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Chapter 1
Joan stood before the wrought iron gate, a sense of trepidation gnawing at her. It wasn’t a feeling of danger, merely apprehension about what was likely to happen in the coming minutes. Two days previously, she had followed the coffin of her dear departed mother down this gravel pathway, supported and comforted by a small group of friends and well-wishers. Naturally, she had broken down a little, but the presence of other people had served to reassure her. Now it was her, alone. 
Looking around the carpark at the entrance to the cemetery, she noticed hers was the only car, which only reinforced her sense of isolation and loneliness. The day was overcast and threatened rain at a moment’s notice. Wind soughed through the trees and hedgerows, a wailing cacophony that sounded like the massed sighs of the recently deceased. Taking a deep breath and composing herself, Joan took a step forward, clutched the handle and opened the gate. 
As she walked down the path, gravel crunching underfoot, her grief grew with each step. Pausing where the path opened into the graveyard itself, she had a momentary blank in her mind. Where was the burial plot? It was almost as if her subconscious was trying to protect her. Perhaps it was too soon to pay her respects, the emotion too raw.
She closed her eyes and balled her fists, willing the pain to go away, which was as likely as being able to lift herself from the floor by her own shoelaces. Opening her eyes and looking up, her mind cleared and it came back to her. Her mother was buried to the left, behind a centuries old mausoleum which had fallen into a state of disrepair. Perhaps the family line had passed away, or in today’s selfish society, the honouring of your ancestors was a much lower priority to people. Joan continued walking down the side path, past the mausoleum doors that had long since been broken and lay open. Litter and alcohol containers were strewn across the steps to the entrance and graffiti could be seen just within the main doors. 
Her pace slowed as she reached the plot. Her fear and sorrow grew to such an extent that her chest became tight and she could barely draw breath. The mud was still piled where the coffin had displaced it, only a small patch in the middle seeming to have sunk in. Flowers stood around the headstone, although after two days they had started to wilt. Something that had been so lovely was now another stark reminder of what was occurring only six feet under the soil to her beautiful mother. Joan stood before the gravestone which bore the details of her mother; 
Gladys Price
 June 16th 1952 – September 12th 2015. 
She lives with us in memory, and will forever more.
All strength left her and Joan fell to her knees, only the soft, loamy soil preventing damage to her joints. She put her face in her hands, racking sobs escaped her and she cried out; “I miss you Mum, I miss you so much.”
Joan would have given anything to have someone there with her to lean on, to share the burden of sorrow, but it was not to be. Her mother had been a troubled woman, finding it hard to express herself and make friends. Her father had been killed in an industrial accident when Joan had been only a year old. Suddenly left alone with an infant had only served to make her mother more withdrawn and introverted. As the years had passed, caring for her mother had left Joan no time for her own life, which is why she had never married, or had children. 
Her sobbing subsided a little. Looking up from her hands, she glanced around and noticed that a few other people had arrived. It served to reduce her feeling of isolation and gave her some relief. The improvement in her fragile emotional state was short lived. Embarrassment flushed her cheeks because the other mourners’ attention was fixed on her. They must have thought she was making such a scene with her crying and wailing. She looked away, concentrating on the grave instead, trying to cool her burning face. She did not notice the movement at the broken entrance to the mausoleum, or how the other people in the cemetery had begun to slowly, clumsily, make their way toward her. If she had been in a better frame of mind, she may have even noticed the mode of dress of the others; how it was entirely suits and dresses, and how they were all covered in dirt and other filth. 
Staring intently at the grave, she noticed some movement on the broken earth, a bit more sunk into the depression that had already formed in the middle. Mud began to move more freely, and she thought to herself, ‘I was sure moles were nocturnal creatures, how strange to see one in daylight.’ Looking around at the surrounding area, there were no other signs of disturbance, no more mounds where the moles had surfaced, which seemed strange. 
Looking back to the grave, her mind reeled, and horror rooted her to the spot. She couldn’t breathe, only stare in disbelief at what was occurring only two feet in front of her. No cute, blind creature was disturbing the soil. What had appeared were the fingers of a human hand; skin torn and hanging in flaps from the digging, nails missing and bones showing through the flesh. Reality hit her with a hammer blow when she finally noticed the ravaged wedding finger with the loose, dirty, gold ring that her father had slid onto her mother’s finger at Bosham Church, over forty years ago. Her chest clenched with an agonising tightness and her arm went numb. Crashing waves of pain washed over her and her vision began to blur as she grasped at her chest, struggling in vain to rise. I’m having a heart attack, she thought to herself absent-mindedly. The combination of grief, pain and shock was inuring her from the unfolding events. Falling to her side as the darkness overwhelmed her, Joan now saw that both arms had broken free of the soil. Mother would be horrified to see how dirty her dress is, Joan mused, as she watched the sleeves rise, the dead fingers flexing. Something that could never be, was now trying to sit up, soil cascading from the rising mound. Mercifully, Joan’s mind shut down before the blasphemous reunion of mother and daughter could take place. Joan did not feel the teeth of the body that had dragged itself from the mausoleum behind her, nor her mother’s cold embrace.
