the coffee, he thought, caffeine and no food. He was going to have some sort of energy crash.
 
   He wanted to get away, somewhere without danger, somewhere without thoughts. He buried his head in his hands.
 
   How many days had it been? Was it still possible the zombies might drop dead, that they might die of natural causes? That stuff with that little girl, Stacy. That just undermined everything. Psychic powers. What was that? Who knew? Who fucking knew?
 
   …
 
   A little while later, John heard a fumbling at the door. Somehow his body reacted before he did. His insides became heavier, like he was being down pulled towards some terrible force. Dreadlocks entered and John was left in the hollowness of his rush.
 
   “Morning,” Dreadlock’s said with dull, tired eyes, “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah… you just made me jump,” said John softly.
 
   “Oh, sorry, my friend.”
 
   Dreadlocks circled the table and hugged him from behind. John closed his eyes. After a few seconds, Dreadlocks let go.
 
   “Thanks, man… thanks,” he was quiet for a while, then spoke. “You want a coffee?”
 
   “Is that Rob’s?”
 
   “Rob drinks tea.”
 
   “Is it right for us to drink it?”
 
   “It’s just one.”
 
   Dreadlocks nodded his head slightly. “I’ll take one. Just one.”
 
   “I’ll make it for you,” said John, moving to reunite with his new silver friend.
 
   …
 
   John and Dreadlocks finished the coffee and hid the evidence. A little while later Rob arrived, followed by Duke, who had clearly deemed it okay to untie him.
 
   “Good morning, friends,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Morning,” muttered Duke, clearly tired. Rob said nothing and looked a little flustered.
 
   “Did you sleep deeply, Rob?” said Dreadlocks. His tone stuck out in the room, it was warm, caring and vulnerable, almost painfully so.
 
   He made a strange grunt and nodded his head. “I need to cook,” he said. There was a silence. Duke sat down next to them.
 
   “Zombie?” said John, suddenly hit by a hot flash of anger. He didn’t know why, but he resented Rob. The reasons were within him, but all tangled up and hard to decipher, so that it felt like his emotions had taken over. And everything was coming from his gut.
 
   “That’s all I have.” And with that, he was gone. Duke sighed, stood back up and went to follow him.
 
   “I’ll take over, Duke,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   Duke stopped, turned and looked at him. “Oh yeah? Really?”
 
   “Yes. You rest. Take it easy.”
 
   “Cheers, dude.”
 
   Dreadlocks left. Duke looked at John,
 
   “I can smell coffee.”
 
   John’s heart sank a little. Had Rob smelt it too? Would he be mad?
 
   “Yeah… don’t tell Rob… I should have asked.”
 
   “Oh… right… It’s probably fine. Yeah you should have asked though.”
 
   “Yeah, I just needed it.”
 
   “Yeah… I’m gonna go catch some sleep.”
 
   “Okay,”
 
   Duke left.
 
   Suddenly everything around him changed. The air ripped in two. A screeching, whining noise tore into his mind. Then, abruptly, an inner voice kicked in, telling him that it was just the sound of a circular saw.
 
   “Shit,” said John.
 
   The other members of the group began arriving in the kitchen – woken by the noise. Duke joined them also. It seemed sleep was no longer an option for him.
 
   “What if the zombies hear it?” John heard Jess say to the room at large. He didn’t know what to say to that, and, instead, found himself leaving the room to check on Laura, or to find comfort by being close to her. He wasn’t sure which.
 
   “You okay?” he asked her, once back in the living room and by her side.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   A little while later, after John had returned to the kitchen and exchanged words of discontent with the others, Rob returned with a pan containing a glistening red lump. Upon seeing the group, he stopped and stood awkwardly, shifting his weight from foot to foot, and giving them quick worried glances.
 
   “You need some space?” said Duke.
 
   “Yes. I need to cook.” He muttered.
 
   They all stood up. Rob moved farther into the room. Everyone headed to the door, keeping the table between them and the lump of flesh as they moved. This created a strange circling motion, with Rob moving down one side of the kitchen, and everyone else moving down the other.
 
   Now the group walked into the living room. Duke, Jess and Elena took the smaller sofa. John sat on his makeshift cushion-bed. Dreadlocks stood, keeping his gaze on Rob in the kitchen. His line of sight was soon broken, however. A few seconds after putting the pan down, Rob closed the door.
 
   A silence held them as they listened to the sounds of Rob preparing his meal. John noticed that the sun had started shining.
 
   “How is everyone?” said Duke, finally.
 
   There was a mumbled response. “Pretty bad,” said John.
 
   The room fell silent, empty and lacking compared to the sounds coming through from the kitchen.
 
   “What comes next for us?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   Duke blew out his cheeks. “I don’t know.”
 
   “We can’t stay here,” said Jess quietly.
 
   For a moment, no one spoke.
 
   “I can’t move,” Laura said.
 
   “Can you try?” said Jess.
 
   “No… I can’t”
 
   “Dreadlocks can carry you again,” said Jess
 
   “No, I can’t,” said Laura.
 
   “Why?” said Jess. Laura opened her mouth, then seemed to stop herself from saying something.
 
   “Just trust me, it hurts. I can’t move,” she said.
 
   “Yeah we’re staying here,” said Duke. “So, today… today, we make the most of the house. We figure some things out; we figure out what comes next. Guys, we’ve gotta keep our heads. Promise me that, yeah?”
 
   After some time, Laura tugged on John’s shirt. “You should go spend time with Rob.” She whispered.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He’s eating, like, all by himself. You should really be friends. We have to be cool with him.”
 
   “No, he just asked for more space.”
 
   “Please… We have to get on well with him.”
 
   “I don’t want to. I don’t… er…” He shook his head. “… feel like it.”
 
   Laura didn’t say anything more. John tried not to feel guilty. He wasn’t at his best. She had to understand that. All he wanted was to be left alone, to stay safe and try to forget everything. He needed that. If she could just feel how he felt… But now doubt started to creep in. He realised that out of everyone, Laura was the most vulnerable. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t leave. She needed this house to be a good place to stay more than anyone. Maybe she felt exactly what he felt. Maybe she needed help as much as he did.
 
   “Okay, I’m going to do it.”
 
   “Good. Thanks.”
 
   …
 
   John went to get a glass of water, and then sat opposite Rob at the table, trying not to look at what he was eating. His heart was beating faster. Why did this make him nervous?
 
   “So…” John began.
 
   “Are you staying?” Rob said abruptly.
 
   “Er… we think so,” John said, a little caught out by the question, “if that’s okay with you?”
 
   Rob said nothing and, now, the sound of his chewing was the only noise between them. John tried to think of something to say. It distantly occurred to him that it was ironic: A human eating the undead.
 
   “So… you got any big plans? Like, you think we should wait for the zombies to die?” said John.
 
   There was a long pause, as Rob finished his mouthful.
 
   “Survive.” Rob grunted, finally.
 
   John nodded. “Back when we were in the supermarket, we used to talk about finding the other survivors, you know, get together with the other humans, getting organised and sorting all this out.”
 
   Rob didn’t reply. John took a sip from his water.
 
   “Why don’t you tell me about yourself? It was a bit crazy yesterday but, I want to hear your story, you know?” John tried to smile. He wasn’t sure if he had pulled it off.
 
   Rob seemed somewhat alarmed at John’s suggestion. “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Well… what did you do for work?”
 
   “I was a cleaner.”
 
   “Okay. Where did you clean?”
 
   “Offices.”
 
   “Okay… I’ve done a bit of cleaning. It’s a good job. You put on your music, move your body. It’s good exercise, kind of like a… a gym session.”
 
   “Not free ‘cause you get paid.”
 
   “Er, yeah, even better, right?” Again John tried to smile.
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   “So… you got some hobbies, or… anything like that?”
 
   “Chess,” Rob said, with his mouth full.
 
   “Chess?” said John. Rob didn’t say anything. John continued. “That’s cool. You know, um, that’s actually a, um, good post-apocalypse thing, isn’t it? We could actually play some chess, even if the power finally goes out, all we need is a board and some pieces.”
 
   Rob nodded.
 
   “Maybe you can teach me,” said John. “I know how the pieces move. I just need some basic strategy. Like, I don’t really know how to approach a game. I just sort of… do it.”
 
   Rob looked at him with a small amount of interest. “You want to play chess?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I’m very good. I’ll win.”
 
   “Ah, well, I’d love to learn.”
 
   Rob nodded, a quick head jerk. “That’s good.”
 
   John felt a twinge of success. It was a start. He took another sip from his water.
 
   “Like I say, these things are important now. You have to keep yourself distracted, right?” said John.
 
   Rob nodded.
 
   “I mean, usually I’d just be on Youtube or something,” said John, “but… you know… did you go online much?”
 
   Rob nodded, “Yes.”
 
   A silence.
 
   “That’s all weird, isn’t it? No Internet. No phone signal. Just out of nowhere.”
 
   “Well, that’s the point,” said Rob.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Obviously, this is all organised.”
 
   “I don’t…”
 
   “The government did it,” said Rob. “It’s population control.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “You don’t seriously think that an infection could spread like this normally, do you?” Rob said, his tone made John feel stupid.
 
   “I don’t know. What… what can I-”
 
   “I’ve seen a helicopter.” Suddenly, his voice lost some of its blandness. Suddenly, there was a hint of excitement.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “When I was here, it went south, and, there’s a big power station that way. I think.”
 
   “So… you think that’s where they were going?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Why?
 
   “The electricity is still working. Obviously. Someone has to be at the power stations.”
 
   “Oh… what did the helicopter look like?”
 
   At that moment, Duke entered the room.
 
   “You saw a helicopter?” said Duke, quietly.
 
   “Yes… going south… to the power station.”
 
   “Was it army?” Duke pulled out a chair.
 
   “No… black.”
 
   Duke looked at John as he sat down. “That could be army.”
 
   “I can give you directions, if you want to go,” said Rob.
 
   “What? The power station?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why do you reckon it was going there?”
 
   “Someone’s keeping the electricity functional. It must be related,” said Rob.
 
   Duke held his eyes and nodded. It was a while before he spoke. “Yeah… I guess. It’s a good guess.”
 
   “Do you want directions?” Rob asked.
 
   “Um… I’ll think about it. I’ll talk to the others.”
 
   There was a pause, with Rob’s chewing sounds the only noise between them. “We need to get another zombie,” said Rob. “It’s sunny. They’re slower when it’s sunny.”
 
   John glanced at the windows.
 
   “But… why?” said Duke, frowning.
 
   “Why what?” Rob asked.
 
   “Why do you want to get a zombie?”
 
   “To eat.” He put another piece of meat in his mouth.
 
   “But… why not get normal food?”
 
   “It’s very unlikely you will find food,” said Rob. “I’ve been to the houses near here. They’re empty.”
 
   “All of them?” said Duke.
 
   Rob nodded.
 
   “There’s got to be a better way, though,” said John, his eyes moving between them.
 
   “It’s a big call, man, you know?” said Duke.
 
   “We have to go,” said Rob. “We all have to go.”
 
   “But… what you going to do?” said Duke
 
   “Kill it. Then, bring it back.”
 
   “Kill it how?” said Duke
 
   “With a knife.”
 
   Duke blew out his cheeks and looked at the floor for a few seconds. “I don’t know, dude.”
 
   “You’re coming.”
 
   “That’s not your call,” said Duke sharply, suddenly frowning. Then, as if to soften his tone. “We have to all agree, I mean.”
 
   “Why?” Rob said without looking at him.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “We have to go,” Rob said.
 
   “You gotta understand, dude” said Duke, “we just got here. You know? We’ve been through a lot, so… it’s not easy for us to charge back into danger.”
 
   “You’re in danger now. You don’t have any food.”
 
   “It’s not the same.”
 
   Rob put his knife and fork down on his empty plate. He finished chewing and swallowed.
 
   “You won’t help,” he muttered.
 
   “It’s not th-”
 
   “And you all want to get rid of me.” He glanced at Duke and then back to the table.
 
   “What?” said Duke.
 
   “You want to kill me.”
 
   Duke stared at him for a few seconds, then started shaking his head. “No.”
 
   John opened his mouth to speak, but was beaten to it by Rob.
 
   “You haven’t killed me yet because you want to know how to make zombies safe to eat.”
 
   “That’s not true… why do you think that?” said Duke.
 
   “We all need food and there’s sun,” said Rob.
 
   “Why do you think we’re against you? What have we done?” said Duke, each question coming with slight shrug, and an expression that was somehow a cross between confusion and repulsion.
 
   Rob shook his head. “Don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   Duke stared at the table for a while, and took a deep breath. “I don’t want to get a zombie. That’s not gonna fly. The only thing is, is that sunny days are sorta rare, but, you know,” he glanced at John, “we’ve seen zombies running in sunshine, did you know that?”
 
   “They don’t run when it’s sunny,” said Rob.
 
   “Yeah, turns out some of them do.”
 
   “I’ve never seen it,” said Rob.
 
   “We have,” said Duke.
 
   “Can we… can we go and look for food? And if I find a zombie, then I can keep it?” said Rob.
 
   “I think, um… I think I’m going to talk it through with the others,” said Duke.
 
   Rob nodded.
 
   “All right,” Duke said beginning to stand up. “I’ll chat with the others. I’ll get back to you. And we’re gonna talk about what you just said about getting rid of you. I’m going to prove that’s not true. No way. All right?”
 
   Rob grunted. Duke went into the other room. “You guys hear that?” John heard him say. He decided to stay with Rob.
 
   “Rob… I don’t think now is the time, you know?” he said, his hands fidgeting nervously.
 
   “It is.”
 
   “It’s just… you know… I think everyone’s not ready, they’re… not at the point, you know?” He looked at his palm. “I don’t… I don’t want to do it.” His eyes moved back to Rob. “for example.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. You have to.”
 
   “I mean… if we can just wait a little bit…”
 
   “I need food. I need to eat.”
 
   “Rob… I…”
 
   Rob stood up and left without another word, going into the living room, where Duke was explaining the situation to the others. John stared at the doorway numbly. Then he put his head down on the table, closed his eyes, and put his fingers in his ears. The darkness brought relief. This was all he wanted, silence, stillness. It wasn’t a lot to ask. It wasn’t anything. He just needed everything to stop.
 
   He stayed like that for a long time, half expecting someone to notice and ask what he was doing. Eventually John knew he had to come back. He raised his head, got up, and walked into the living room.
 
   Everyone had an arm in the air as John entered. He guessed that they had just voted on something.
 
   “I’ll stay with Laura, no?” said Elena, lowering her arm slightly. To John’s horror, he realised that they had actually decided to leave.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “She can’t be left alone.”
 
   “No… No… I’m not cool with that,” said Duke. There was a silence.
 
   “Wait, what’s happening?” said John.
 
   “We’re going. We’re just sorting out the plan. We need food. Normal food.”
 
   Rob was standing in the corner of the room. He gave no response.
 
   John tried to speak, but the words got stuck in his throat.
 
   “But I think someone should stay with her,” Elena insisted.
 
   “Stay with who? Laura?” said John, sensing an opportunity.
 
   “Yeah,” said Elena, “so she is not here the only one.”
 
   “Oh… yeah… someone should stay,” said John.
 
   “But… thing is,” said Duke, “Laura is um… it’s statistics. We’re in danger. We gotta stick together.”
 
   “Well, no… we can leave someone here though,” said John. “What if something happens to her?”
 
   “But what if it happens to us, John. You know, it goes both ways. What I’m saying is, from a statistics point of view, we’re gonna need that extra man more than Laura.”
 
   “Yeah, but… what if the shrapnel moves or she starts bleeding again?”
 
   “Whatever risk is there with Laura, it’s nothing compared to us,” said Duke. “We’re going outside with them. We’re going in random houses, you know, this is, this is dangerous shit. Laura, you know this isn’t about you when I say we gotta play the odds? She’s safer than us. She doesn’t need the extra person. We do.”
 
   “I can’t. I can’t leave her,” said John, numbly.
 
   Duke closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “You have a duty, John. We all do.”
 
   “Why should you be the one that gets to stay?” Jess protested
 
   “Well… I’m just saying that someone has to stay with her,” said John.
 
   With this comment, John had spoken over Duke as he has said, “No one is staying.”
 
   “Do I get a say in this?” said Laura. Everyone looked at her. “If I say you should go, then you should go, yeah? It’s down to me, yeah?”
 
   “So, is that what you want?” said Duke.
 
   She paused, as if collecting herself, “Duke’s right. I’ll be all right. I feel fine.”
 
   “Laura…” said John.
 
   “John, you have to go. It’s not fair. What would you even do if something happened to me? Huh? It’s not like anyone knows what to do if, you know, like… what happens to me isn’t going to be changed by having someone here, you know?”
 
   John shook his head. He could feel himself shaking slightly. He had fucked it up, his one chance to stay safe. He had fucked it up.
 
   “All right, so, I’ll go tell Rob,” Duke said, heading back to the kitchen.
 