 



Chapter 2
Frank sat on the worn barstool, sponge padding showing through the split leather. One stool leg had worked itself loose, causing it to rock when his weight was shifted forwards and backwards. He sat there rocking himself like an infant, calming himself as best he could from the rage that was building. He was so mad
these days, the simmering anger never far away. Last week, it was his boss who had suffered Frank’s wrath after criticising his bricklaying for being poor. Two missing teeth and a split eyebrow had finished that job off, followed by six hours in a police cell and a court appearance in two weeks’ time. ‘Fucking wanker!’ Frank thought to himself, as he finished the pint in one large swallow before slamming the glass down with sufficient force to risk breaking it. 
Squeezing the glass, he looked up and saw his reflection in the mirror behind the bar. He was in his mid-fifties with a shaven head, eyes glaring and teeth bared, veins throbbing in his temples, and beads of sweat forming on his brow. He had grey stubble on his worn face, where it had once been black. The bartender was eyeing him warily, unsure if this was to be one of the infamous blow ups that Frank was renowned for. 
Taking a deep breath and relaxing his grip, Frank rocked backwards and took stock of his surroundings. Everything had an air of dilapidation. The bar was worn and stained with spilled drinks and cigarette burns from years of misuse. The landlord knew that this was never going to be a popular family pub, with a restaurant and a more discerning customer. It was why he never invested any money in it, except for essential maintenance such as when the toilets were vandalised or windows were smashed
from a particularly rowdy night. The owner had tried to sell on several occasions, but had no offers. The prospective buyer just had to look at the patrons to see the problems they would inherit.
It was the most local pub to Portsmouth Football Clubs’ ground, which meant it was the go to place for the 6:57 crew; PFCs band of loyal football hooligans, which got the name by travelling on the 6:57 train service to away games. The pub had been Frank’s boozer of choice since he was fifteen years old and followed his brother into the crew. He was aware that he was on a final warning; any more aggravation would mean a lifetime ban from the Hare and Hound and all surrounding establishments. That would be intolerable.
The bartender gingerly approached and asked, “Refill Frank?”
“Carling,” he grumbled in reply, before turning and making his way towards the heavy entrance doors. Grateful that the situation had calmed down a little, the barman picked a fresh glass and began pouring a new pint. Conversation resumed around the bar, quiet and focused on what could have happened moments before. 
Pulling the brass handle, he walked out into the cold morning and over to the smoking area. ‘Fucking government! The indoor smoking ban was a big fuck you to the working man who built this country,’ he thought to himself. Looking around, his mood was darkening as he lit the cigarette and drew deeply. The sky was dark grey and cold wind beat against him, causing goose bumps to rise on his exposed arms. Blowing the smoke out in a thin stream, he began to think about better times. 
Twenty years ago was the heyday of the football hooligans, firms from all the great clubs would organise and meet for fights. It had been glorious! Frank had been top boy for several years and was feared up and down the country. He was
a legend, who had been stabbed during one brawl, but still fought on with the blade embedded in his flesh. The good times had gone on for several years, until the ‘powers that be’ decided this behaviour was a blight on the country and local communities. After a vicious battle in Millwall, he had been arrested and imprisoned for four years as a menace to decent society. The prison time had been relatively easy, as had the subsequent periods when he had been locked away for various nefarious activities. Coming out of the reverie, his mood, momentarily elevated with thoughts of the glory days, crashed. 
He finished the cigarette and ground it angrily under his boot heel. Hearing a metallic rattle from a van that needed urgent engine work, he watched as the vehicle pulled into the carpark. “Johnsons Decorating Services” was emblazoned on the side. Smiling to himself, Frank got up from the bench and walked over.  
“Oy you old bastard!” Frank called out as he approached.
“Less of the old, you fucker!” came the chuckling reply from the driver’s seat.
Climbing out, Alan Johnson was an imposing figure.
He stood six foot two and was
seventeen stone with barely an inch of skin unmarked by tattoos. Alan had been with Frank all through the 6:57 days. The muscles had started to soften in the past few years and the beer had taken a toll on the belly of his friend, but back in the day he had been totally fearless. It had often been the pair of them at the front of any trouble that had come their way.
“How long you been here?” Alan asked, locking the van door.
“Since opening, about nine o’clock,” replied Frank.
“And you’re not rat arsed? It’s nearly lunchtime!” Alan laughed as he began walking towards the pub entrance. 
“Nah, I’ve been nursing my pints, Jobseekers benefits pay sod all,” he grumbled.
“Well, we finished the school refurbishment early, the boys have gone home and I’ve got cash. Let’s get you a proper drink!” he said, putting his arm around Frank’s shoulder and giving it a supportive squeeze. “You will find something soon enough.”
“I’ll probably be going to prison again in two weeks’ time, so I’m not bothering to look. If I only get a fine, I’ll see what work’s about then.” 
“Ah, I forgot about that mate. Bloody liberty, taking the piss out of your work, no wonder you punched him,” commiserated Alan.
“Mmm,” agreed Frank, lowering his head and looking at his dirty shoes as they took each step. He knew that his workmanship was not up to scratch recently. It was only a matter of time before someone noticed. Maybe he wanted to go back to prison, things made sense in there. As a violent offender with a reputation, he was idolised. The youngsters would ask him to tell stories of his fights on the football terraces. He was ‘someone’.
Out here, there was always a sense of pity toward him, as if time had left him behind. 
Nearing the entrance and
lost in thought, he heard Alan gasp and then burst out laughing. No more than ten metres away, a man was shuffling towards them with his arms outstretched. He was shuffling because his trousers had fallen around his ankles, catching his legs as he tried to walk. His shrivelled penis was on show for the world, tucked into a dark patch of hair. A soft moan, as well as a trickle of brown spittle, was coming from the man’s mouth. The initial hilarity was over, Frank realised there was something wrong with this whole situation. Alan’s laughter had ceased, he too had noticed the milky, white coating on the man’s eyeballs, the greyness of the skin, and the mottled dark patches at the bottom of the legs. 
“What the fuck is your problem, eh?” Frank growled threateningly as he stepped towards the man. 
“Leave it Frank, let’s get inside,” said Alan. 
Frank was shocked to hear real panic in Alan’s voice for the first time in his life. In the brief moment it had taken for Frank to look over his shoulder at his friend, and see the frantic look in his eyes, the stranger had cleared the distance and grabbed his outstretched arm. Almost in slow motion, Frank felt the coldness of the grip as it closed around his wrist. It was as cold as ice, and strong. He saw that
the open mouth had dirty teeth, and he froze as the mouth clamped down on his skin. Agony broke the spell and Frank
roared in
pain. Wrenching his arm free of the vicelike grip was not easy, but the pain and adrenaline rush proved enough.
 A
welter of blood sprayed from the open wound as the strange
man stumbled backwards, while chewing the flesh he had just torn from Frank’s arm. Frank
clutched at the wound, trying
to stem the flow of blood that poured through his fingers. Alan stepped forward and delivered a crushing right hook to the jaw of the psycho. The bone broke, the jaw dropped away to the left, but amazingly, the man
didn’t fall to the ground.  He didn’t seem to be in any discomfort at all, instead, he appeared to still be trying to chew! Using all his weight, Alan pushed the man full in the chest and the trousers did the job that the punch could not, he fell backwards and hit the ground hard. Rushing forward, the two men rained kicks at the prone body, which was trying to regain its footing. Screaming obscenities, Frank started to stamp
on the stranger’s head, once, twice, three times. Then
bone split and fluid began to run onto the tarmac.  One more stomp and the figure was still, certainly dead, with brain clearly visible in the sun.
“What have you done Frank?” Alan gasped, breathing heavily from the exertions of kicking the man repeatedly. Frank just stood there, cradling his arm, trying not to notice the stains on his shoes, or the sticky puddle that was spreading toward them. 
“Jesus Christ!” Alan shrieked, motioning for Frank to look towards the entrance of the carpark. Turning towards the frantically pointing finger, Frank’s
mind could not make sense of the scene. Four people had turned the corner, and like the previous assailant, were moaning with their arms outstretched. That was where the similarity ended. These ‘people’ were in a much worse state of decay. Flesh was visibly peeling from bones and clothing was stained and wet with the leaking fluids of corruption. The slowest of the group was in the worst state. Leaving pieces of herself as she went, one arm had come away from the shoulder completely and dangled by a few tendons. Her
other arm was raised, but was shedding putrid
flesh. Fingers, toes and eyeballs were not present.
The two men grabbed each other, for support as well as reassurance, and slammed the front door of the pub
open in their rush to get inside. Alan shut the door and jammed home the top and bottom deadbolts, which were made of solid iron. 
“Whoa! Careful,” the barman admonished at the slamming of the door. “Why are you locking the doors?”
His eyes went from Alan to Frank, and then to
the blood that was still running down Frank’s
arm onto the carpet.
 “What the hell happened, what did you do to him?” He shouted at Alan, while
reaching for the phone.
“Fuck all, it was something outside, get him a towel and call an ambulance, NOW!” 
The bartender
tossed them a clean towel. Frank wrapped
it tightly to the wound, and made his way to the men’s toilets. Aware of the chaotic activity that he had left in his wake at the bar, he saw Alan checking the doors once again and heard the barman shouting; “It’s engaged, how the hell is 999 engaged?”