   “No, wait,” said Elena. “It’s not only statistics. It’s more. Laura cannot move. What if we don’t make it back? She would starve, no?”
 
   “We’re going to make it back,” said Duke.
 
   “You don’t know that,” said John. “You want to know statistics? Let’s talk about all of them. What are the odds we won’t make it back? What are the odds… what are the odds that Laura needs help?”
 
   Duke took a long, deep breath. “So what? We should leave someone here, in case everyone else gets bitten? Cause that’s a great fucking situation to aim for, isn’t it? You don’t get it… I don’t want anyone to get bitten. That’s the point.”
 
   “I get it,” said Laura. “It’s cool.”
 
   “No, no, no,” said Elena. “One of us has to stay; it’s not right. She has an injure”
 
   “Look, man,” Duke’s voice was suddenly loud, “I’m not fucking around here. Is anyone listening to me? We’re. Going. Outside. Where there are zombies. Where there is food. And everything depends on us getting food. Where… where all the danger is. All right? I would love to stay with Laura. You know what? I would love to be Laura. I would love to be able to stay on the sofa. We’re the fucking ones in trouble here. We’re the fucking ones that need to be scared – that we need to be scared about. Us!”
 
   There was a long silence.
 
   “Anyway…” said Duke, “we need to carry as much food as we can. That means everyone comes. Everyone helps. Laura, you’ll be fine.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   The sunshine bristled amongst the grass and spread against the trees. John was thinking about the knife in his hand. He was thinking about the physics of killing himself. He was thinking about the best way to do it because he was determined to have an escape. No matter what the world threw at him, he wanted to always have an escape. He would be in control. Not like the other time. Not like in the park. It suddenly occurred to him that he didn’t know if killing himself would be enough. Maybe they could still turn his corpse into a zombie.
 
   Before leaving the house, the group had created makeshift armour for themselves, using items from around the house. John was wearing a lot of very thick clothes. He had tape around his ankles so that there could be no gap between his shoes and the bottom of his trousers. On his hands were tough, cracked leather gloves – on his head, a bike helmet.
 
   They were on a slope that stretched down towards the town. From here they had a sweeping view of the valley. John could see their old home, the ASDA supermarket. It had been a good place — so much space, so much food, even a large collection of video games and films. Life had almost felt like life.
 
   He felt a stab of guilt. It was an amazing resource. Losing it was not just a setback for them, it was a setback for all survivors. Looking at it now, he was filled with questions. Were the undead still there? Or had they left the supermarket, looking for the next victim? If so, perhaps they could retake the building one day.
 
   “Hey! Look!” shouted Jess. “There’s a car.” She pointed to the expansive view of the town.
 
   It took John a while, but then he saw it — a white point of movement. A child’s toy at this distance.
 
   They all stood in silence, watching, as it passed along the horizon. The breeze moved the grass, and yet the whole valley seemed still, as if it was watching with them, as if the shivers passing through the fields were some sort of sentiment.
 
   “Where are they going?” said Jess
 
   “Food or shelter, I guess,” said Duke.
 
   They all stood for a while, watching.
 
   In that moment, something changed inside John. That little white shape was a reminder that amongst the dead streets, there were still people, still little blocks of consciousness clinging to each other. Society was still there. Yes, it was buried under unearthly horror, but it remained. The dots still moved, striving to form connections. John felt hope that he would meet others and that they would work together to clean up this mess.
 
   Love. That was all. The beauty of it came to John. Love. That was all. Love, beautiful in its simplicity. For love needed nothing else. And with love he needed nothing else. He needed only this, as he watched the struggle of people he may never meet. And suddenly this wasn’t just a world where survival was the only thing.
 
   This was a moment. This was something. This was his. And there was only now. Only this. He could feel them, in the car, their fear, their troubles, but more than that, he could feel the part of them that had always been and would always be. The part of them that remained unchangeable. No matter what stains and corruption invaded their minds, there was something that lay underneath the fickle shifting tides. Their purity. And in that moment, he felt his own incorruptibility. And so it was that John was able to feel as if he and these people were the same, that they were united, bound by their humanity.
 
   Despite the darkness, this was still within him – this ability to feel. There was still happiness.
 
   He told himself he would be part of a new generation, a new manifestation of what it was that they, as humans, needed to impart on the world. He felt love for these souls in their little white car. Together they would rebuild the society that they had lost, to make something that would one day, ultimately, be better.
 
   …
 
   John could feel the sweat sticking to his t-shirt. All the extra layers were making him hot, despite the cold air. Rob led them through the tall, dull grass, over the drystone walls, on and on. John’s stomach ached with a terrible emptiness. He couldn’t remember a time when he had gone this long without food. There was something so surreal about this. Walking through the countryside, John could almost pretend there were no zombies, that it had never happened.
 
   But despite this, a deep sense of dread was creeping under his skin. Some of the undead could run in sunlight. That changed everything. That took away his advantage over them. If they came running, then it was no different from fighting a human. Except a human had to kill him; a zombie just had to bite.
 
   He just wanted an escape, a break from the fear. Fuck it. Whatever would happen would happen. But he didn’t want to suffer now. He didn’t want to tear himself apart like this. He thought of flying, how, each time, a part of him always believed he would die. His response had been to accept death. When he accepted death, that it could happen, that he couldn’t guarantee it wouldn’t, that was when he coped the best. That was the way to do it, embrace the thing you’re scared of. Acceptance. He tried to apply the same principle to this. But this was different. It wasn’t death he needed to accept.
 
   What was it, this threat from which they ran, against which they fought? What was the ultimate darkness they all feared? What was it to become one of them? What were they?
 
   His gut told him not to think about it. But maybe, if he could just understand… if he could just understand his fate.
 
   They came to another low wall, and climbed over it, now coming into a field with shorter, greener grass.
 
   He tried to be logical, and start from what he knew. They weren’t smart. They were angry. Or were they? Their facial expressions suggested emptiness. But were their faces linked to their inner state? What if behind their blank faces, their stupidity, their meaningless noises, behind all of that, were the people they used to be? Helpless onlookers trapped within themselves.
 
   Was it this he had to accept? Did he have to be at peace with the possibility that he might lose his mind, his soul, his love, his everything, and yet, still exist within all of that loss, as a man who could not live and could not die?
 
   This was something he couldn’t accept. And as he walked on, his fear only seemed to grow. His inner sickness only seemed to get stronger. The little girl, Stacy, he kept thinking of her. Maybe she could sense him now. Maybe she was in his mind. Or was she in everyone’s else’s? Fuck, there were too many options.
 
   He caught himself. He couldn’t speculate like this. He couldn’t go down this path.
 
   But he had to stay alert. It wasn’t even a choice. How could he not? How could he not look for her presence in him? In his friends? Because he had to be vigilante. He had to be. What would happen otherwise?
 
   …
 
   “There’s some houses this way,” said Rob, as they came to a road.
 
   “Is it a village?” said John.
 
   Rob said nothing. John wondered why he was like this, why he didn’t respond sometimes. Could it be the little girl controlling his mind? The idea sat just outside of his reach. He could not rule it out as paranoia, or include it as possibility. So it just stuck there — like a splinter.
 
   “Is it a village?” John tried again.
 
   “No. Houses.” said Rob.
 
   They jumped over the wall and followed the snaking asphalt. Sure enough, they soon came to a row of medium-sized, white stone buildings, standing shoulder to shoulder like proud soldiers — totally isolated by the fields that surrounded them. John’s perspective had him directly in front of these structures, with the road under his feet stretching forward and making a sharp left turn to skim past their small front-gardens. Although each one had a driveway, there were no cars.
 
   “The windows are smashed,” said Jess.
 
   “They’ve been looted,” said Rob.
 
   “Does that mean there isn’t any food?” said Jess.
 
   “There’s two that look okay,” said John
 
   “So, this is a risky moment, yeah?” said Duke. “We’ve seen that they can run, even in sunlight. So listen, follow me, stay alert, don’t lose focus… no splitting up, that’s the other thing, let’s all stay together. All right, we’re going to try the door of that first one, on the right, and then… if it’s empty we can go through the window… actually, forget that. We should have some people stay outside. Just to guard us from the outside, so… er…-”
 
   “You said not to split up,” said Rob sharply.
 
   “I know… but I changed my mind,” said Duke patiently. “So… Jess… are you okay to stay outside and keep watch?”
 
   “Yeah, okay.” She seemed relieved, as if she thought staying outside to be the safest option.
 
   “All right, let’s go,” said Duke.
 
   “We should circle the houses and circle the area. I’ll know how to understand the terrain, and see the best exit and entrance routes,” said Rob – just as Duke took his first step. Duke stopped and turned.
 
   “Good thinking, but we don’t have time. My way is fine for this,” said Duke.
 
   “But we need a full check of the area.”
 
   “Um… okay,” said Duke, suddenly changing his mind, “you’ve got a point; it won’t hurt to circle them before we go in.”
 
   Rob nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “All right, so let’s circle them,” said Duke, starting to walk. There was an awful fluttery sensation in John’s stomach.
 
   …
 
   Laura put Moby Dick down at her side. She was in a single bed, having been moved upstairs by Dreadlocks before everyone left.
 
   She had wanted to read it for ages but the archaic language made it hard work. The words just weren’t staying in her mind. In truth, she was only reading it in the hope that she might fall asleep. But it wasn’t working. She had already missed one night of sleep, and knew, from experience, that messing with her sleep patterns could trigger her insomnia. That couldn’t happen. Not now, not when she needed her body to recover. She needed some Valium. Maybe Poppy had left some behind. It didn’t help that she was very hungry. No food. No sleep. Not exactly what a doctor would prescribe.
 
   She let out a long sigh. She hated being alone like this, unable to shake the idea that her injury might kill her. Dying alone terrified her. In a way, she had already done it once. At the age of sixteen, after getting very drunk, she had taken a bizarre mix of cocaine and magic mushrooms. A hideously bad trip had followed. To her affected mind, all the signs of her impending death were there - increased heartbeat, vomiting, a loss of proper brain function. It had been as real as anything else. She had watched her death unfold. She had understood what it was to watch her physical form collapse, dragging her down with it.
 
   It had been scary when she thought the drugs were killing her, but not as scary as when she didn’t — to be so high you don’t know you’re high — Laura knew that was when the worst of it kicked in.
 
   In the end she had called 999. An ambulance had come. It was humbling and terrifying and, upon later reflection, totally embarrassing.
 
   She had learnt a lot from the experience, including the one thing that was in the back of her mind now, as she searched for something to do: she did not want to die alone.
 
   …
 
   John looked at the long, thin back gardens – all of them exactly the same size and separated from one another by fences. A single, drystone wall marked the boundary between these rectangular pockets of land and the field that he was in.
 
   “All right. We’re going into the garden of that one, the first one on the left,” said Duke.
 
   They moved forwards and climbed inside. John moved out of the flower bed and onto the lawn, which took up most of the space. Gurgling noises rose up from the water fountain in front of him.
 
   His mind had drawn itself fully into his surroundings. He was in the grass. He was in the windows, searching for faces. He slowly moved forwards. He was on the fences, waiting for one of them to climb over. Anything his imagination fed to him, he pre-empted, he adjusted, readying his spirit towards the shadowed threats as they grew and corrupted the air around him.
 
   They came to the back of the house and stopped. Duke put his hands against the French windows and moved his head close to get rid of the reflection.
 
   BAM!
 
   John jerked away. A young girl clawed at the glass, her face distorted as she pushed it against the invisible barrier – her yellow-tinted eyes moving hungry between the members of the group. John stared. A tremendous energy shook in his body, and yet, he was paralysed.
 
   “There’s not much meat on it. Not worth the risk,” said Rob.
 
   Duke looked at him, but said nothing.
 
   “Can she get out?” said Dreadlocks. Everyone scanned the house’s windows and doors. “We should check the front.” Dreadlocks continued.
 
   …
 
   Laura thought about survival. She thought about the house, about all the dangers associated with staying here. Being so reliant on the others felt terrible. Her wound was not just her problem; it was everyone’s. It limited their options. It complicated the logistics of any potential plan. Unless, of course, they left her behind. There was always that.
 
   In truth, she knew that was part of the reason she had agreed to them leaving her alone here. She didn’t want to become the person who put everyone else at risk. She had to kill that dynamic at every opportunity.
 
   She tried to think of ways to pass the time. Elena popped into her head and she considered the possibility of learning Spanish. She would rather continue with Japanese, but that wasn’t possible now, unless she found a book or something. That seemed unlikely.
 
   So, Spanish then. But that was no use now, whilst she was alone. She desperately didn’t want to be stuck with only her own thoughts. They were not being kind to her. What she really needed was her guitar, or any guitar. That would be the ultimate escape. How she would pour her heart, burying herself deep within the spaces in the music, the turns and twists of the song as she squeezed it from the air and let it fall inside her. But that wouldn’t really work. She had to keep her body still.
 
   She tried to remember if Poppy owned any instruments. Hadn’t she been learning the trumpet at some point? Sure, she had given up, but Poppy didn’t give things up like other people did. She took ‘breaks’, always with the belief that she would return to it when she got the chance. It was a funny characteristic, something that Laura liked to make fun of, her usual focal point being the amount of money that Poppy spent on her membership to the gym she never visited.
 
   This was quite common, Laura knew that. But the funny thing was that Poppy never changed. Every time the membership expired, she renewed it. Poppy took it to another level.
 
   Dread started to grow in her. She needed to piss. And that meant moving. Her body had made one thing very clear to her. Moving hurt. Moving was bad. Laura felt that it could be the difference between living and dying. She picked up the large bottle that Dreadlocks had left on her bed.
 
   …
 
   Duke kicked the front door, taking a few steps back as it swung open. It clearly hadn’t been locked. The hallways looked undisturbed as they entered. Neat stacks of letters rested on a chest of draws. Opposite that was an empty hat stand.
 
   They had moved on from the house with the child. After checking all possible exits, it had become clear that she could not get out. Now they were in the house next to it – deciding that it was worth a try despite the smashed windows.
 
   Duke put his hand up and they stood still for a while, listening.
 
   Now they crept to a door on the left. Duke slowly opened it. It was the kitchen. Many of the cupboards were open and cutlery, mugs, bowls, and plates littered the worktop and floor.
 
   Duke opened a few of the still closed cupboards and drawers. It soon became clear there was no food. Slowly, they moved out of the kitchen and back outside. They joined Jess, standing in the middle of the road.
 
   “Get Elena,” Duke said to her quietly, before turning to the others, “We gotta get one that hasn’t been looted. That one,” he said pointing to the house at the end, with its windows still intact. “is our best chance.”
 
   They waited until Jess and Elena returned.
 
   “Let’s check the back of that one,” said Duke, pointing again. “and then we’ll check out inside. Elena, same as before, you guard the back. Jess, you can stay on the road. All right, come on.”
 
   Leaving Jess, they circled the houses once more, this time from the other direction. The garden of their intended house was covered in fake grass. Duke looked through the windows, then led them back to the front door. To John’s disappointment, it wasn’t locked - a clear sign that it could easily have been looted. Or, an inner voice said, it was all planned. This door was unlocked for a reason. It was a trap.
 
   Duke nodded, and then gestured for them to follow him inside. The group crept forwards. John noticed the staircase had a stairlift. The house had the same layout as the last. So it was that Duke was able to lead them straight to the door of the kitchen. Gently, he pushed it and took a few steps back.
 
   John’s heart skipped a beat.
 
   Blank, yellow eyes stared at them from a tilted-back head. Its jaw hung wide open, with the tongue protruding from its mouth. The zombie’s body stayed completely still, seemingly stuck in its black wheelchair. Only the eyes moved, slowly drifting from one person to the next.
 
   Moments passed with no one breaking the stillness. John glanced around the hallway behind him. His mind flashed images of the rest of the family - undead children, undead parents.
 
   “It can’t walk,” whispered Rob, moving into the kitchen.
 
   “Rob, wait!” Hissed Duke.
 
   Rob ignored him, walking to the zombie and kneeling down to its level. Dreadlocks shouted out in shock. The groans became louder, more anguished.
 
   “Dreadlocks, watch the hallway,” said Duke, before turning to Rob, “Rob, come back now!”
 
   Duke took a few more steps into the room.
 
   Rob turned and looked at them, with a strange, half smile. “We can use it.”
 
   “Don’t. Get away. Get away now.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Rob!” said Duke
 
   “No… you’re going to kill it.”
 
   “Just… get out… get away…” said Duke.
 
   “It can’t move.”
 
   “Get away!”
 
   “No, you can’t. I need it. I need it for my cure.”
 
   “Get… Get away!”
 
   “My cure. I’m working on a cure for the infection.”
 
   There was a long silence.
 
   “For fuck’s sake, come outside,” said Duke.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Come outside. We can’t do this here.”
 
   Rob didn’t move.
 
   “Everyone, come on. Stay alert,” said Duke turning to leave.
 
   They moved out of the house and into the middle of the road, with Rob following cautiously.
 
   “What happened?” said Jess.
 