Just before the toilet door swung shut on him, Frank heard the first knockings of fists on the wood entrance door of the pub. Walking to the wash basin, he removed the towel and ran cold water on the wound. The blood had stopped spurting from the bite, only the slowest dribble of blood issued from the torn veins. Fingering the edges of the wound, he found it remarkable that it could hurt so little. His body felt strange, lethargic and slow. Usually strong as an ox, he
suddenly felt as weak as a kitten, more tired than he had ever been in his life. He managed to stumble into a stall before slumping on the toilet and splitting the seat into pieces. ‘I’ll just rest here for a few minutes,’ he thought before closing his eyes.
“Keep trying to get an ambulance here! I’m going to see how Frank is,” Alan told the barman as he made his way to the toilet, shooting fearful glances at the doors and the silhouettes visible in the frosted glass. The barman needed no such advice and was redialling at a lightening pace. Entering the toilets, Alan noticed the blood stained towel hanging on the basin and the tap still running. 
“Frank?” Alan inquired. Looking around, he
saw feet protruding from one of the stalls. Frank was slumped there, arms hanging to the side, no blood running from the wound at all. Had he bled out?
“Oh god, Frank!” he exclaimed. Rushing over and kneeling down on the cold, tiled floor he checked for a pulse, but found none. Alan lowered his head, not noticing
Frank’s
eyes and how they slowly opened, filled with a vacant look with mismatched pupils
from the death that had occurred moments ago. Alan heard a faint, guttural moan and glanced up as Frank lunged and clamped on to the neck of his friend. Teeth biting deep
before Alan could even scream, the flesh came away, spraying the cubicle red. Frank fed on his fallen friend, their love forgotten by his dead mind.
Frank and Alan re-entered the bar area minutes later while the barman was still focused on the phone, trying to reach an ambulance. Outside, more had joined the group at the doors. The screams that followed from inside only served to drive them into a frenzy, banging and clawing at the heavy oak doors in desperation to get inside and feed. When silence returned, those outside moved off. From inside came the first rapping’s of flesh on wood from those who wanted to join them.
 



Chapter 3
Kurt was having a bad day. He was running over on his current job, after discovering a blocked kitchen sink was the result of months, or years, of fat being poured away, instead of being disposed of in containers. After replacing the pipe and checking the water was running away freely, he knelt down, made one final check on the drain for leaks and sat back on his heels. Looking around, he felt disgust at the state of the property and how people could live like this. Saucepans on the cooker top were mouldering, a layer of hairy growth rising from one unidentifiable dinner component. Washing up seemed to be a forgotten art to these types of people, and the only use for the deep bowl on the sink was to facilitate the draining of the chip pan oil. The smell, a combination of decay, fatty cooking, and cigarette smoke was bound to be on his clothes for the remainder of the day, which made him mildly nauseous. Yellowing stains from nicotine were all over the once white ceiling and curtains. 
Shaking his head in pity for the person who lived there, Kurt closed his toolbox and stood up. He turned the water off and wiped the greasy residue that the tap left on his fingers down his work trousers. He placed the toolbox outside the front door of the flat and went to find the occupant. Opening the lounge door, he was assailed by a cloud of tobacco smoke that was thick and cloying. The owner looked around from the worn red chair he was sitting on and smiled, dark brown patches staining his front teeth. Jeremy Kyle played on the TV, someone was shouting bleeped obscenities at another person on the stage about whose child it really was, while the victim of the abuse stood up and walked off to the boos of the audience. What a state we are in, thought Kurt to himself. The old man stood in visible discomfort, put his cigarette into an overflowing ashtray that was likely to be a major fire hazard at any moment, and made his way over.
“All done sir,” remarked Kurt, taking a step back into the slightly less noxious air of the hallway. Limping across the lounge and issuing a racking cough, the man followed Kurt into the kitchen.
“That’s great. What was the problem son?” the old man inquired.
“The drain was blocked with cooking fat, sir. I had to cut the pipe out and replace it, but you are good to go now.” 
“Really? I always make sure it’s warm when I pour it away and run water to wash it through,” pondered the man.
“The problem you have is that when it hits the cold drain it just hardens again, and this is the result. Try and pop it into an old milk bottle and throw it with your normal rubbish if you can,” advised Kurt, trying to be tactful.
“Will do son, thanks for your help,” he remarked, as he followed Kurt to the front door to see him out.
“Have a good day sir, take care.” 
“You too son, all the best,” replied the yellowed old man as he closed the door, sealing the flat once again, from the clean outside air.
Moving down a short distance on the walkway, Kurt put the toolbox down onto the grey concrete.