   “So,” said Duke, visibly struggling to stay calm as he addressed Rob. “Fucking hell. What’s going on?”
 
   “I need to do tests,” Rob said bluntly.
 
   “Tests… tests for what? For a cure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “All right,” Duke shook his head slightly, “so… what? Tell me.”
 
   “The last zombie. It wasn’t dead. I kept it alive and I almost cured it. But then it died, because… I don’t know why it did. But it was changing into a human before it died.”
 
   There was a long silence as they all stared at him.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us?” John asked.
 
   Rob shrugged.
 
   “Wait… you sure it was getting better?” said Duke. His right hand still gripped the knife, with his other free to gesture.
 
   “Yes,” said Rob.
 
   “What was it doing?”
 
   “It was talking.”
 
   “But why didn’t you tell us? This is huge,” said John.
 
   Rob didn’t respond.
 
   “I don’t believe you!” said Jess, shaking her head and tightening her lips. Rob said nothing. “He’s full of shit.”
 
   “Jess, go grab Elena. She needs to hear this,” said Duke.
 
   “Yeah. She does,” said Jess. Her eyes lingered as she walked away, staying on Rob with clear intent.
 
   Duke rubbed his forehead. “What’s your cure? What did you do?”
 
   “Can’t say.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Can’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I know you want to get rid of me.”
 
   “Oh… Come on.”
 
   “We don’t want to do that, Rob,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “You want to get rid of me. You want to kill me. If I tell you the cure, you won’t need me,” said Rob.
 
   “Not this again, Rob,” said Duke. “Come on… please.”
 
   Rob said nothing.
 
   “We’re all working together. That’s how we fight this,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   Duke looked away over the fields for a few seconds.
 
   “Rob. I’m really trying here,” Duke said. “You’ve told me this at the worst possible time. In the middle of all of this.” He gestured to the surrounding area. “And I’m trying; I’m really trying to understand what we should do. And, you’re making that so hard. You’re making that as hard as possible.”
 
   “You’re asking a lot from the group,” said Dreadlocks. “You have to trust us. And we have to trust you. That’s the way.”
 
   “I don’t trust you.”
 
   “But trust is a two way thing,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   Jess returned with Elena.
 
   “Tell her,” Jess said, arms crossed.
 
   Elena looked around the group, clearly unsure what to expect. Duke filled her in on the conversation so far. Her mouth opened wide in disbelief, and after a few questions, she seemed excited by Rob’s claim, even going so far as to suggest that they go back in the house to get the zombie.
 
   “Oh my god… but he’s lying,” said Jess.
 
   “Who?” Elena asked her.
 
   “Rob?”
 
   Elena looked at Rob, and then looked around the group.
 
   “What if he isn’t?” said Duke.
 
   “What’s the cure?” Elena asked him.
 
   “He won’t tell us,” said John.
 
   Jess lifted her hands up in a ‘this is what I’m talking about’ gesture. “What a surprise.”
 
   “Yeah, but he’s not wanted to tell us anything since we met him. That’s how he is anyway,” said John.
 
   For a second Jess seemed to be looking to the heavens, as if searching for someone who would understood her. “Yeah, because he’s full of shit.” Her eyes now moved back to John. “How is he going to have made a cure?”
 
   “Rob, you have to tell us,” said Elena.
 
   “It’s complicated. I’ll show you at home.”
 
   “But, what it is? An injection? A substance?” said Elena.
 
   “It’s…a substance. I give it to them.”
 
   “What is it?” said Jess
 
   “It’s…I’ll show you at the house. I promise. I’ll show you.”
 
   “Come on,” said John. “You’ve got to tell us. Please.”
 
   Rob stared at the ground for an impossibly long time. “It’s my blood,” he said finally, “That’s the cure. My blood can resist the disease.”
 
   No-one spoke for a while.
 
   “Well…” said Duke, “that’s it. Everyone… just… vote… we can’t stand here all day… just vote and we’ll move on.”
 
   “I can make food,” said Rob. “We can eat it, if the cure doesn’t work.”
 
   “Rob, shut up. Yes or no,” said Duke,
 
   John had made a decision. If there was a chance that it could lead to a cure, no matter how small, it seemed worth the risk. The zombie couldn’t move. If they were going to work on a cure, then this was the best opportunity.
 
   “Yes,” said John.
 
   “No,” said Jess.
 
   “No,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Yes,” Elena said.
 
   “Yes,” said Rob.
 
   “You don’t get to vote,” said Jess to Rob.
 
   “It doesn’t matter anyway, we’ve got three yes-es,” said Duke.
 
   “Duke… please,” said Jess.
 
   “It’s been voted,” said Duke.
 
   “No… what’s your vote. You can make it a draw,” said Jess.
 
   “I don’t have a vote. I don’t know,” said Duke.
 
   “You don’t know…? You must think something,” said Jess.
 
   “I don’t know Jess! I just said it! I don’t know. All right?” said Duke.
 
   …
 
   Laura’s mind drifted back to the last time she had felt this vulnerable. It had been raining. Her father had come home. His team had lost – again. Her mother knew what was coming – again. This time Laura tried to stop him. He hadn’t taken it well. He had turned violent – more than usual. Laura had always known he was crazy, but not this crazy.
 
   He had stabbed her in the leg. Just once, to ‘teach her a lesson’.
 
   That night, when her mother was asleep, Laura took a knife and stabbed him back. Just once. She only had to do it once.
 
   Her mother had enough bruises; Laura had enough bruises. Her mother took responsibility, claiming self-defence. No one pressed charges. Apparently, it was clear to everyone involved that her mother had been given no choice.
 
   She often wondered if the police had known the truth. Her life had gotten better after that point – as if she had to plunge herself into the ultimate darkness, before she could begin her ascent into light.
 
   That Laura was gone now; she was someone else. But lying there, with the wound she had, it reminded her of her father, of the feeling of being helpless, and the promise she had made… she would always fight back… always.
 
   …
 
   After their discussion about the zombie in the wheelchair, the group had re-entered the house. Just like the others, it had no food, and so Rob — pushing the wheelchair in front of him — had led them on, telling them that he knew a house that wasn’t obvious from the road, and so might not have been spotted by potential looters.
 
   “What about the girl?” said Jess suddenly. “What if she can find us with this zombie?”
 
   The group stopped walking. No-one said anything.
 
   “Well?” said Jess.
 
   “I guess… that’s possible,” said Duke. Indecision playing on his face.
 
   “We’ve already decided,” said Rob.
 
   “But we didn’t think of that,” said Jess.
 
   “What do you mean?” said Rob.
 
   “What?” said Jess. It wasn’t clear if she didn’t understand, hadn’t heard him, or was being defensive. Before anyone could find out, Duke spoke:
 
   “She’s got this mental link with them,” he said, “If this zombie can see us, maybe she can see us.”
 
   Jess moved over to the wheelchair and tried to take it from Rob, but he wouldn’t let go. Jess tried to yank the handles from him. “Hey!” she said, “I’m going to face it away from us! Jesus!”
 
   Rob let go, and Jess pointed it in the other direction.
 
   “But maybe we can use it,” said Duke. “We can use it to attract her.”
 
   “No…” said John.
 
   “No, no, no,” said Elena, “Attract her, no.”
 
   Duke closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead.
 
   “Rob, will we go off road at any time?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “We have to go on a path.”
 
   “So we need to leave this behind, right?” Dreadlocks said.
 
   “We’ll come back for it,” said Rob.
 
   “Why don’t we leave it here? Just… leave it here, we’ll go and do what we have to do. And everyone can have time to think about it more,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   Rob thought for a second. “I’ll leave it because we’re going off road, but I want to come back.”
 
   “Yeah, let’s just keep moving,” said Duke. “We’ll talk about it on the way.”
 
   “Don’t just leave it there,” said John, “in the middle of the road. A car might need to pass through.” After seeing the white car on the horizon earlier, he felt like it was important to act with others in mind. This was still a road, and there were still people out there who might need it. 
 
   Rob looked at him like he was an idiot, yet said nothing and moved the wheelchair out of the way.
 
   …
 
   “It’s up there,” said Rob, pointing.
 
   They had come to a footpath, trailing away from the road and cutting diagonally across a rising field of green. They all followed as he led them up the path and around the edge of a wood until they arrived outside a large, red-brick house. With a stab of disappointment, John saw that the door was slightly ajar.
 
   The building was surrounded by a garden. The group stayed in the field, circling around to the left to size up the area. Each window had drawn curtains. They reached the other side of the house, finding another door – this time closed – they continued, coming full circle back to their original position. John could feel and hear his heart. His insides were tight and hollow.
 
   Duke signalled for them to follow. They passed through a small back gate, coming into the garden and approached the entrance. They entered, arriving in a hallway. Stairs were on the right. At the end, on the left, a large, arch-shaped gap in the wall loomed.
 
   From this angle, John could not see the room that it led to; only a slither of wallpaper crept through the tight corner.
 
   It was to this that Duke led them.
 
   They came to the arch. Duke jolted back. John instinctively did the same. All time and space seemed to anchor itself to Duke. Everything suddenly came down to his next move. But he didn’t move. He stayed still, staring at whatever was in the room. John felt a clamouring urge to run.
 
   “Untie me!” – a woman’s voice, coming from the room. John couldn’t see who.
 
   “What’s happening?” Duke said.
 
   “Untie me quick. Please. Untie me quick.”
 
   Duke took a few steps into the room. Dreadlocks pushed past John and entered too. John glanced behind him at Elena and Jess. “Watch my back.” He whispered. Now he walked forwards, turned the corner, and entered.
 
   At first, John struggled to process what he saw.
 
   The room was large with a high ceiling, its egg shell blue walls were covered with painted handprints – small and clearly those of a child. Everything was lit by the huge windows on the right. Large cream curtains diffused the light. Toys were scattered along the floor, creating a mess of cheerfully colourful plastic and wood.
 
   To John’s left, a man was slumped against the side of a huge bookshelf, eyes closed — a red scarf wrapped around his neck, and around that a rope. John could see from the colour of his skin that he was not alive. A big, yellow smiley face was drawn on the wall above the man’s head.
 
   Straight ahead, a woman and a man were tied to the same radiator, also with ropes around their necks. Directly behind them were zombies — for her, a male, bald and with heavy stubble. Its arms and legs were wrapped around her. Its head rested on her shoulder, and its eyes stared beyond the ground. The man’s zombie — a female, sat in exactly the same way.
 
   The woman was looking at them; it was her that had spoken. Makeup had been smeared clumsily on her face.
 
   The man wasn’t looking at anything. Where his eyes should be, there was just bright red flesh. His zombie had long blonde hair which rested over his chest.
 
   “Please, untie, quick… quickly,” said the woman.
 
   “What’s…” John trailed off. He didn’t have words.
 
   The man with no eyes straightened his head suddenly.
 
   “Untie me! Get me away! Kill them!” Shouted the woman.
 
   “Who’s there?” said the man.
 
   “Kill them! Kill them!” said the woman.
 
   “Who’s there?” said the man. “Don’t come any closer. Don’t come any closer!”
 
   “Untie me!”
 
   “What’s going on!” Shouted Dreadlocks.
 
   “We gotta go,” said Duke, pulling at Dreadlocks.
 
   Dreadlocks ignored him, pulled his kitchen knife and moved closer. It happened in unison. The man’s zombie and the woman’s zombie came to life. Both of them tightened their grip and latched their teeth onto the necks of their victims. The two screams mixed in the air, tearing into John’s mind, wrenching at something inside him, creating a pain. The sound of their very existence – laid bare in all its suffering. He knew it innately.
 
   Duke turned and ran. “Come on!” John grabbed Dreadlocks and pulled. He stumbled back a little bit, but remained frozen. “Come on!” John shouted again, moving around in front of him and pushing.
 
   Dreadlocks finally started to move. John followed and was the last to the door. Something caught his foot. He tripped, smashing his head against Dreadlock’s shoulder before hitting the floor. Turning onto his back, he saw a zombie rising above him. The man John had seen to his side upon entering the room, the man he had known was not alive, and who had remained motionless against the bookshelf – that man was motionless no more, his eyes no longer shut, but open and all consuming. Now this corrupted flesh blocked out everything as it threw himself at him. 
 
   John crawled back. The zombie jerked to a halt. It had hit the end of its rope. John scrambled away. Dreadlocks took him with both hands and yanked him up. 
 
   They burst out of the room. John saw the others, a few steps ahead, going through the door at the end of a hallway. At the same time, he saw movement coming down the stairs — another zombie, female.
 
   The front door was opened inwards and had become a barrier. It separated the foot of the stairs from the rest of the corridor. The zombie lunged at Jess as she passed through the frame, missing her and hitting the door face first, knocking it closed.
 
   More zombies thundered down the stairs. John turned, and ran past the room they had been in, passing the tied-up attacker franticly pulling against his imprisonment. John and Dreadlocks took another door, entering a new area of the house.
 
   Dozens of bodies hung from the ceiling. John glanced back. Dreadlocks had slammed the door and was pushing himself against it. Now it shook under the thuds of the undead. Dreadlocks held the handle and put his foot against the bottom.
 
   “Run!” Dreadlocks shouted.
 
   John turned back to the bodies. They started squirming and thrashing. He looked up, and saw that they were hanging from their necks. He dropped down and crawled along the carpet – underneath the reach of their feet. A door to the outside came into view. He moved forwards, passing under a table and coming to it. There was space to stand up. He turned the handle and pulled. Nothing. He shook it with all his strength, using both hands. Nothing. He slammed his fist against the lock.
 
   Find the key – an inner voice said.
 
   He looked to the side, seeing a small wire basket on some shelves. It was full of keys.
 
   “John!” He heard Dreadlocks shout. “What’s happening?”
 
   John fumbled through the jangling metal, now picking one out at random. An idea hit him – the window. He moved through the hanging bodies, pushing away the legs as they kicked at him. Coming to it now, he tried the handle of the window. It wasn’t locked. He opened it.
 
   The urge to leave rose in him - to let Dreadlocks stay behind and keep the zombies back. He embraced it, climbing up and putting one leg through to the ledge on the other side. But another voice kicked in, a better voice, angrier, braver. He turned back, jumped down and crawled under the hanging bodies – grabbing a chair and dragging it with him.
 
   Seeing him approach, Dreadlocks moved slightly, making space. John put the chair against the frame, and under the door handle. He tilted it, wedging it as firmly as he could.
 
   “RUN!” John shouted. Dreadlocks let go. John pulled him. They ran through the storm of kicks, coming to the window on the other side. John climbed through first. Open space exploding around him. Dreadlocks came next. They ran forwards, away from the house, away from everything. Now Dreadlocks held John, forcing him to stop. They both turned to look back.
 
   “They’re on the other side!” said Dreadlocks. John knew he meant Duke and the others.
 
   Indecision crushed John; he needed to get back around to the front of the house. But that would take him back towards danger. The zombies could burst out of the building at any moment.
 
   “Run!” said Dreadlocks pointing. John followed his finger to see figures emerging from the trees.
 
   …
 
   Not for the first time, Laura thought about what could have caused the undead to exist. She was torn. On the one hand, there was the obvious answer. This was a disease — an infection. But that didn’t seem to fit. How could a disease do this? And how did the zombies function? How did they continue on without food or water? A disease didn’t explain that, and it didn’t explain the little girl, or the powers she seemed to have.
 
   She knew that John had suggested sunlight powered them. But that just seemed stupid. Photosynthesis? Or something like it. It really didn’t seem as if the human body had the raw potential to be manipulated like that. Could an infection really achieve such a thing?
 
   So, what was the alternative? Something non-sciency? Perhaps there really was a force, an invisible source of energy that humans didn’t know about, but that these things, somehow, had tapped into.
 
   …
 
   The field stretched under his feet. John’s mind splintered and rushed into his body. The grass speed into peripheral, green blurs. Ahead lay trees. John traced a line to them. The earth morphed around the route he projected so that there was only him and it. Him and it. Him and it. Him and it – one screaming moment of motion. He would cross the fields. He would enter the woods. That was all. He didn’t know where he was going. Fate would draw the landscape; fate would choose what happened.
 
   They came to a stone wall and jumped over it. Now only one field lay between them and the woods. Dreadlocks was faster; he had gained several meters. The space between them grew as they crossed the field. Now Dreadlocks entered the woods, with John still some distance behind.
 
   Now John drew close to the trees.
 
   “HARRRRGGGHHHH!”
 
   The zombie’s presence shuddered into existence behind him. It was close. John knew it must be faster. He felt a pressure on his back, pushing him down. The ground slammed into his shoulder, with his attacker falling near him. John scrambled back up. The zombie leapt towards him. Outstretched fingers grazed his side, as John dodged away. It fell back down onto the grass. 
 
   John glanced back down the field. Three more figures were closing the gap. He sprinted into the woods. Dreadlocks had disappeared. All of his spirit became one single thing, drawing lines between the trees, his mind hooked on frantic calculations, as he dodged in and out. His lungs burnt. The ground became steep underfoot. Suddenly, there were less trees. The ground became rocky. John could see a drop approaching. He ran to it, now knowing what he would do.
 
   He arched through the open air towards a tree. His arms and legs wrapped around the trunk; his foot found a thin branch on the other side, which allowed him to rotate his body to face his pursuers. The first zombie jumped, landing underneath him. John kicked at it. Its eyes jerked to him. It lifted up an arm, clawing at his foot. Another undead approached. It leapt. John pushed out with his hand. His palm hit its chest. Its hands scratched at the bark. It hurtled towards the ground, having not found a grip.
 
   John kicked out at the one below him again. It lunged at his foot, missing. The next zombie was approaching fast. John felt his leg being pulled. He slipped off the branch. A half second of nothingness, then hardness smashed into his back; his body flipped round. His arms grasped at the swirl of colour. Suddenly a thick branch rushed towards him. He landed stomach first – the wind knocked out of him.
 
   He looked up. Another zombie had jumped into the tree. Below, the attacker that had dragged him down was climbing back up.
 
   John slowly rose and looked to the side. There was another tree. Close enough, said an inner-voice. He left his position. A flash of movement. A figure dropped from above, landing close to him.
 
   Holding onto the trunk for balance, John landed a side-footed kick on its chest. It flew backwards. John turned and walked along a horizontal section, away from the trunk and towards the other tree, now leaping through the air to land in it.
 
   He glanced up to see a figure coming at him. He hopped to the side. The corpse smashed against the branch with its mid-rift – its limbs folding around it. John started climbing. It scrambled up. Higher than it now, John kicked out at its head. It grabbed his foot. John tried to pull his leg away.
 
   The zombie slipped out into open space, its weight yanking John downwards. He instinctively lunged towards the nearest branch, his arms wrapping around it. His attacker’s motion jerked against his body, its heaviness tearing through him. Pressure exploded in his forearms. Bark dug into bone.
 
   He felt his trainer slip slightly. He tried to straighten his ankle more. The material moved against his skin, a force building as gravity fought to rip it away. The same force burrowed into his arms and pulled at his shoulders. The shoe moved a little more. Now his ankle popped free. The zombie dropped. John pulled himself back onto the branch and began climbing once more. His hope was to get back to the rocky outcrop he had jumped from. The branches became thinner and the space between them greater. Below, several of the infected were coming up after him.
 
   He came closer to the top of the tree. It started to bend under his weight. This was it. This had to work. He pushed himself out into open air, arching towards the outcrop. His feet hit the edge. He fell forwards onto his hands and knees. Standing up, he looked back at the zombies advancing up the tree.
 
   After a few seconds of catching his breath, he turned with a grimace and forced himself to run.
 
   …
 
   Laura heard the front door open. She wanted to shout out, but a part of her wouldn’t allow it. The group had hidden the key outside the house in preparation for their return. What if someone else had found that key? What if someone had been watching the house? It was unlikely but…
 
   She heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs. Jess, Elena and Duke came into her room.
 
   “What happened?” said Laura.
 
   Elena shook her head, “We got separate.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “We went to a house, and… the zombies come, and we run, and… and we run… and then they are not with us.”
 
   Laura moved her eyes back and forth between them. “So, they ran another way?”
 
   Duke stared at the floor.
 
   “Yes,” said Elena.
 
   “Do you think they’re okay?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   A long silence held the room. Jess sat on the floor and pulled her knees up to her chest.
 
   “Were the zombies running?” said Laura eventually.
 
   “Yes,” said Elena, “The zombies were in a house. And we ran from the house, and then more chased us, and we looked back and we were just us only.
 
   “Did you go back for them?” said Laura.
 
   “Yes,” said Elena, “we went back, but we don’t know where they went to.”
 
   Laura pressed for more information, desperate to know all she could. Eventually, after many questions, it became clear that they had given her everything and suddenly there was nothing left to say. Now the room’s emptiness crushed Laura. It needed more people. The silence needed breaking. The possibility that they all feared needed interruption. With each second, it clung tighter to her. The longer it endured, the stronger it became.
 
   Knock! Knock! Knock!
 
   Jess ran to the door, followed by Elena and Duke. Laura waited.
 
   “Dreadlocks!” Laura heard Jess shout.
 
   Jess, Elena and Duke came back in, followed by Dreadlocks.
 
   “Oh god… Dreadlocks… what happened?” said Laura
 
   Dreadlocks took a deep breath, “Me and John were separated from the group… we were trapped in a house, and we escaped… thanks to John. We ran, but then there were more zombies and they were running. So, we had to run a different way and… we were running as fast as we could and then I looked back and I couldn’t see John.”
 
   “But… I don’t understand,” said Laura.
 
   “One moment he was there and the next he wasn’t.”
 
   “Did you go back?”
 
   Dreadlocks was silent for a while before he spoke:
 
   “The zombies were running… All I could do was run the other way; I couldn’t go back,”
 
   Laura stared at him for a while. “Do you think they got him?” she said quietly.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Dreadlocks, looking at the floor.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Knock! Knock! Knock!
 
   A long time had passed since Laura had first started to cry. Her hope for John’s return had become more and more unstable. Now, with this knock, she knew that it could only be one of two people.
 
   She waited as everyone went to the door.
 
   “John!” she heard some of them shout.
 
   They all walked back in. Duke had his arm around John – who wasn’t wearing any shoes. After the excitement died down, John told them what had happened: how he had jumped from a great height into a tree and how that had led to his escape. He explained that he had come home as fast as he could, trying to walk in sheltered places so that no zombies would see him from afar.
 
   Some time after this, there was another knock at the door.
 
   “Rob…” said Laura.
 
   …
 
   Duke heard muffled, groaning noises as he approached the front door. He froze.
 
   Knock Knock Knock.
 
   “It’s Rob!” Duke heard him say.
 
   “What’s that noise?” Duke shouted.
 
   “The zombie.”
 
   “You brought it…” said Duke, opening the door.
 
   “Yes,” said Rob, standing behind it and holding the handles of its wheelchair.
 
   “You went back for it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Didn’t any of them chase you?”
 
   “No, I need to put this in the basement.
 
   “Um, yeah, I need to talk to the others. Laura doesn’t know yet, I think.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   John was on the floor of Laura’s room, lying on his back and staring at the ceiling. He was weak, not just from the day’s events, but from the huge argument they had all just had. So many different opinions… so many different demands… and most of it had fallen into chaos.
 
   It all boiled down to three things, the cure, the wheelchair zombie, and the little girl, Stacy – whom everyone agreed must be responsible for the horror they had witnessed in the house. The clues were there – the running zombies, with their improved motor coordination, the toys in the house, the childish paintings on the wall. Arguments were made — passionate speeches about this or that. The whole thing had gone around and around in circles. Throughout, Jess had accused Rob of lying. It hadn’t taken long for him to storm off.
 
   As for John, he had said a lot, agreed strongly with certain statements, called out in protest when it seemed as if the group mentality was going somewhere dangerous. But despite all this, he still had no idea what he thought. It was impossible now. Anything could be right or wrong. Maybe she had set all this up. Maybe she was in Rob’s head, making him talk about this cure. It was getting harder and harder to have a real opinion on anything. In the end, with the group unable to commit to any decisive action, the wheelchair zombie had been taken to the basement, gagged, tied up and blindfolded. Duke had gone to Rob’s room to talk to him. One thing was clear. They all needed him to test his blood on the zombie as soon as possible; there could be no delay.
 
   “John,” said Laura, taking him out of his thoughts.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Can you look in Poppy’s room, see if there’s some Valium?”
 
   “Yeah, okay.”
 
   “Yeah, she has, like, a box, with a picture of a galaxy on the front. She has all her drugs there.”
 
   John left Laura’s room, walked straight forward, past the right turn that led to the bathroom and Rob’s room, and opened the door.
 
   He went over to the bed. There were two draws on either side, he checked them all, finding a vibrator, erotic fiction, clothes, a hammer, paint brushes, a bong, and lots of other random bits and pieces. There was, however, no box.
 
   “Can’t find it,” he said, once he was back with Laura.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   John watched Rob pick up the syringe. It had taken a long time to get him out of his room.
 
   However, after a long back and forth exchange between Duke and a locked door, Rob had eventually emerged and agreed to show them the cure. Now everyone except Laura was here, in the basement, crowded around the tied up and gagged zombie, waiting to see what Rob would do next.
 
   “Where did you get that?” said Jess, in reference to the syringe in Rob’s hand.
 
   “I found it at a house,” said Rob.
 
   “Why would someone have a syringe in their house?” said Jess.
 
   “Diabetic.” said Rob.
 
   The basement had two sections. The first, which they were in, was full of dust and junk. Old, unstable looking shelves held some of it; the floor held the rest – with everything illuminated by a single, naked bulb hanging from the ceiling. Then, there were the box-freezers - two large, white rectangles. John realised that that must be where Rob kept the zombie meat.
 
   A small doorway cut into the wall led to the second section. In there, a table held the centre of the room. On top of it lay a circular saw. Dark red and brown stains covered the floor. John knew what happened there.
 
   Rob placed the needle in his arm and drew out blood. Now he went over to the zombie, carefully lined up the needle with a vein on its arm, pricked the skin, and then made the injection.
 
   “That’s it,” said Rob, quietly.
 
   “How long before we see some if it works or not?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Rob. “The last one took a few weeks.”
 
   “A few weeks…” said Duke.
 
   “Yeah,”
 
   Duke glanced at Jess, and then back at Rob, “That’s too long.”
 
   “That’s how long it takes,” said Rob.
 
   “It’s going to bring the little girl here,” said Duke.
 
   “Yeah…” said Jess.
 
   Rob looked between them, “But I need to test the blood.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Duke, “But we can’t take the risk.”
 
   “But Duke, we haven’t agreed nothing,” said Elena.
 
   “Jesus! I know, but we don’t have time. Am I the only one who gets that this is urgent?” said Duke, turning to her.
 
   “It’s urgent because you want your way. You want to be urgent? I want to be urgent. You think I don’t want to be urgent?”
 
   “No!” Rob’s voice suddenly rang out. John looked at him, and saw that he was staring at Jess, who was holding a lit cigarette in her hand. John watched nervously, her and Rob seemed locked in silence. He had no idea where she had found cigarettes
 
   “No. You can’t smoke,” said Rob, finally.
 
   “She can do what she wants to,” said Elena.
 
   “I don’t want dirty smoke.”
 
   Jess rolled her eyes, took another drag and then left the room. Rob stared at her absence for a few seconds and then quickly marched after her.
 
   “Rob,” said Duke, half pleadingly, half disappointedly.
 
   John followed.
 
   “I don’t want to breathe smoke!” Rob said, as John caught up with them in the front room — with Dreadlocks and Elena right behind him, but no Duke.
 
   Jess held her hand out to the side, fingers spread wide in appeal. “Then, leave the room!”
 
   “She can do what she wants to!” said Elena.
 
   “Come on, Rob. We have bigger problems,” said John.
 
   “No. It’s not allowed.”
 
   “Guys, come on,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “I’ll smoke it out the window,” said Jess. “They’re not all boarded up are they?”
 
   “No, I don’t want the curtains open.”
 
   “All right then, just fuck off then!”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes, babe, yes! Fuck. Off. Please.”
 
   “No, I forbid it!”
 
   There was silence. Jess started laughing. John knew at that moment that things were going to get worse.
 
   “Do you?” she said.
 
   “Yes. Yes, I do. Stop being a stupid woman!”
 
   John raised his eyebrows.
 
   “Fuck you!” said Jess. “Fuck you… Okay?!”
 
   Rob backed away, muttered something inaudible and stormed out.
 
   “Don’t do that,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   Jess turned her head to blow smoke, and then looked at him. “What?!”
 
   “Don’t aggravate him. Work with him.”
 
   “Er… what? He was aggravating me.”
 
   “Rising above it is the best response.”
 
   “URGHH. Just… just don’t. Please.”
 
   John expected her to leave, but she stayed exactly where she was. He supposed that she didn’t want to run into Rob by herself. It was then that she started sniffing and wiping tears from her eyes. There was a long silence. Dreadlocks moved over and put his hand on her shoulder.
 
   She jerked away. “Get off me!” she said holding her palm to face him, as if to physically block him from trying again.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   John was glad he had stayed where he was. He left the room to return to the basement, but found the stairs blocked by Rob climbing them backwards and pulling the wheelchair with him.
 
   “What are you doing?” said John.
 
   Rob said nothing, and John moved out of the way as he came to the top. He watched as Rob moved towards the front door. Duke came up the stairs and stood next to John, but said nothing. John could not help but feel that Duke harboured the feeling that this was a double victory. Not only were they getting rid of the zombie. It seemed they were getting rid of Rob.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Reality began to seep into John’s consciousness as he drifted into wakefulness. He desperately wanted more sleep, but his stomach had started aching with hunger. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to ignore it.
 
   With a burst of will power, he forced himself out of the bed he’d been sharing with Duke and Dreadlocks. He took the stairs to the ground floor and walked to the kitchen. He felt weak, like all he wanted to do was crawl back under the duvet. Coffee – The idea flashed in his mind, and soon he found himself at the marked wooden table, a steaming mug in his hand.
 
   Amongst everything, this gave him a sliver of happiness, sitting here, in the daze between dreams and life – pushing the bitter caffeine into his blood. It was a moment from the old world.
 
   He thought about the supermarket, then instantly tried not to. An image of Tyler surrounded by zombies flashed by — then one of Dan’s scattered brains back in the staffroom of the supermarket. They were good people. Bad things happen to good people. That’s life, he told himself, forcefully trying to avoid that train of thought.
 
   Now his mind jumped to something else, back to when the group had first escaped their flats in search of food. They had passed some houses. He had seen a woman’s face in one of the windows. He could have told Dreadlocks to stop driving, taken her with them. But he hadn’t. He had left her there – avoided the risk. What did that say about him? What did that make him?
 
   He imagined her heart sinking as the car passed by. She was hungry, starving. She needed him. What had happened next? Had she stayed in the house? Was she still there now? Did she leave in search of food? Had she been bitten? He thought of her in the street, zombies sinking their teeth into her pale flesh. All he needed to do was to stop the car. All he needed to do was to stop the car and she would have come running. She would be with them now. Why hadn’t he done it? Who was he?
 
   …
 
   A little while later, Dreadlocks entered the kitchen.
 
   “Something is bringing us together at this time,” he said, putting his hands on the chair opposite John.
 
   John held up the caffettiera. “Coffee,” he replied.
 
   He smiled. “I was thinking about a deep, universal force.”
 
   “Yeah, coffee?”
 
   “You know it can speed up your metabolism, and that’s going to make you more hungry.”
 
   John knew he had a point, but stood up to make more anyway. “I’m going to go back to the supermarket and get some food today. You want anything?”
 
   It took a half-second for Dreadlocks to realise he was joking. “No thanks,”
 
   “Okay, yeah, I’ll just nip down around midday, headshot a few of them. Maybe I can just fill a trolley. I can chain a trolley to one of the zombies and just walk a few feet in front of it. Get it to pull it the whole way.” John laughed and instantly thought how hollow it sounded.
 
   “That could work.” Dreadlocks said, but it was half-hearted; he didn’t seem to find it funny.
 
   “Yeah, I don’t know. Come on, it’s just a joke.” He felt angry now; why didn’t he just laugh, at least to be polite?
 
   “No, no… it’s all good. It’s good. Laughter is the best medicine. It’s just that I’m not there with you right now.”
 
   John finished making the coffee, having made enough for both of them.
 
   “Is that your second?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   John poured in into his mug. “Yeah,” he said without looking at him.
 
   Dreadlocks said nothing.
 
   “What else is there to do? Fuck it.”
 
   “Okay, friend,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   John finished his coffee. Elena and Jess arrived and they were all soon sitting in silence, with nothing between them but the cold, numb passing of time, and the occasional failed attempt by Dreadlocks to start a conversation. So it was that a void developed. And developed. And developed.
 
   Knock! Knock! Knock!
 
   The sound crashed through the emptiness, hooking John by the gut, and ripping him into the moment. His mind flashed with possibilities. Was it Rob? Someone else? Something else? They all exchanged glances. Dreadlocks, put his finger to his lips, slowly rose from his chair and crept out of the kitchen. John’s heart thumped against his chest. His thoughts scrambled for the next move – stay here? Follow Dreadlocks? Some unknown force pushed him to his feet, as every other part of him begged him to stay down. He followed Dreadlocks across the sitting room, and watched as he moved down the hallway to put his eye against the peephole. A few second passed. Dreadlocks opened the door.
 
   “Can I come in?” Rob said.
 
   “Of course,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   They all moved back. Rob softly closed the door behind him. Now he looked at Dreadlocks right in the eye.
 
   “I was wrong. You were right.”
 
   “Okay…” said Dreadlocks.
 
   Rob looked at John.
 
   “I killed the zombie as well. In case the girl can read its memory.”
 