 Leaning on the balustrade, he
closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, trying to shift the lingering smell in his nose. He knew it was a pointless endeavour; it wouldn’t go until he had a change of clothes and a shower later. The repeating thud of loud bass emanated from the flat behind him, followed by raucous laughter. He felt a deeper sense of pity for the poor old man, who had to deal not only with ailing health, but anti-social behaviour in his twilight years. The country is in real trouble, Kurt mused, when suddenly, he heard a shout of pain carried on the wind. 
Walking to the far edge of the balcony, he looked out over the second floor railing to see what the commotion was about. From his vantage point, Kurt could see Portsmouth docks, where ferries were docked and
dropping off or taking on passengers for the day. The waves were high from the wind, breaking against the ships with large plumes washing over the decks. Even at this distance, he could see the huge vessels listing dangerously. If the wind
got much stronger, they would probably cancel any further ferry
services. Scanning to the right, his vision passed over the local cemetery with its high iron gates, but he failed to process the large volume of people that were moving around inside and walking through the gates.
Looking even
further, he was just in time to see a heavyset man push another to the ground outside the Hare and Hound. The man was with another, who then began kicking the prone figure on the ground, who was struggling to rise. Reaching into his pocket he removed his phone, selected its
video function, and started to
record. Focusing the phone picture and zooming in, Kurt saw
the second man lift his leg and stomp
down hard on the head of the man on the ground. Kurt winced and visibly flinched, the sound of the impact carrying to him even on the fierce wind. Three more times the thug did this until the victim was still. The crunching noise echoed within his mind, a sound he would never forget.
Still filming, Kurt felt his gorge rise. He was sickened by what he had just witnessed and lowered the phone. Holding the railing with one hand for support, he fought not to vomit. The area was quite rough and deprived, fights were a regular occurrence in the local pubs and clubs. The sheer brutality they had inflicted on the helpless victim was abhorrent. They were worse than animals, but at least he could help the police bring them to justice. It was only a shrill yell from the scene that broke his thoughts; he looked up, raising
the camera once more to gather as much evidence as possible. As the two attackers ran back into the pub, Kurt noticed more people entering the carpark. His mind could not comprehend what he was seeing on the small screen in front of his face. The people were, unbelievingly,
incomplete. Sure that his mind was playing tricks after what he had just observed, Kurt
rubbed his eyes and looked again. More people
were appearing, two more, then a group of five, all slow moving. He panned the camera along the chain of those
things that were shambling along,
and saw the cemetery gates, which now stood wide open, issuing
forth a stream of stumbling, crumbling vileness.  
Kurt stood there, watching, but not seeing. He must be dreaming, this was a nightmare and he was still at home in bed. Any second it would be 7 am, the alarm would start shrilling. He would awaken for another day, safe in the knowledge that things like this are figments of a wild imagination. Without thinking, he put the phone away, and pinched his forearm as hard as he could. Sharp pain was the result, could you feel pain in dreams he wondered? The din of bass behind him was now a comforting sound, a normal sound. Laughter and shouts emanated from the flat again, contrasting with the sheerest horror which he could not really be seeing from the balcony. 
A blare of a car horn, followed by the heavy squeal of locked wheels and skidding, dragged him from the fugue state he was in danger of retreating into. The driver had unsuccessfully tried to avoid one of the ‘people’ that had walked into the road. The body was taken out at the legs, hit the bonnet, and rolled up and over the car like a rag doll. The windscreen cracked into a mad cobweb and the airbag deployed with the force of the impact. Hitting the ground and rolling, the body left a trail of pieces in its wake. Distraught, the woman driver opened the door and leapt from the car. Crying and clutching her face, she ran towards the victim. However, as she got closer she slowed then
stopped, confusion registering on her face. Cars had now begun to stop because of the accident, and Kurt could see the mass of heads turn towards the vehicles. The woman driver had started to slowly back away. The body on the ground was now crawling towards her, legs shattered and useless, flopping behind it. Figures had moved between the car and the poor woman, and were reaching, moans getting louder as they approached.  Kurt shook himself, reached forward and grabbed the cold iron railing.
“BEHIND YOU! RUN!” he screamed, as loud as he could. The woman looked around and then up at the source of the shout. “BEHIND YOU!” he shouted once again, gesticulating wildly at the closing pack. 
Too late, she turned, the first of the horrors grabbing and falling on her. Overwhelmed by the suddenness of the weight, she collapsed, screaming. Drivers had climbed from their cars and two young men ran forward
to help the woman. For a moment, their bravery faltered, but the gurgling screams were enough to energize them. The man with a baseball cap took a wild kick at the closest monstrosity. Kurt was amazed to see the head separate at the neck, and go spinning, hair flying like the sparks from a Catherine wheel. Landing hard, the head rolled and came to rest against the kerb. In the back of his mind Kurt
couldn’t help but shout, ‘GOAL!’