   “Right… what about your cure?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   Rob shrugged, “We can do it in a better way. But not here. Next time we won’t bring it here.”
 
   “Well… come in…” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “I’m going to go to my room. I’m tired.”
 
   “Where were you?” said Jess.
 
   “I spent the night in a tree,” said Rob.
 
   No-one said anything. Rob seemed to be waiting for more questions, but then seemed to realise that none were coming. Without a word he began climbing the stairs, his eyes resolutely avoiding them.
 
   “Um…” said Dreadlocks looking at John, Jess and Elena.
 
   “I’ll go get Duke,” said Jess.
 
   “Yeah…” said Dreadlocks. Jess led the way, Dreadlocks and Elena followed. John stared at their backs, numbly, then decided, instead, to go into the living room. It began to rain. He listened to it splatter against the boarded up windows. He could hear the emptiness of time in its sound. He could hear its endless journey, to rise and fall, to come and go, to wash away all the temporary structures of rock and earth, to drown the world, forever, forever, forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   “So, let’s talk options,” said Duke. “So, most important thing is survival, right? So, what can we do to make sure we can eat?” He scratched his beard.
 
   Duke had called a meeting, and now, with Rob still in the attic room, everyone else had gathered next to Laura – all of them sitting on the floor, apart from Jess, who was on the bedside table.
 
   “I don’t know,” said John without looking up, “but I’m really fucking hungry.” His back was against Laura’s wooden bedframe, his head at the same level as her mattress.
 
   A collective dishevelment has descended onto the group. Tired faces. Heavy eyes. Some had blankets, some had hats, and some had puffed out bodies from the many extra layers of clothes. Everyone was somehow weaker looking, with their bodies bent and closed against the cold and weighed down by fatigue.
 
   “Don’t even talk about food, seriously,” said Jess.
 
   “But that’s it, isn’t it? We have to eat. We have to eat soon,” said Duke.
 
   “We should just leave the area,” said Jess. “Everything about this place is bad. There’s no food anywhere. Rob’s one danger. The girl’s another danger. We don’t have any heating. We have to leave. We can go to the power station. They might help us.”
 
   “But Rob was saying they’re probably involved in this,” said Duke. “Anyway, he’s speculating. So he saw a helicopter. Could have been going anywhere.”
 
   There was a long silence.
 
   “It’s easier to just go,” said Jess. “Laura,” she turned her head to look at her, “I’m sorry, but you must be able to move now.”
 
   “Um… maybe…”
 
   “What difference does it make if you’re on a sofa or in Dreadlocks’ arms?” said Jess.
 
   “It’s just, like, even when I move a little bit, it still hurts,” said Laura, her eyes on the wall that her bed faced.
 
   “Well, Dreadlocks can hold you carefully,” said Duke.
 
   “Where can we go?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Anywhere,” said Jess. “Anywhere that we can eat.”
 
   “We can go back on the train tracks,” said Elena. “They were good. They have to go to the next town, and the next. ”
 
   “A car is way better,” said Duke.
 
   “Of course,” said Elena, giving a slight shrug, “but we don’t have a car.”
 
   “A car would be better for me as well,” said Laura.
 
   “We can get one,” said John.
 
   “Yeah there’s cars… there’s loads of cars… it’s getting the keys that are the problem,” said Duke.
 
   “You just need a house; the keys are in the house. The car’s outside the house,” said John.
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” said Duke.
 
   “And Rob?” said Elena, lowering her voice.
 
   “What about him?” said Duke.
 
   “We’re going to leave him behind, no?”
 
   “Um…” said Duke.
 
   “Yeah. Of course,” said Jess.
 
   “Well, he’s kind of valuable now,” said Duke, looking at Jess, “now that we know about his blood.”
 
   “I still don’t think that’s true,” said Jess.
 
   “I think we should take him,” said Dreadlocks. “He hasn’t done anything to harm us.”
 
   “Seriously?” said Jess, staring at him, wide eyed. “He’s made everything more difficult.”
 
   “He let us in though,” said Dreadlocks, “and he’s allowed us to tie him up each night. He’s a little different, but you can’t say he hasn’t been fair most of the time.”
 
   “If his blood is a cure, then… we should have him with us,” said Duke.
 
   “It’s not that useful, though,” said John, “What are we going to do? Fill a spray bottle and spray it in the zombies’ faces, then wait a couple weeks?”
 
   “But, maybe if one of us gets bitten?”
 
   “Yeah, but… even then… I don’t know… if I get bitten, you’ve got a few seconds to inject me. Then you have to tie me up; keep me somewhere. I don’t think you could do it,” said John.
 
   “It’s not just that,” said Dreadlocks. “We have a duty to look after him. What if he’s the only one in the world with the immunity?”
 
   “I want to know how he thinks he’s immune,” said Jess. “Oh my God. How have we not asked him this? Has he been bitten?”
 
   No one said anything for a while, then Duke finally spoke, “Yeah, we should ask him.”
 
   “How long before you die from no food?” said John.
 
   “We can last about a month,” said Dreadlocks, “but it depends, most I’ve ever gone is two weeks.”
 
   “Why?” said John.
 
   “I was fasting,” Dreadlocks replied.
 
   Knock, Knock, Knock,
 
   “Hello?” said Duke.
 
   Rob entered the room.
 
   “Hi,” he said, his hand clung to the side of the door as if to somehow anchor him.
 
   “Hey, Rob,” said Duke.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Just chilling, talking about stuff.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” His eyes moved to the floor.
 
   “How do you know you’re immune?” said Jess.
 
   “I don’t know. I think I am.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “My blood almost cured someone.”
 
   “But how did you know to give it to them?”
 
   “I was hungry… and I ate the zombie meat. So…”
 
   “Maybe anyone can eat it. Maybe you’re not special.”
 
   “Yes, but I tried giving it to a dog… and…”
 
   There was a silence.
 
   “You poisoned a dog?” said Dreadlocks quietly.
 
   Rob’s eyes moved to the side. “I had to. Poppy had no food. It was that or eat the dog.”
 
   “What happened?” said Duke.
 
   “It turned into one of them,” said Rob.
 
   “What? Yellow eyes and everything?” said Duke.
 
   “No… not the eyes… just the behaviour.”
 
   “Right,” said Duke.
 
   Rob glanced at Duke. “I’m sorry. I love dogs.” He turned and left.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   The group continued their discussion about Rob. An agreement was eventually made, although it was far from unanimous, they should let Rob come with them. Duke took it upon himself to tell him, leaving the others and eventually finding him downstairs, drinking a glass of water.
 
   “Hey, Rob.”
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Listen, so we’re going to try and find a car and get out of here.”
 
   “Where are you going?” said Rob.
 
   “Somewhere with food,” said Duke, “Anywhere, really.”
 
   Rob thought for a second. “I don’t want you to go.”
 
   “Um, come with us,” said Duke.
 
   Rob shook his head. “I have to stay.”
 
   “How come?”
 
   “It’s going to be warmer. When winter ends there will be more sun. That’s when I’ll leave here.”
 
   “Well, maybe that’s too long to wait. You don’t have that much food left.”
 
   “Please wait. Wait a few more days,” said Rob.
 
   “No, we have to go… we’re hungry.”
 
   “When are you going?” said Rob
 
   “Tomorrow, we think.”
 
   Rob stared at the floor and appeared to be thinking.
 
   “Okay, I’ll come,” said Rob. “I really don’t want to.”
 
   “Er-”
 
   “But, I’ll come. Thank you… what if I found some food? Would you stay for a few more days? Maybe the weather will be better.”
 
   “I don’t know… We’re going as soon as we can, so…”
 
   Rob nodded and looked at the table, “Okay, I understand.”
 
   …
 
   After the meeting, John hung around in the living room. Night time came and he decided to check on Laura. He slowly opened the door to her room. The lights were off.
 
   “Hello?” came Laura’s voice from the darkness.
 
   “Hey,” said John.
 
   “Hey,” she said, weakly.
 
   He walked to her and gently touched her shoulder.
 
   “How are you?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head slightly. “I don’t know,” she said, numbly.
 
   John noticed that her voice was thick and stuffy. “Are you ill?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m ill. And I’m hungry. And I’m tired.”
 
   John tried to think of something to say.
 
   “I’m going to be okay.”
 
   “Yeah… yeah, of course.”
 
   “Am I going to be okay?” she said, her tone changing suddenly.
 
   “Yeah… yeah, you’ll be fine. You’re hungry; it’s normal,” John tried to sound assertive, to speak as if her question was misguided, just a simple mistake of her perception, that he, as the clearheaded outside voice, could dispel with total certainty. He tried to be that for her, and not to let any of his own fears bleed into his inflection.
 
   He heard her sobbing. It was jerky, quiet – the sound of someone trying to hold it back.
 
   “It’s just… I can’t sleep, you know?” she said. Her words seemed to open her up, now, so that her sound became louder, so that her speech waivered and spiked, and John could only just understand.
 
   “I keep trying but… I can’t do it… and now I’m all stuffed up. I can’t breathe through my nose. I just… I feel so bad all the time. I don’t know anymore.”
 
   John knelt down and rubbed her arm. “It’s okay,” he said. “You’re doing great. You’re resting, and you’re… you’re going to be fine. Just try and relax and don’t worry.”
 
   A long wordless void spread between them in the darkness. John felt her shuddering under his touch. He could just make out her hands covering her face. He felt his own sadness rising up, making his throat tight. His eyes began to water.
 
   Bang! Bang! Bang!
 
   John jerked upright.
 
   Bang! Bang! Bang!
 
   “What’s that?” said Laura, quietly. John jumped to his feet.
 
   Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!
 
   “Maybe someone’s hammering,” said John.
 
   “Go and check,” said Laura.
 
   John didn’t move.
 
   “Go and check!” said Laura.
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I… can’t.”
 
   “But you have to!”
 
   “I just…” John felt a weight pushing down on him.
 
   “John, I mean… we can’t ignore it.”
 
   John moved across the room. A long, high-pitched scream spiked the air. He turned on the lights, locked the bedroom door and stared at Laura.
 
   “What is it?” she said, eyes wide.
 
   They both remained in silence.
 
   “What about the others?” Laura said. “Go! You have to go!”
 
   John shook his head and looked away. Another scream. Laura was shouting at him. He stared at the floor, closing his eyes and waiting for everything to go away. The door handle rattled. John’s heart slammed against his chest.
 
   Knock! Knock! Knock!
 
   “Hello!?” Laura shouted.
 
   “It’s Duke!”
 
   “John, open it!” said Laura.
 
   John slowly turned around to face the door, took a deep breath and slid the lock across.
 
   Duke came in, followed by everyone except for Rob.
 
   “What’s happening?” stammered John.
 
   Elena, the last in, locked the door again.
 
   “It’s the girl,” whispered Jess, “She’s outside,”
 
   Another scream rang through the house. John knew, now, that they belonged to her, that they belonged to Stacy.
 
   …
 
   “I say we grab her,” said Duke. There was a silence. “We just grab her and pull her into the house.”
 
   “No!” said Jess, looking at Duke as if he was crazy.
 
   “Before she brings the zombies here.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “She’s just a girl we can-”
 
   “No!”
 
   “… take her.”
 
   “No! No!” said Jess marching over to the door and standing in front of it.
 
   At that moment, there was a knocking at the door.
 
   “Who is it?” said Duke, loudly.
 
   “Rob.”
 
   “Jess, let him in,” said Duke.
 
   Jess opened the door and Rob entered.
 
   “What’s happening?” said Rob, his face pale.
 
   “It’s the girl. The one I told you about,” said Duke.
 
   “Do you think she could have powers over us?” said Dreadlocks
 
   “No one’s going apeshit. If she had control over us, then we’d know, right?” said Duke.
 
   “What if she has the infection?” said Elena.
 
   “We’ll be careful. Super careful,” said Duke.
 
   “I don’t think I can do it,” said John. “I just… I don’t think I can do it, you know?”
 
   “Whatever. I’ll do it alone,” said Duke.
 
   “No, Duke!” said Jess.
 
   Duke stared at her for a few seconds. “I’m making a judgment call.”
 
   “So am I!”
 
   “Jess, get out the way.”
 
   “I can’t do it. I can’t go out there,” said John.
 
   “Has she got any zombies with her?” Laura shouted over to them.
 
   Duke moved to Jess and began pulling her away from the door. She screamed and resisted.
 
   “Duke, come on, Duke!” shouted Dreadlocks.
 
   Duke let go. “Are you helping me or her?”
 
   “I don’t know. Whatever we do, we need to do it together.”
 
   Duke looked at the floor for a few seconds, then walked away from the door.
 
   “So, you want to just stay here and wait? Wait for what?”
 
   “For her to leave!” said Jess.
 
   “So, that’s it. If she doesn’t leave, I can go get her?”
 
   Jess shook her head.
 
   “Come on? I’m asking you. If she stays, then you’ll change your mind?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Duke looked at the others. “What about you? If she doesn’t go away, you’ll let me?”
 
   “I can’t help. I just… I’m… I’m not there, you know… I’m just…” said John.
 
   “But, we don’t know for how long she is staying there,” said Elena. “Maybe she is there a day. How do you know?”
 
   “She was talking… shouting stuff, right? Let’s go listen to her. You know what kids are like. She’s probably going to say all her thoughts out loud. That’s what they do.”
 
   “But she’s not a normal child,” said Elena.
 
   “So let’s find out,” said Duke. “Let’s go… Jess…?”
 
   “What if she hears you?” said Jess.
 
   “She won’t. I’ll be careful, very careful,” said Duke.
 
   …
 
   Duke moved down the corridor. He knew they were going to hate him for this. But that didn’t mean anything. Only one thing mattered: making the right decisions. He got to the top of the stairs. He could hear her better now, her screams, occasionally interrupted by mindless chattering. This was it. Now was the time. He walked down the stairs taking two at a time. He quickly moved to the front door and looked through the peep hole. There she was, totally alone, just waiting to be grabbed.
 
   Duke knocked on the door.
 
   “Hey! We’re here. You looking for us? We’re here. We’ve got your sweets!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Duke had given them no choice. She knew they were inside. They had to act. John squeezed his hands together, trying to gauge the toughness of his leather gloves.
 
   Somehow he had found the courage to put on his armour like everyone else. Somehow he had found a passage through the hollowness, the crushing weight. Somehow he had fought against the tight grasp of his fear. Somehow he had elevated a single voice inside him. A voice that said he was not a coward. He was not helpless. And that he did not abandon these people. Somehow, this voice – nothing more than a string of words in the shifting darkness of his mind – had been enough. Somehow it had been all he needed.
 
   “All right,” said Duke, “stick to the plan.”
 
   John could hear the girl’s screams. He judged her to be close to the front of the house. Duke carefully pulled the latch and opened the door. Heavy rain distorted the unfolding darkness, catching the light from the corridor as it fell. At that moment, the shouts of the little girl stopped, leaving a gutted, empty space. Duke quickly closed the door. He looked at them, uncertainty playing on his face. The weight had left John’s stomach. Was that a coincidence? Or had she heard them? Duke had been so quiet.
 
   “She must have heard it,” hissed Duke. “We have to do it now.”
 
   He opened the door again. Wide eyes stared back at them.
 
   “Jesus!” Duke jumped back.
 
   “Found you!” the little girl shouted, her hair flat and matted from the rain.
 
   Duke lunged – his hands wrapped around her tiny waist. He lifted her up. Everyone backed out of the corridor to let them pass.
 
   “Daddy!” She shouted. Duke kicked the door to close it. It flew back open. It happened before John could react. A tall figure with brown hair filled the frame, stretching his fingers towards Duke, now knocking him and Stacy to the floor. John ran forward. He pulled his knife. His focus was on the head. Its mouth opened — ready to bite. Its yellow eyes burnt into Duke as it climbed on top of him. John lunged, thrusting his hand forward to cover its mouth. He felt its jaw moving, its teeth scratching against the leather of his glove. With his free hand, he dropped the knife and yanked its head back by its hair. The zombie thrashed, now gnashing at the air. John fell onto his side, somehow retaining his grip.
 
   The girl was on her feet, punching and kicking Duke. Everyone came closer. Jess jumped onto the zombie and hooked an arm around its neck, making a choke grip from behind. Duke squirmed out, pushing himself away from his attacker. John picked up the little girl and tried to get her out of the way, stepping around the struggle. The zombie was now reaching behind its head, clawing at the space either side of Jess.
 
   Elena came at it with a knife
 
   “Watch out!” she screamed.
 
   “Stab it!” John shouted. The girl was wiggling furiously in his hands. He pushed her up against a wall to keep her still.
 
   “Where?” Elena shouted, moving to the zombie’s side.
 
   “Stab it!” John shouted again.
 
   “Stab it!” Jess shouted also.
 
   Elena climbed on top behind Jess. She rammed the knife into its back. It thrashed underneath her, testing her balance and forcing infrequency into her stabs, so that her attacks stuttered – the cruel metal landing in bursts on the creature’s back and peppering the air with missed attempts. On and on. An enduring frenzy.
 
   “I can not!” she shouted.
 
   “Give it to me!” Jess shouted, holding her free hand out behind her. Elena passed her the knife.
 
   Jess worked the blade into the gap between her arm and its chin. The zombie’s groans became distorted, twisting into raspy, laboured sounds. Elena had stayed on the zombie. Both of its arms were now held by Dreadlocks. Jess kept the knife moving, forcing it deeper.
 
   Suddenly, the body fell still. It became another corpse, another person - hooked nose, receding hairline, pot belly. A man they would never meet. Elena ran to the front door and slammed it.
 
   “DAAAADDDYYY!” The little girl shouted.
 
   “Take her downstairs!” Jess shouted to John.
 
   John turned and they all followed him towards the basement stairs. He noticed that Rob hadn’t moved from his original position. Had he stayed back out of self-preservation?
 
   “DAAAADDDYYY!” the little girl kicked in his grip.
 
   They came to the bottom. John moved to a wooden chair in the centre of the room and forced the squirming girl onto it. John watched as Elena fulfilled her pre-assigned role, grabbing the ropes and wrapping them around the girl again and again.
 
   Now he let go and backed away. Breathing heavily, he numbly checked his gloves for holes or tears, allowing relief to crash upon him as he found nothing.
 
   They were all standing in a semi-circle around her as her screams rattled against the walls.
 
   “DAAAADDDYYY!” Her face was red. Her body shook and fought so much that she seemed at risk of hurting herself.
 
   John looked at Duke. “You want to interrogate her?” he shouted. Adrenaline had jacked his system. Sheer power surged through him. He felt like a god.
 
   Duke was very pale. He didn’t respond. John stared at him for a while, then back at the little girl. Then, he pulled at Duke, and shouted and waved at the others, managing to communicate, over the noise of the girl, that they should follow him. Jess shook her head and gestured that she was staying there.
 
   They arrived at the top of the stairs; the dead man lay on their left as they moved right into the living room. John looked at Duke again. He was looking at the ground and didn’t look like he was going to speak anytime soon
 
   John turned to the others. “We should get the body in the freezer.”
 
   Some of them nodded and they all turned to leave.
 
   “Wait. Is that her Daddy?” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “I don’t know,” said John.
 
   “Maybe he’s got powers as well,” said Dreadlocks. Suddenly, they all looked back at the hallway.
 
   “Well, put him outside then,” said John.
 
   “We can’t open that door again,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Where’s Jess?” said Elena suddenly.
 
   “She’s watching the girl,” said John.
 
   “Alone?!” said Elena, now heading back to the basement and shouting angrily in Spanish. Rob followed her.
 
   “Maybe we should tie up the body,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   “Okay, yeah… and make sure it’s dead,” said John.
 
   “Right.”
 
   “I’ll do that,” said John. “You go get the ropes.”
 
   “Yeah.” Dreadlocks left.
 
   John walked back into the hallway, found his knife on the floor and picked it up.
 
   …
 
   The little girl was screaming as John and Dreadlocks came down the stairs with the corpse. Jess and Elena were shouting as loud as they could, trying to talk to her. Rob was standing with them, but saying nothing. They put the body on the floor. Dreadlocks moved over to one of the two chest freezers in the room and rested his hand on it.
 
   John suddenly realised what he was going to see. Dreadlocks lifted the lid. John peered inside. He saw a midriff, no head, no arms, no legs, just a midriff with a large chunk taken out of it.
 
   Dreadlocks opened the second one, revealing two legs, still connected by a pelvis, and an arm. The right leg was missing most of the thigh. He stared, having never seen anything like it. He didn’t feel disgusted. A collection of shapes in a freezer. For some reason that was all he saw.
 
   “If we put that one with that one,” shouted Dreadlocks pointing to the contents of one freezer, and then to the contents of the other, “we can get him in that one.” He pointed back to the first freezer.
 
   “Okay,” replied John. He reached down and grabbed a leg.
 
   With some difficulty, they eventually managed to cram the body inside, and get the lid down. Now they moved to stand with Laura and Jess.
 
   “She won’t listen us!” Elena told them over her screams.
 
   …
 
   “Duke?” John said, having come back up to the living room to find Duke sitting on one of the sofas.
 
   Duke raised his eyebrows, but didn’t move his gaze. “Yeah?” he said distantly.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I need to shower,” he said, suddenly urgent.
 
   “Oh, yeah. You should.”
 
   Duke left and went upstairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Duke stepped out of the shower. He didn’t feel clean. He dried himself, got dressed, and came downstairs. John and Dreadlocks were in the living room.
 
   “Everyone okay?” Duke smiled weakly.
 
   “Yeah,” said Dreadlocks quietly.
 
   “Yeah… yeah, it’s good to get clean.” He stood there for a while. “Can someone give me a hug?”
 
   No one moved. John enjoyed leaving him in awkward silence, the selfish bastard could suffer.
 
   “I’m really sorry,” said Duke, “But… we got her.”
 
   Dreadlocks stood up, moved forward and hugged him. “Next time we do it together,” he said. John felt a stab of anger towards Dreadlocks. How could he just forgive him like that?
 
   Duke nodded. “Where are Jess and Elena?”
 
   “They’re still with the girl, but it doesn’t look like we’re going to get anything out of her for a while,” said Dreadlocks.
 
   …
 
   “Hey! Shut up!” Duke shouted. He was facing Stacy – her eyes were closed, her mouth was open as she rattled the basement walls with screams.
 
   “Hey!” Duke shouted again. No response.
 
   His mind swam. The longer she was here, the longer they were at risk. Maybe she would bring the zombies here or maybe she had some other powers - something that she couldn’t use right now, but, in time, would be used to kill them.
 
   He knew the end game. She had to be taken out. There were some doubts floating around – perhaps she had some sort of immunity, as Rob claimed to have. Perhaps there was some posterity in taking a sample of her blood. But these were ideas he could not entertain, in the face of a more overwhelming conviction – the world would be better without her darkness. And maybe, just maybe, the apocalypse would end.
 
   But first he had to at least try to get her to talk. To find out something, anything.
 
   “What are you?” he shouted. She gave no indication that she had even heard him. He tried another question, “What do you want?” - before moving onto negotiations - “Do you want anything? Stop screaming; I’ll give you sweets! Come on, just calm down; talk to us.”
 
   No matter what he said, nothing worked.
 
   And Duke felt the rising pressure, with Jess, Dreadlocks, Rob and Elena standing just behind him, watching. He wondered if they would try to stop him, when the moment came. For a long time he stood there, staring dumbly at the child, her high-pitched wails scratching at the inside of his head. And then, suddenly, he knew that the time had come, that she would never stop screaming, that she would never help them.
 
   He knew that he had to just do it. No thinking. No hesitation. Don’t let the doubts creep in. Just get it over with. He pulled his knife and stepped forward. He placed the blade against her neck. He jerked it sideways. Blood splattered onto his chest. The screams stopped.
 
   …
 
   John had agreed to guard Rob’s bedroom door, although, in his opinion, it was becoming less and less necessary. Surely if he was going to turn, he would have done so by now. Yet, here he was, with the lights on, sitting in a chair, facing Rob’s door at the end of the corridor. He had a terrible headache, which he was sure was related to his hunger. Sausages, bacon, cheese, bread. His mind flashed through the things that his stomach craved. His body was getting weaker. He could feel it. The idea of standing up seemed impossible. And the blankets, hats, and numerous layers of clothes he was wearing felt like a second skin, insofar as it felt as if without them he would die. The cold would suck the life out of him. He could feel the way they trapped the warmth against him. He could feel the way they held it inside.
 
   The little girl was dead. He hadn’t seen it happen. He thought about how Duke had tricked them. Sure, it had all worked out pretty well. But it wasn’t right. They would have to wait and see if it had any effect on the undead. If killing her had killed them, then… then he was the hero. But as much as John wanted to believe, it seemed unlikely to him her death would magically stop the zombies as Duke seemed to think it would.
 
   But inside him, hope was burning. They had Rob’s blood as a potential cure. They had the little girl out of the way. And they had a plan. They would get out of there, they would get a car, they would leave. It felt good not to be helpless. It felt good to have something at stake, something to cling to in all of this.
 
   His mind flashed back to Laura’s room, when the girl’s screams had pierced the air, and he had fallen apart. He wasn’t well. He knew that. He was unstable. Still, he had coped alright when it had come to it. He had helped fight that zombie. It was stupid really, when the danger came, when the adrenaline was in control, he had been able to cope. Why couldn’t he just be okay? He asked himself. So he had seen terrible things; so he didn’t have day to day safety. So what? That had happened to plenty of people in the history of the world. They just got on with it.
 
   He was pathetic, he told himself. From now on, no more. No more being weak. He held the promise in his mind, trying to burn conviction into it.
 
   Time seemed endless, as he sat there – as if he could stay here forever. If he could just be careful and still, somehow the universe would forget about him, and he and these walls would slip out of its grasp and into eternity.
 
   The sound of footsteps caught his ears. His adrenaline surged. He listened as the noise grew louder — knowing they must belong to Rob. The door opened a few centimetres, then fully.
 
   “Hey,” said John finally.
 
   “Hello,” said Rob.
 
   …
 
   John and Rob were together in the kitchen sharing the table, and the quiet of the night, whilst Rob slowly drank a glass of water. And in the light and space of that room, Rob said something that surprised John greatly.
 
   “I want to be part of the group. I want to be better with everyone.”
 
   “Yeah?” said John.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What made you feel like this suddenly?” John asked.
 
   “I was thinking. I’m not good with people. I want to be better.”
 
   “Well, you know, that sounds good,” said John.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   There was a silence.
 
   “So, tell me about yourself anyway. I don’t know… I don’t know you. I don’t know anything, apart from you like chess.”
 
   Rob made a little shrug. “What do you want to know?”
 
   “What did you do for work?” John said, remembering, as he spoke, that he had already asked him this.
 
   “I was cleaner,” said Rob.
 
   “Cool… cool… I worked in a bar,” said John.
 
   “Which one.”
 
   “The Red Fox, in Manchester, you know it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yeah, well, anyway, that’s where I worked. And so… where did you use to live?”
 
   “Hazel Grove.”
 
   “Okay, where abouts? I mean I don’t know this area so, just roughly, in relation to here.”
 
   “I live on Park Lane.”
 
   “I don’t know where that is.”
 
   “It’s in the centre of the town.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I have a pet snake.”
 
   “Oh… cool.”
 
   “Yes. Douglas.”
 
   “Okay, cool. Unusual pet.”
 
   The conversation continued on like this, as they talked about little things, until Rob broke its flow:
 
   “I’m going to leave the house.”
 
   “When?” said John, thrown by this sudden claim, and unsure exactly what he meant.
 
   “Now,” Rob said.
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I want you to stay. I’m going to go and find some food so you don’t have to go.”
 
   “But… it’s night time.”
 
   “Don’t mind.”
 
   “Well… er… why not go in the day?”
 
   “Because you’re leaving. I want you to stay.”
 
   John took a moment to try and get his head around what Rob was saying. “So you’re going to just… go out there?”
 
   “Yes.” Rob stood up.
 
   “Wait… I… don’t go. It’s dangerous.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you won’t even see them coming.”
 
   “Don’t want to.”
 
   “Wh… what?”
 
   “Are you not hungry?”
 
   “Yeah, but…”
 
   “I’m going.”
 
   Rob stood up
 
   “Even with food, we’re still going to go,” said John. But Rob ignored him and left the room. John went after him, trying again and again to change his mind. He followed him up to his room - whereupon Rob disappeared and returned with a ruck sack – and then back down to the front door. Before he knew it, Rob was opening the front door and closing it behind him. And John stood there, not moving, not saying a word as he stared at the empty space Rob had left behind.
 
   …
 
   The rest of John’s night duty passed reluctantly. The hours seemed only able to pass through inevitability. It was Duke that first signalled some sort of end, coming up the stairs to talk to him.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Hey,” said John.
 
   Duke patted him on the shoulder a few times and then gave it a squeeze.
 
   “How’s life?” he asked.
 
   “Rob’s gone?”
 
   Duke’s face dropped. “What?”
 
   “He left.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He went to find some food. He thinks that we’ll stay, if he gets some.”
 
   For a long time, Duke said nothing, simply staring at the ground and rubbing his forehead. “Why didn’t you stop him?”
 
   “Er… I tried.”
 
   “Why didn’t you wake me up?”
 
   “Well, he’s gone. There’s nothing to do.”
 
   “You should have woken me up.”
 
   “What difference would it make?”
 
   “Where’s he going?”
 
   “He didn’t say.”
 
   Duke pursed his lips.
 
   “It is what it is,” said John. “If he comes back, he comes back… and… well, we’ll see.”
 
   A long silence passed. John started to become more and more uncomfortable. He was starting to get the impression that Duke had hit a mental wall, and that if John didn’t do something, Duke would stand there for hours, doing nothing except staring into nothingness. But then Duke finally spoke. “We should look in his room.”
 
   “Oh… why?”
 
   He shrugged. “Because we can. You know? Maybe we’ll find something useful.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   …
 
   John entered the room. He had been here once before, back when he got the hot water bottle for Laura. It hadn’t changed that much. It was still a mess. It still smelt bad, or as he now thought, it still smelt like Rob.
 
   Duke searched and John followed his lead. They checked under the bed, in the wardrobe and draws, and everywhere else they could think of. The search was mostly a waste of time. There was, however, one object of interest – a wooden box, with a picture of a galaxy on the front.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   John softly opened the door. Laura turned her head to look at him.
 
   “You’re still awake,” said John.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Guess what I found,” said John
 
   “What?”
 
   John held up the box.
 
   “Oh… fuck… thank God. Where?”
 
   “I found it in Rob’s room. He’s out, so… but do you think it’s okay? It won’t mess with the healing.”
 
   “Oh, God, no. They, like, give people pain killers all the time in hospital.”
 
   “Well, they’re not pain killers.”
 
   “You know what I mean. I need the sleep. If anything screws me over, it’ll be lack of sleep, you know? What do you mean Rob’s out?”
 
   “He’s out… he’s gone to look for food.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Does he think the zombies are gone?”
 
   “I don’t know. He didn’t mention it. He never seemed to believe that stuff, though”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I don’t think they’re gone.”
 
   “We’ll find out… thanks, John,” she said, taking the Valium from him. “Don’t let anyone wake me up, okay? Unless it’s, like, really… really important.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Are there pain killers?”
 
   John rooted around inside the box, finally finding some amongst what was mostly a stash of illegal drugs – some of which he recognised, some of which he didn’t.
 
   “Yeah,” he said.
 
   “Give me them.”
 
   …
 
   John sat down outside Laura’s door. He wanted to make sure no one came in and disturbed her. A few hours later, a little while after the sun had risen, he checked in on her. She was totally asleep. He left the room and moved along the hallway, coming across Jess walking up the stairs.
 
   “John, go downstairs.”
 
   “Why?” said John.
 
   “Rob’s brought some food!”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah!”
 
   Jess went to pass him.
 
   “Wait, don’t wake Laura up.”
 
   “But we’re going to eat.”
 
   “This is the first time she’s slept since we got here. She made me promise not to wake her up.”
 
   “But she must be hungry.”
 
   “She can eat after.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   John followed Jess downstairs and they entered the kitchen. Elena, Dreadlocks, Duke and Rob were all there. On the table, was a very large glass container full of nuts and raisins.
 
   “Good news,” said Duke, smiling.
 
   John stared at it. “Where did you find it?”
 
   “I’ve seen it before. Before you came. I’m allergic, so I left it behind,” said Rob.
 
   “Seen it where?”
 
   “There are some houses. That way.” He pointed through the wall. “I went there once. The kitchen was empty. But there was some food in the bedroom. No one had seen it. I didn’t know if it would still be there. But it was.”
 
   John sat down. “So, can I eat?” he said.
 
   “We need to split it up,” said Duke.
 
   “Are there some…” he moved over to the cupboards and started looking in them.
 
   “What are you doing?” said Jess.
 
   “I’m looking for some scales,” said Duke.
 
   “Let’s just eat.”
 
   “No. I…” He removed his head from a cupboard, now holding some scales in his hands. “I want to do this right.”
 
   Waiting was agonising, as Duke measured out each portion. John’s mouth had filled with saliva and suddenly the pain in his stomach had intensified.
 
   “Can you stay now?” said Rob.
 
   “Um… I’m sorry, Rob… but this isn’t enough… we still have to leave,” said Duke, “Thank you so much though.”
 
   “I thought you were going because you were hungry,” said Rob, sounding a little sad.
 
   “Yeah… but… this is only like… a snack, you know?” said Duke.
 
   Rob said nothing, stared at the table for a few seconds, then stood up very fast and left the room. The remaining group exchanged a few glances, but nothing was said.
 
   Eventually, all the portions were measured out, including one for Laura. John put a nut in his mouth. It tasted better than he had ever known to be possible.
 