Kurt had seen enough, he turned and ran, grabbed his toolbox and headed for the stairs. The screams of the woman fell silent and were
replaced by the agonised wails of the good Samaritans. As Kurt reached the bottom of the first flight of steps and turned to continue down, he was blocked by one of the things that had heard him on the balcony. In a split second, he took it all in. This thing was once male, but now quite obviously dead. Maggots and worms spilled from the eye sockets, mouth, and nose. Its skin was different hues of green and yellow, with liquids running from many splits where it had tightened over expanding corruption, and torn as it clawed its way free of the grave. The clothing was hanging in rotting tatters, covered in fresh soil. Unable to see, still it ‘saw’ Kurt, and took a lumbering step forward on legs whose loose, suppurating flesh was sagging over the burial shoes. The smell hit Kurt like a physical blow; the flat he had been working in was a perfume in comparison. Equal parts horror and disgust pulsed through him.
 Lifting the tool box, Kurt
roared, and ran forward to meet the dead man, smacking him square in the chest, causing liquids to splash on the box.
 He pushed with all his might, even as the man tried to reach and grab him. The rotten cadaver hit the protective railing, its spine made a loud crack and the body folded backwards. Dropping the tools, Kurt took hold of the remains of the bottom of its trousers and lifted them over. They followed the rest of the body thirty feet onto the concrete path below. The sound was like a raw steak hitting a kitchen worktop before tenderising.
Careful to avoid the dripping residue that was left on the railing, Kurt looked over and saw that the body and skull
had split, saturating the stone pavement.
It was too much, Kurt
gave up the breakfast that he had eaten that morning. Doubling over and holding his stomach, pieces of cereal and milk spread in a pool at his feet, which only brought on another bout of retching. He knew he was wasting time, but the vomiting had left him weak. Taking a deep breath, he tried to regain some composure. Picking up
his toolbox, Kurt
carefully made his way down to the ground floor without meeting any other resistance. Looking anywhere but at the mess he had left, Kurt ran to the van, pressed the unlock button, opened the driver’s door and climbed in, careful to put the box down without touching the wet sides.
He sat there trembling, aware of the noises increasing around him; car horns, alarms, screams and shouts. Leaning forward, he took a few deep breaths, brought his forehead hard into the steering wheel. The pain was refreshing and reminded him he was alive, despite what could have happened in the stairwell, and what was happening to countless people in the area. Starting the van, he put it into gear just as a couple went sprinting past him holding hands, shooting fearful looks over their shoulders. They rounded the corner and were gone. Looking in the side mirror he groaned aloud, feeling
revulsion and pity in equal amounts. The poor lady, who had been unlucky enough to hit the dead person, had now joined them. There was no way she was still alive. She had been the victim of cannibalism that much was obvious. Large chunks of flesh were missing from her face, arms, legs, and torso. Bone showed through large open wounds. Her pale blue skirt and white halter top were now scarlet and wet, leaving a red trail behind her. Looking away, Kurt lifted the clutch and accelerated quickly, wheels spinning before finding purchase and shooting him forward. 
No longer concerned with road safety, he mounted the kerb, ran over a patch of grass that separated the road he was parked on, and onto the dual carriageway that led out of Portsmouth. Metal squealed and Kurt could have kicked himself, what good would it do if he damaged the van one hundred yards from the chaos taking place in his rear-view mirror? The streets were now full, both with cars, and the dead moving between them, trying to get at the occupants. Trapped with vehicles in front and behind, the motorists could only sit there and despair, ramming forwards and backwards until their
engine was damaged, or windows finally broke and entrance was gained by the horde. For a moment, Kurt eased off of the accelerator and was tempted to turn and use the vehicle as a weapon to try and help. He slowed from forty, to thirty, and
prepared for a hard turn. Thoughts of his family entered his mind, and with no small measure of self-disgust, he accelerated hard, forcing himself to look away from the mirror and concentrating on the road ahead. 
Hitting seventy miles an hour, Kurt flashed his lights and sounded the horn every time he saw a car or person. Some looked bemused, some angry, and one even gave him the finger. From the horror he had just escaped, the normality of people walking down the road, admiring the view of Portsmouth Harbour, made him question himself. Only the toolbox, and its noxious coating, reinforced the knowledge of what had transpired. The first spattering of rain hit the windscreen, blurring the landscape, until Kurt put the wipers on. Between the motion of the wiper blades, Kurt watched as people ran in an effort to avoid the downpour. He couldn’t help but feel utter helplessness at what they would soon be forced to flee from.
Kurt dialled his wife Sarah, the phone was already
engaged. He tried again, engaged. 
“For fuck sake, get off the phone!” Kurt shouted to no one in particular, slamming his fist onto the steering wheel.
On the third attempt it rang and he breathed a sigh of relief, on the fourth ring Sarah answered.
“Hi babe, how’s your day going?” she asked.
“Sarah listen, don’t say anything just listen. Are you at home?” 
“Yeah, I just got back from Lisa’s. Why?” a hint of fear entered her voice.