   …
 
   Stacy realised that she was alive. Consciousness had come like a slow awakening – gradually blooming, until becoming large enough for Stacy to know herself, large enough for Stacy to know that she existed once more.
 
   Total euphoria washed over her – happiness of such intensity it almost hurt. The darkness had gone, and the hate, and the voices. In its place was the part of her she liked, but more of it, more of it than she had ever thought possible. She felt like everything good in the world was hers forever. She could not take anything, because she had everything. She could only give.
 
   Like this, she felt more powerful. She could do even more than before. There was something close to her. An interference – it was the others. Their fear. Their sadness. It wasn’t like before, when she had enjoyed it. Now she didn’t need it.  She wanted to help. They should feel as good as her.
 
   She closed her eyes – trying to concentrate on their feelings. She saw them as grey, swirling lines being traced through a dark void. As often happened, she felt the sensation of imagination – as if these grey lines were her creation, but, at the same time, also felt the conflicting sensation that this was nothing to do with her, that she was watching something that she could have no effect on.
 
   She focused, hard and for a long time. But nothing she tried worked. The lines wouldn’t go away. She opened her eyes.
 
   She noticed that it didn’t feel like failure. Failure usually felt sad. But her wonderful energy remained. She didn’t mind that it didn’t work. She didn’t mind.
 
   There was something else. A physical pain. It was close. 
 
   She closed her eyes again. Becoming aware of the woman upstairs, lying in the bed, asleep. She became aware of the hole in her tummy, and the metal inside. And she concentrated, trying to use her new energy, trying to focus all the good feelings inside of her.
 
   And she felt it. She felt it begin to change.
 
   She realised, with excitement, that helping the woman had made her feel even better, like warmth and chocolate mixed together. Now she could feel the woman’s hole getting smaller. She could feel bits of it touching for the first time. She could feel bits of it getting less red, and raw, and angry. The metal was being pushed out. Then there was another feeling. As soon as Stacy noticed it she tried not to. She tried not to feed it by thinking about it. But it was there. And she couldn’t forget. And now she could feel that it had always been coming. Still she fought against it. It was strong, but so was her new happiness, so she tried to cling to that, to that feeling that she could do anything. Because if she could do anything – she could stop this new, bad, feeling from growing. 
 
   But it continued on. And the more she thought about it, the worse she felt. And that made her happiness fade. And that made the bad feelings stronger. Then she heard the voices. 
 
   She opened her eyes, no longer interested in healing the woman upstairs any further. The voices didn’t want that. Stacy didn’t want that. Now she noticed, with a sudden wave of regret, that the energy of the woman upstairs had changed. Stacy had only tried to heal her. But something else had happened. The woman felt stronger than before, and also different in a way that Stacy couldn’t quite understand.
 
   …
 
   Laura woke to the sound of a door being slammed. Jess was in her room. Laura watched as she locked the door, and then backed away slowly.
 
   “What’s going on?” as the words left Laura’s mouth, she realised that the air was heavy with the sound of groans.
 
   Jess turned and looked at her. “Elena’s a zombie.”
 
   For a moment Laura couldn’t move. She knew what Jess’s words meant and yet somehow they seemed to get stuck, as if there were no space for them inside her. Now from somewhere came a voice – a voice telling her to move. She searched under her pillow and grabbed the knife.
 
   Thud! Thud! Thud! – the noise of someone pounding the door. Laura jumped out of bed. A sudden pain sprang from her wound – and yet, Laura noticed it wasn’t that severe. Jess started coughing.
 
   “Jess?”
 
   She didn’t stop.
 
   “Jess?”
 
   Jess looked at Laura, her face became red. In that moment, Laura saw something in her eyes, and a part of her somehow knew.
 
   “Jess, what did you do?”
 
   Jess dropped to the floor.
 
   “What?” she said, the coughing abruptly stopping.
 
   “What happened? What did you do?”
 
   Thud, Thud, Thud. The door vibrated in its frame. Jess snapped her head to it like a frightened animal. “What’s that?” she said.
 
   “Did you eat it?!” Laura screamed. “Did you eat the zombie?!”
 
   “No!” Shouted Jess. “I didn’t do anything.”
 
   Laura watched her and she watched Laura. Laura could see the pain in her, her realisation of what might be happening.
 
   “I ate nuts” she said, weakly.
 
   They continued to stare at each other.
 
   “RAGGGGH!” The noise seemed to come from somewhere beyond Jess. She shook her head wildly “RAGGHH… HAARGH… HAGGGGHGGG…” Suddenly she stopped, finding Laura’s eyes again. “What’s happening to me?”
 
   Laura shook her head and put her hands over his mouth. “No.” The word fell out her lips.
 
   “RAAGGH… RAGHHH… no… I’m going to be RAGGHHH…. GHHH… I’m going to be okay, it’s going to be okay… GHHHHG HGGGHG… it’s just a cough… RGGHGH RGHGHGH. I’m fucking… coughing… RUGGH… I just need some GGHHH… I just. RAAAGHHHH!”
 
   “HELP!” Laura screamed, backing away.
 
   Jess held her head, now — thrashing around on the carpet. Laura’s back touched the chest of draws.
 
   “HELP!” Laura shouted.
 
   Jess suddenly fell still, then her body curled up; her arms twisted around her body unnaturally. She fell still again. Now her spine jerked straight, one arm trapped underneath her torso, the other reaching up towards the ceiling, grasping at air.
 
   Laura knew she had to act. That was all, as she pulled out her knife. That was all, as she ran forwards. That was all, as she pushed Jess onto her back. Jess thrashed, her body no longer hers. Laura moved over her, her knees on Jess’s chest, keeping herself steady against the movements.
 
   Jess froze. Her eyes locked with Laura’s. “No,” said Jess.
 
   For a second Laura couldn’t do it. Then something was forced to break inside her. She pushed the blade into Jess’s throat. Wide eyes stared back at her. Gargling spluttering noises bubbled up with the blood, which now drew red lines down the side of her neck.
 
   Laura yanked the knife around - the spongy resistance of flesh crawling in her nerves. Jess stopped moving.
 
   Laura forced the knife free and crawled backwards, shaking her head. Everything seemed to be coming through some sort of filter. All words and ideas had left her. She could hear screaming, and sobs and knew they must be hers. Now she slammed back into her body; slammed back into the room with the thudding door, and the dead body and the blood.
 
   Feverishly, she wiped her hands on her clothes, as if what had happened could be removed.
 
   The moments passed; the thuds continued. Laura shook as her soul cried out against it all, against every part of this world, as it continued to swirl around her, beating her down with its instance. This is it. This is it. This is it. Images of the others flashed in her mind.
 
   She stood up and slowly moved to Poppy’s galaxy box. She took out a large amount of cocaine, poured it on the bedside table, and snorted as much as she could. The high hit her like a train. The pain in her stomach lessoned. Her body flooded with chemical strength.
 
   THUD! THUD! THUD!
 
   Laura’s eyes closed. Everything seemed to be pushing down on her, as if the house itself was putting its weight on her, to crush her back into the corner of the room, to crumble her into inaction.
 
   She opened her eyes and moved across the room, knife in hand. She unlocked the door, turned the handle slightly, and quickly backed away. The door swung open. Elena stood, her fists still balled. Now she took her first steps into the room, drawing closer, and closer. Laura shifted her weight from foot to foot. Elena let out a long groan. Laura could see the sadness in her eyes.
 
   Elena took a few more steps. In Laura, lay a force - force that shuddered upwards through her. She rushed forwards, making uneven steps as she kept her body tilted back. Elena groaned and made quick movements to attack. Laura’s hand pushed against Elena’s chest. With the other, she swung the knife upwards.
 
   The blade missed and landed behind Elena’s neck, whose hands now found Laura, grasping, pulling. Strength surged into Laura’s left hand, pushing to keep the bites away. Her knife hand pulled back, now striking forth once more. The blade filled Elena’s breast — emptying its bitterness into her. Laura pulled it back. Again she stabbed, again, again, again, as they both struggled in each other’s arms. Elena fought to bring Laura close, her strength unaffected. Again, again, again — the metal found home. Elena’s hand lunged to Laura’s face, only to be knocked away. Laura threw a punch. Her knuckles - still wrapped around the hilt of the blade - smashed into Elena’s body.
 
   Laura turned to punching and pushing and stabbing. Elena lunged and grabbed. A struggle of arms rose between them. A flurry squabbling with the air. Blows hitting blows. Skin hitting skin. Wrists and arms.
 
   Elena was growing into this — her speed and power increasing. But Laura exploded into their fight, with a power, an energy — engulfing and overcoming everything, as she pushed Elena away again and again, as she stabbed and stabbed, until she was right up close to her, forcing the knife up and under her chin. Holding Elena’s t-shirt in her shaking balled up fist, gritting her teeth and staring into her empty gaze.
 
   Now she closed her eyes, and turned her head away, fearing the disease would spew forth in blood or saliva. Yet Laura’s hand stayed true, driving death into Elena, into her friend, into her enemy, into the swirling mess of evil and chaos. And now there was no counter-resistance, and so Laura’s power forced Elena back, so that she fell, ripping the knife out of Laura’s hand.
 
   Laura turned her head and opened her eyes. Dreadlocks was running straight at her. She had no time to react. He smashed into her. They both hit the floor. He scrambled on top of her. Laura found Dreadlocks’s collar and pushed, hard, as Dreadlocks’s face loomed above. She brought her leg up, and then wrapped it around Dreadlocks’s body, forcing him right. As Dreadlocks moved, Laura rolled with the momentum. Now they were side by side. Laura scrambled to get on top of him. Dreadlocks’s hand gripped the top of her shirt and pulled. Caught off balance, Laura fell onto Dreadlock’s other side.
 
   Dreadlocks yanked her closer. Laura sandwiched her arms between them, her forearms struggling to keep the darkness back. Teeth snapped at the air. Laura grunted. Dreadlocks’s head now tilted closer. Laura forced her fingers up to and underneath Dreadlocks’s chin.
 
   Dreadlocks was too strong. An inevitability spread, locking Laura into this struggle. Keeping her close to the bite, close to her end. This was it; this was the last empty whisper of life that would stain her mind.
 
   In one, quick, movement, Laura grabbed Dreadlocks’s t-shirt and lifted it over his face. Dreadlocks’s face became an outline against the fabric. Laura head butted him and scrambled to her feet. Dreadlocks grasped at his face, pulling away the t-shirt. Laura was ready, brushing aside his arms and forcing the knife deep into his throat.
 
   A few seconds of grunting, then Dreadlocks received peace. Laura stood up.
 
   Thud! Thud! Thud!
 
   The sounds were coming from the corridor. She ran to the door and locked it. Now leaning against it and sinking to the floor. At first she was silent, simply staring through the floor. Then, she covered her eyes and started to mutter. “You have to do it. You have to do it. You have to do it…”
 
   She rose and unlocked the door. Entering the hallway, she saw the bathroom door vibrating in its frame. It must be locked from the inside, she thought.
 
   She dragged a chest of draws so that it blocked the door, now continuing on moving to the main bedroom. Slowly, she pushed the door open.
 
   Nothing.
 
   She came back and glanced down the stairs. Pushing on against all instinct, she crept downstairs. Her mind raced. John, Duke and Rob remained. But someone was in the bathroom. So that left only two people. Her ears strained for any noises. Now reaching the ground floor, she quickly glanced into the main living room — nothing.
 
   Her mind turned to the front door. If she needed to run, it had to be unlocked. She slowly moved over to it, turning the key in the lock, and unclicking the yale. Suddenly she heard a loud thud coming from the front living room, followed by a long moaning sound. Something snapped inside her. She opened the front door, ready to run. Rows and rows of blank faces stared back at her, pasty and discoloured in the sun. One of them reached out its arms towards her. She slammed the door shut, turning back to the hallway. The front living room door flew open. Duke stumbled out and looked at her.
 
   “Laura?”
 
   “Duke!”
 
   “I don’t feel good.”
 
   “G… go back into the sitting room.”
 
   Duke fell to the ground and crawled out of sight back into the sitting room.
 
   “Laura… help,” he said.
 
   Laura slowly walked along the hall so she could see him through the doorway.
 
   “It’s all gone wrong,” Duke said.
 
   “What happened?” she said.
 
   He rolled onto his side. “I don’t know. There was some food. I think Rob poisoned it.”
 
   “What food?”
 
   “Rob got it. Urghhh. I feel so weird… Please… please don’t kill me.”
 
   “Who else ate the food?”
 
   “I don’t know… it was everyone… it was everyone… don’t kill me… just…” Duke shakily began getting to his feet, all the colour had left his face. He was sweating profusely.
 
   “Wait…” said Laura. Duke slipped back to the floor. “Wait there.”
 
   Laura ran out the room. She checked the main living room and the kitchen. To her relief, it was empty. She scrambled around in the cupboards, never looking away from the door for more than a few seconds. She grabbed a bottle of disinfectant and ran back to Duke.
 
   “Drink this. You have to kill it. Or throw up.”
 
   “Laura, I really don’t feel well.”
 
   She moved closer to him and pushed it into his hand. “Drink it!”
 
   “Kills 99%.” He mumbled to himself. Laura watched as he took the lid off and took a swig. Instantly, he stuck out his tongue and began coughing. His eyes jerked to her. “Rob’s blood!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Rob’s blood. Give me Rob’s blood.”
 
   “I… I…”
 
   “Tie me up… Laura… tie me up… give me Rob’s blood. Cure me… you can cure me…”
 
   An inner voice told her the rope was in the basement. She found herself running. Somehow, her body had decided before she had. Urgency pulsed in her veins. Her mind screamed for her feet to move faster, as she flung a door open, as her legs stabbed down at the stairs, rolling them underneath her. She reached the bottom. A large pair of eyes locked with hers. A scream rose in her, but her throat wouldn’t let it out.
 
   “You can’t save him!” the little girl shouted.
 
   She can’t be alive – Laura thought. Her gaze moved to Stacy’s body, which was still tied to the chair. Laura forced herself to move again, going across the room, grabbing some rope and heading towards the exit.
 
   “He’s already a zombie,” said the girl.
 
   Laura stopped in her tracks.
 
   “Who?” she said.
 
   “The short man. And the other man.”
 
   Laura glanced towards the top of the basement stairs.
 
   Duke moved into the frame of the door. She stared at him. His eyes were yellow. He looked at her in a different way, in a way that she’d never seen. Laura dropped the rope and pulled her knife. Duke took a step down. She had to trap him somehow. If she could just get him tied up…
 
   He took another slow step.
 
   “He’s coming! He’s coming!” shouted the little girl.
 
   He wasn’t like the others; he was more co-ordinated - more deliberate with his actions. The little girl was controlling him; she had to be.
 
   “Stop it!” Laura shouted.
 
   Duke stopped moving.
 
   “You can help me,” said Laura. “You can help me save him.”
 
   Duke fell limp. His body crumpled against the hard steps. Gravity did the rest. He rolled down towards them, gathering momentum. Laura screamed and backed away. Duke thudded against the floor.
 
   Laura stared at the still figure. Then, Duke moved with an incredible speed. He straightened his body, and rose to his feet.
 
   “Tricked you!” Shouted the little girl.
 
   Duke moved slowly across the room, knelt down next to a cardboard box – his eyes never leaving her – and picked up a frying pan. Laura quickly glanced around, put her knife away, then yanked a plank of wood from a nearby shelf, accidently knocking a bucket, which fell and scattered nails and screws along the floor.
 
   Duke crept closer. Laura backed away. He stared at her, waiting, waiting, waiting – now making a horizontal swing. Laura skipped back, the blur of metal splitting the air in front of her.
 
   Another swing. Laura brought her plank around to parry. It shook violently in her grip. Another. Laura blocked it, closer to her body. The impact forced her plank sideways. She moved it back to meet the next blow. The air cracked as their weapons met. Her grip broke from the force. The plank flew out of her hands, bounced off a shelf and onto the ground.
 
   Laura rushed forward and slammed into him before he could strike again. He stumbled and fell, hitting the floor. Laura pulled her knife out. Duke scrambled backwards, rising to his feet. Laura charged, colliding with him, stabbing wildly into the blur of motion before her – now on top of him, all her fury in her blade as she searched to puncture light in the darkness. He bent his knees and kicked her in the chest. She flew through the air, landing on her back. Her body scrambled to get her off the floor. Duke crawled backwards. Now up, Laura charged. He found his feet and rose. With all her momentum, she leapt at him, leading with her foot. The kick smashed into his chest, the force was such that Duke left the ground, landing at the feet of the little girl.
 
   Before he could move, Laura climbed on top of him. He made a clumsy one-handed swing at her with the frying pan. Her left arm blocked it, she tried to line up the knife with his throat. Duke’s blows kept coming, beating against her.
 
   Panicking, she sliced at his face, hacking his skin with the blade. Duke dropped his weapon. He grabbed her knife arm with both hands. She tried to pull away, using her free hand to struggle against his grip.
 