“Ok good, I need you to go to the school and get Sam right now. I can’t tell you why because you will think I’m crazy, but do it! Don’t stop to talk to anyone, don’t stop for anything. Get him, get home, and lock the doors. I will be home in twenty minutes,” Kurt told her breathlessly.
“Babe you’re scaring me, I …” 
“Right now Sarah!” he shouted, interrupting her. “Please baby, I love you, please trust me and remember, do not stop for anything, no matter how bizarre.” 
“Ok, I’m leaving right now, I love you too.” She hung up. 
Kurt felt momentary relief, but the reality of the situation came flooding back. The cemetery, the dead rising,
it was insanity! However, it was happening, he had seen it, he
had fought it! Sudden realisation dawned of the route that Sarah would likely take, Spencer Road onto Horndean Road, then Adderbury Avenue and onto Victoria Road, which was home to the school. Adderbury Avenue! The old church!
“Oh god no,” he moaned.
The graveyard was centuries old. To his knowledge it had not had a burial for a number of years, since the main Waterlooville cemetery had opened. A horrific question entered his mind; how ‘fresh’ did they need to be to rise from the grave? Surely, there would be nothing left after all this time… but he couldn’t risk it. Redialling Sarah, he swerved round a slow moving Nissan Micra, which flashed its lights and beeped its anger at the manoeuvre. Sarah answered.
“Sarah, go the long way round through Warblington, don’t go via Adderbury Avenue. I’ll explain everything when I get to you. I’ll get hold of my dad,” he instructed.
“Ok Kurt, I will,” she hung up. Sarah was an orphan, a road accident when she was younger had claimed the lives of her parents, but left her unscathed. The Police had been amazed that anything had survived the impact when they looked into the crushed shell
of the car, but there she was. She had suffered a bump on the head and minor bruising, but with no next of kin to speak of, she had been fostered. It was an easy placement, the family had wanted a young girl, and at three years old she was almost angelic in appearance.
Kurt’s
mind raced, almost as fast as the scenery he was passing at breakneck speed. Trees blurred, rain poured, wind howled against the van, causing it to list to the left requiring a correction in the steering. What do I do? He thought. Where do we go? Police! They need to know,
and then he dialled 999. Engaged. Dialled again, and again, and again. Engaged. ‘They must know. Ok, what next. Food, drink. When did we last go shopping, last Thursday or Friday? How long would it last if they had to stay indoors for a while?’
“Not long enough,” he answered his own question. 
He dialled his dad; the phone rang until it went to voicemail. He tried again, the same result. “Dad it’s me,” Kurt said to the phone’s voicemail. “Phone me as soon as you get this, I need you at our house. It’s a family emergency.” Ringing off, he concentrated on the road ahead, a palpable sense of dread growing inside him.
 



Chapter 4
Angela sat at the reception desk. The computer screen caused a soft, white glow to reflect in her eyes. She entered the late student list onto the database, seventeen names, followed by seventeen mail shots and call backs, to ascertain the reason for the tardiness. Looking up briefly and seeing how the day was getting bleaker by the second, she couldn’t help but smile to herself and commiserate with the poor students. Who would want to get out of bed and come to school on a day like this? She too, was finding it harder as the week wore on. Knowing that in just three days time, she and her husband would be climbing the boarding ramp to the cruise liner, luggage in tow. Two weeks circling the Mediterranean islands, sunshine, drink, and good food with good friends who were joining them. It had been a surprise 30th anniversary gift from her family, taking months in the planning to make sure everyone’s holiday schedule lined up.  Looking down at her stomach, she knew upon return that the skirt would be a little tighter than usual. Oh well, you only live once she told herself and smiled once again, giving her belly a gentle pat.
Turning her attention back to the screen, she began tapping at the black keyboard, entering Gavin Jacobs’ details. She then scribbled a note of the contact number from his personal information page on the ragged notepad to her side. The phone began ringing; the call display indicated it was an external call, not from within the school building. She picked up the receiver.
“Good morning, Andrews Community School, how may I help?” answered Angela, as she had done countless times over the past seven years of service.
“Hi, it’s Lucy Bartholomew’s Mum. I wrote a letter to her PE teacher asking if she could be excused from lesson today as she has been suffering with a bad ankle. I’ve just found it on the kitchen side, so she must have forgotten to put it in her bag. Shall I bring it in, or can I speak to them quickly?” inquired the caller.
A cold gust of wind accompanied the opening of the automatic sliding entrance doors, papers rustled, and a memo Angela had just printed, blew onto the floor behind her before she could catch it. An unpleasant odour caught her unaware, causing her to wrinkle her nose. In her peripheral vision, she noticed a couple were approaching.
“No, don’t go to the trouble of bringing it in, I’ll transfer you to Mr Chambers number. He may be with a class, but leave a voicemail and he will pick it up during break time.” 