   Duke yanked her to the side. She fell, knocking against the girl’s legs. The chair on which she sat skidded back slightly. Duke was on top of Laura now. His hands closed around her throat. She couldn’t breathe. Laura stabbed the knife into his side. Again and again. No effect. The world spun. Her head grew heavy and thick. She pulled at his fingers.
 
   Something flashed in her mind… the girl’s leg was close to her, pale, bare. She grabbed it with one hand, and stabbed into it with the other. The girl screamed. Duke threw his hands to his head and screwed up his face. Laura sat up and grabbed his hoodie. She threw him away. His body collided Stacy. The chair fell onto its back.
 
   She lent to her side, putting her hands flat on the ground and forcing herself onto her feet. Her throat throbbed. Her lungs snatched at the air. Instincts screamed for her to run. She moved towards the basement stairs, now climbing them. She had lost her knife somehow.
 
   Her body burnt with exhaustion. Without looking back, she reached the top and slammed the basement door behind her. Now she ran into the kitchen. Moving around the table, she pulled a knife from the magnetic strip. Behind her came the sound of heavy footsteps and a loud thud. Turning, she watched Duke enter the room. He closed the door behind him.
 
   He stopped and glanced at her knife.
 
   They stared at each other, the wooden table keeping them apart.
 
   Duke started to creep around. Laura moved in the other direction. Duke stopped and stalked back the other way.
 
   A few seconds of nothing — then he charged. Laura ran the other way. He chased her half-way around to the room’s exit. She opened the door, slamming it behind her, now, as she left.
 
   Bang! - it bust back open behind her. She crossed the room, drawing close to the hallway. Her head exploded with pain. The frying pan, having deflected off her skull, clattered against the corner of the room in front of her. She lost control of her momentum and fell.
 
   She turned to see Duke following his throw by charging in her direction. Before she could rise, he was on her. They wrestled on the floor, she thrashed and kicked, managing to keep him away as she pushed herself against the wall and onto her feet. He wasn’t trying to bite her. He wanted to beat her to death. His punches rained against her.
 
   Laura forced the door open, getting away from him momentarily and pushing herself into the hallway. Her hand reached for the basement door. Duke came crashing through towards her. Instinctively, she yanked the basement door open, swinging it in front of him. He hit it, but with such force that it swung back into Laura and knocked her close to the first floor stairs – which now she clamoured backwards onto.
 
   Duke loomed in front of her. His hand grabbed her foot. She kicked at him. His grip was tight and her foot stuck in his hand. He pulled her towards him. She kicked again, pushing him back to smash against the wall, now turning and running up the stairs, only thinking about getting away. The stairs thudded behind her — the sound of him catching up. She fell forwards — her foot suddenly pulled back. She turned and kicked. He clawed at her legs. She kept them moving, jabbing her feet into his chest, and evading his grip. Her body crawled backwards, now at the top she scrambled to her feet and ran – rushing through the hallway and bursting into her bedroom. She turned, her hands moving to lock the door.
 
   A pain exploded in her head as the door slammed open against her. She stumbled. Duke collided with her. They fell down together. He was at her side. She scrambled away. He stuck out an arm and caught her t-shirt. Laura pulled against his grip, as he began to yank himself to his feet. She slammed her palm into his fist. Breaking his hold, she stumbled, and fell. He, without the counter weight holding him up, also fell. Laura got to her feet and ran out of the room and down the corridor.
 
   Kill the girl – an inner voice said.
 
   She came to the stairs, taking them three at a time, the bottom drew closer. Heavy thudding sounds spiked the air behind her. Something knocked her forward. She distantly understood that Duke had thrown himself down the stairs. Tangled up together, they slammed down to the ground floor. Laura rose, moving to the basement door, yanking it open. Duke found his feet. He grabbed her. His momentum moved them towards the basement steps. She pulled at him, twisting his body to put him before her. They moved into the empty space. Everything became motion. The hard concrete steps slammed into Laura’s shoulder. Shapes spun and blurred, then jerked to a stop as she hit the bottom.
 
   She got to her feet. Duke crawled between her and the girl, as if, together, they knew what she wanted. Now he rose. Laura glanced to her left, and pulled a rusty pogo stick into her hand. Duke breathed heavily. He took a few steps forwards. Laura took a few steps back. A part of her knew it was over. She was dizzy. Weak. Her stomach hurt. Her steps back were matched by his towards her. She couldn’t fight him more, not yet. Her lungs snatched at air, her mind screamed that he could charge at any moment. His eyes glanced at her weapon and then back at her. She continued to back away, through a narrow doorway and into the second section of the basement. Now she suddenly moved quicker, managing to put the table — with the circular saw resting on top — between him and her. She did so before he could react. A voice told her that he was tired too.
 
   He stared at her, and, for a while, neither of them moved. “If I get past you I’ll kill her,” Laura shouted, trying to buy herself more time. “I’ll smash your head in, Stacy!”
 
   She glanced at the circular saw again. He moved left. She moved right. He moved right. She moved left. He stopped moving.
 
   Her heart beat rapidly, filling her chest and her ears. Without looking away from her, Duke grabbed a chair from the corner of the room, moved it, climbed it, and stepped onto the table. For a second, nothing happened. Then, he ran.
 
   Laura moved closer, put her foot against the table and kicked. Duke, in mid-step, had his legs taken out from under him. He smashed against the ground. The table skidded away. Laura smashed the pogo stick into his head. The girl screamed from the other room. His hand shot up, cradling his skull. Again she struck, again, and again. He scurried away, moving under the table, which was now against the doorway.
 
   Laura smashed the pogo stick onto the table, and onto the ground in front of it. Duke, hiding underneath, threw his arm out, clutching at the air, as if waving away a fly.
 
   Laura stopped, her arms burning from exhaustion. Duke attempted to come out. She swung again, and he backed away. Laura watched as he moved back into the main section of the basement, glaring at her and then going out of sight.
 
   Laura dropped the stick and picked up the chainsaw. She knew he would be back.
 
   She looked at the power cable and worked out how far she could move without it coming unplugged. She couldn’t make it all the way across the room. She checked the front of it. The blade guard had been tied back, exposing the sharp metal. An idea hit her. “Stacy, you better not come back here. Listen to this.”
 
   She waited for a few seconds. Duke arrived back at the doorway, holding a long metal pole in his hands. She looked at him, then started to fumble with the buttons. Pressing the trigger, but making sure not to press the safety at the same time.
 
   “Come on. Come on.” She muttered, pretending that she couldn’t get it to work. Duke quickly climbed the table and jumped down on the other side.
 
   Laura kept playing with the buttons. Just a little closer, she thought. She heard the little girl laughing. Duke charged, swinging horizontally at her head.
 
   She ducked. She pressed the trigger and the safety button together, and lifted the spinning blade up into Duke’s stomach. His eyes opened in shock. He backed away, a stream of red springing from his guts. Laura lifted the saw into his face. Again, he stumbled back. Laura dropped the tool, knowing that the wire would not extend much farther. She grabbed Duke, put her foot behind his and pushed him over.
 
   He was on the floor holding his stomach and rolling onto his front. She picked the saw back up, placed it over the back of his neck, and pulled the trigger. After a few moments, Laura knew she had done enough.
 
   She climbed over the table, walked to the screaming girl and kicked her in the face.
 
   …
 
   No. That was her defence. No. As the truth hurtled towards her. No. That was her only refuge. A word. A denial. That was all she could hold up against the darkness. No… with her mind, with her soul, and on her lips – a whisper, more of a breath than a word.
 
   “No… no… no.” She repeated it again and again. Each repetition as futile as the one it succeeded. This was all she had, as the darkness came, as it crashed down upon her, as it surrounded her.
 
   The pain in her stomach didn’t mean anything now. A sudden fragile hope flickered in her, cutting through everything. What about John? Maybe he’s okay.
 
   “He’s in the bathroom,” said Stacy.
 
   Laura looked at her. Nothing else was said. It seemed as if every thought she’d ever had was wrong, and only a total shift of her constitution would take her out of this fog. Then some things started to click. The girl could read her mind. Stacy thought John was in the bathroom. If that was true, he was the one groaning and thudding on the door.
 
   “Where’s Rob?” Laura said.
 
   She closed her eyes. “In his room.”
 
   “Did you do this?” Laura said to Stacy.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   A long silence.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I forget things.”
 
   Again Laura struggled, her mind clawing at the darkness for something to stick.
 
   “What happened?” said Stacy.
 
   Laura said nothing.
 
   Stacy closed her eyes, and only spoke after a very long time. “Duke thinks it was poison.”
 
   Laura’s eyes flicked in the direction of his corpse. He was dead. He had to be.
 
   “I still know what he thinks.”
 
   Neither spoke for a while. An idea hit Laura: Rob’s blood! If John was a zombie, then the blood could save him. That was all she had left. Before she collapsed, before she grieved, there was that, the last thing she could do - her last fight back against this world.
 
   “I’ve got a gun,” said Stacy, “You can use it.”
 
   Why did she want to help? thought Laura.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Stacy, “you can kill me if you like.”
 
   Laura gave up on thinking in private. “Why should I trust you?”
 
   “I’m different now.”
 
   “You tried to kill me.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Stacy quietly.
 
   Is this just an act, thought Laura.
 
   “It’s true. I promise,” she said.
 
   “Where’s your gun?” said Laura.
 
   “The zombies have got one. I can put it through the letter box.”
 
   Laura thought for a while. “So, what’s your plan? Wait for me to go to the door and then shoot me?”
 
   “No, I won’t.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Stacy was quiet for a beat “Because… if I shoot you then I’m stuck.”
 
   “You want me to untie you?”
 
   “No, I want you to kill me.”
 
   “You want to die?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I’m bad.”
 
   Laura stared at her. Why hadn’t Duke killed her? She thought.
 
   “He did!” said Stacy, “But you have to do it in a special way, because I always come back.”
 
   Laura’s mind ached. But somehow, a choice came. She had nothing left to lose. And somebody left to save. “Well… if you help me… I’ll find a way. If that’s what you want… Does Rob know I’m here?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I can’t hear him anymore.”
 
   Can you hear this, Laura thought.
 
   Stacy didn’t respond.
 
   “Why can’t you hear him?”
 
   “Sometimes I can’t. Sometimes it goes away.”
 
   “Can you tell me anything? Is he armed? Is he waiting for something?”
 
   Stacy shook her head and said nothing.
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Put the gun through… I’m going up…”
 
   …
 
   Laura crept to the top of the stairs. She could see the gun at the end of the corridor, and recognised it as one of those that Stacy had taken from them back in the park. She moved towards it, slowly – keeping her body sideways to create a smaller target, and making sure not to stand directly in front of the letter box. It would be too easy for one of them to put another gun into the gap and start firing. With each breath, she anticipated the shot. With each breath, her eyes strained for movement.
 
   She reached the end of the hallway and picked up the weapon as quietly as she could, now she carefully backed away, each step a victory, each passing second bringing her closer to safety. The first floor stairs drew close on her left. She stumbled onto them, finally escaping the line of sight of any potential attacker.
 
   Her fingers opened up the pistol, it was loaded. Now she put it into the waist of her trousers, behind her back. If Rob saw she was armed, he might try to run, he might close the bedroom door on her, maybe he would even manage to lock it.
 
   She ascended the stairs, the groans and thuds from the bathroom growing louder. Now she was in the hallway, a few slow, agonised steps, and she reached Rob’s room. She took a deep breath. Her whole body was shaking. No matter what, she had a gun, he didn’t – she told herself.
 
   “Rob!” She knocked at his door. “Rob, are you there?! It’s safe to come out.” She heard a few clicking sounds. The door opened slowly. Rob walked out into the hallway.
 
   “Are you okay?” said Rob.
 
   She put her hand behind her back and pulled the gun.
 
   “Come downstairs.”
 
   …
 
   She led Rob into the kitchen. On the table were some mixed nuts in a glass container. 
 
   “Rob, what happened?” said Laura.
 
   He looked at the floor. “I don’t know.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Tell me about these nuts.”
 
   “I found them. In a house. Maybe they were infected, but I didn’t know. I just wanted to help.”
 
   “Did you eat them?”
 
   “I’m allergic.”
 
   Laura knew enough now. These were the nuts that Poppy ate. Poppy always had that mix. Brazil nuts, dried cranberries, dried raisins, a few other nuts that Laura didn’t know, and, of course, no peanuts. Poppy didn’t like peanuts. Rob had put it in a different container. That was the only difference. She guessed that he had kept the food hidden from them the whole time they had been here.
 
   “Rob, I need you to help me save John.” She heard her voice shake.
 
   He said nothing.
 
   “I need you to take some of your blood. I need you to go in there with John and inject him.”
 
   “What if he bites me?”
 
   “You’re immune.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “We’ll go to the basement first.”
 
   …
 
   “Get the syringe,” said Laura, once they had re-joined Stacy.
 
   “What are you doing?” said Stacy.
 
   “Can you control John?” said Laura to her. “Like, can you hold him still; we need to give him an injection.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Sometimes I can’t do it.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Why are you going to inject him?” said Stacy.
 
   Laura ignored her. “Pick up that hammer,” she said to Rob.
 
   Rob moved towards it and then stopped.
 
   “She can control him,” Rob said.
 
   “No, I can’t,” said the little girl.
 
   “We should wait until she can. It will be easier,” said Rob.
 
   “No, I have a plan.”
 
   “Laura, he’s lying!” shouted Stacy. Rob glanced at her
 
   “Lying about what?” said Laura.
 
   “He’s not immune. His blood isn’t a cure!”
 
   There was a long silence.
 
   “You’re reading his mind?” said Laura.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is that true?” said Laura.
 
   “No,” said Rob.
 
   “He killed Poppy!” Shouted Stacy. “She’s in the freezer.”
 
   A long silence passed.
 
   “Your blood isn’t a cure?” said Laura.
 
   “No!” shouted Stacy.
 
   “It is,” said Rob, “I promise.”
 
   Laura felt a twisting, squirming sensation inside of her.
 
   “I can cure him!” shouted Stacy.
 
   “How?” said Laura, quietly
 
   “My sister. She can cure him.”
 
   Laura’s mind swam. She didn’t know what to believe anymore.
 
   “He won’t be a zombie?” she asked.
 
   “And she can make Duke back alive,” said Stacy.
 
   “I can cure him,” said Rob, shifting the focus back to John.
 
   “Are you immune?” said Laura.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He’s lying!” shouted Stacy.
 
   “How long until you can control him?” said Laura to Stacy.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Stacy.
 
   “A few hours? A few days?”
 
   “A few hours,” said Stacy.
 
   “We’ll wait.” Now Laura addressed Rob. “Get on the floor, put your hands behind your head, and don’t move.”
 
   Once he had done this, she sat down on the floor and lent against a shelf. There was a long silence.
 
   “Laura, he’s lying,” said Stacy.
 
   Laura said nothing as she stared at Rob. Why do this? Some voice in the back of her head asked.
 
   “He wanted to test it,” said Stacy after a while. Laura didn’t understand. “He thought that the zombie blood might be safe. But he wanted to test it on you,” the girl continued, “and he didn’t kill that zombie in the wheelchair. That’s where he got the blood from.”
 
   Laura thought about shooting him now; maybe she could take his blood and inject it into John herself.
 
   “Do it!” Shouted Stacy.
 
   Not yet, thought Laura.
 
   …
 
   Laura watched as Rob smashed the hammer into the bathroom door. He had almost made a hole now. In the end, it hadn’t take a huge amount of time for Stacy to give them the go ahead, certainly a lot less than her initial estimate of a few hours. The final hammer blow fell, and a small piece of wood dropped away. An arm stuck out the hole, slowly, calmly. Laura’s heart sank a little. It was definitely John. Rob took a few seconds to find a vein. Then, he made the injection.
 
   Laura said, “Okay, I’m going to take you to-”
 
   Suddenly Rob charged towards her. She fired a few shots at his head. He fell to the floor and stopped moving.
 
   …
 
   Laura opened the freezer, and stared at the inside. That was all that was left of her friend.
 
   “Your sister, can she save anyone?” said Laura.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But… does she need their bodies to be intact… or…”
 
   The girl looked at her, it was clear she didn’t understand. Laura looked back at the freezer. She bent down, grabbed an arm, and lifted it up to show the girl.
 
   “Is this enough? Can she bring this person back?”
 
   “No,” said Stacy.
 
   Laura put the arm back.
 
   “And what about the others?”
 
   “You have to freeze them,” said Stacy, “I froze my hamster for ages… and then she made it alive.”
 
   One thought stung her mind. She tried to ignore it at first, but it rose above everything else. There wasn’t enough room to freeze everyone. She would have to choose.
 
   …
 
   Thanks for reading. Swarm III will be released on Amazon soon for $2.99. Do you want to get it for $0.99? Then click this link to get a discount coupon sent to your email: http://www.sevenstorieshigh.com/discount-time
 
   UK readers, go here to get it for £0.99: http://www.sevenstorieshigh.com/discount-time-uk
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