“Oh thank you so much for your help,” said the grateful parent. 
“Happy to help,” Angela replied.  She then dialled extension 522, and hung up the phone when she was certain it had gone through. Turning on the swivel office chair, she looked up from the desk to greet the couple. As the doors hissed open again, blowing the fetid air towards her, it was immediately clear the source of the stench was the creatures entering the reception. Very little remained of clothing, the figures were skeletal and half mummified. Dried, desiccated flesh flaked from the shrunken frames of the two, who were now reaching over the desk toward her. The skin at the shoulders crumpled and split after years of peaceful rest and inactivity, the noise reminiscent of a crisp packet being pressed. Eyes widening in disbelief, she was too terrified to scream. Angela kicked backwards with all her strength, the chair rolled with sufficient force to hit the filing cabinet behind her. Her head snapped back violently, striking the metal. Her vision swam and stars burst forth behind her eyes. Momentarily dazed, she felt behind her head gingerly, expecting blood, but only finding a growing egg shaped lump. Relief passed through her briefly, until movement in front of her caught her attention. The two mummies had been joined by several more, and the macabre group had begun to make their way to the open section between the wall and the desk. Turning, and using the filing cabinet for support, Angela stood as a wave of giddiness threatening to make her collapse to the floor. Taking tentative steps toward the back office, she reached for the door handle, fully aware of the proximity of the horrors that were only a few feet away. 
The door opening, made Janice look up from the desk. Seeing the dishevelled state of her colleague and the shocking whiteness of her face, made Janice stand and hurry to Angela’s aid. She slammed the door shut and fumbled for the lock, fingers shaking. 
“Angela, whatever is the matter?” Janice questioned, as the bolt on the lock slid home, and eye contact was made between the two women. The sheer terror in those eyes made Janice’s stomach knot, fingers of ice tracing a pattern up her back.
“I… I… I…,” repeated the receptionist, a glazed look coming over the eyes, followed by a girlish giggle. 
At that moment, a face slammed into the small section of glass that ran the full length of the door allowing sight of the outer office. It was nothing of this world, or, of a truly sane mind, Janice thought.  She looked frantically about for a means of escape, but to no avail. The room was partitioned, as part of the overall reception, to give some privacy with only the single door with which to come and go. Grateful for the locked door separating them and the monstrosities, which now grew in number to six or more, she grabbed the phone. Unknown to the receptionists, the walls were only thin plasterboard construction. As the figures gathered at the door, the weight of the latecomers forced them to collapse sideways in a mass of white powder and debris.  
Dropping the phone, shrieking as more figures stepped through the freshly torn door, over the writhing bodies of the fallen, Janice watched in revulsion as the mummies began feeding on the laughing, gibbering Angela. Flesh tore away in chunks and dried, sharp finger bones raked at her face, creating deep, bloody furrows. One hand caught on her eye socket and entered the cavity, piercing the orb, which immediately leaked down her cheek. Jumping away, Janice beat crazily at the opposite wall, trying to create a means of escape.  The wall began to crumble in small patches but it was too late. Janice felt the first grasp of dry, papery fingers and the bites of mouths which had not tasted anything for many years. When all was quiet and still, the group left to roam the polished corridors, seeking food that screamed and struggled. They were joined by two fresher, redder members. 
 



Chapter 5
Kurt indicated, slowed then turned right, and pulled to a stop in the grocery store carpark. The rain had slowed to a mere drizzle, and upon turning the engine off, the view from the windscreen began to shimmer and fluctuate with water, blocking from sight the outside world again. Concentrating on the drive had been a focal point for his attention. Now that he was stationary, his mind reeled. Questions flowed and became convoluted, adding to an increasing sense of helplessness and despair. So many people were unaware of what was happening, so many lives at risk of a fate worse than death. Men, women, children, Oh god, the children! Never had he felt so useless and inadequate.
Was this really Zombies? How was it possible? The dead are dead, simple, thought Kurt.  Rationality had no effect on the things that were roaming around, killing people and then eating them. The power of his mind would be insufficient to force them to crawl back into the grave. The Government would be organising a response, all Kurt had to do was keep safe until they got the situation under control. What could he do to warn people? People would laugh in his face if he told them, or if not that, then at least they would regard him with suspicion and mistrust. A drunk or druggie, possibly dangerous, he could see it now. But he had the video… No! That would take far too long to show everyone he came into contact with. How long was it, four, maybe five minutes? He had no way of getting it to a news station, and any that he did, would seek corroboration before acting upon it. Realisation dawned; Facebook! At least friends would see it, and they could make up their own minds, he simply didn’t have time to sway the opinions of so many people. If they then shared the footage, it may go viral and save untold lives. Or, it might just get ignored. It was something though, limited, but proactive at least. Logging in on his phone, the updates went crazy, notifications were pinging in by the second. His wall was filled with video feeds containing blow by blow footage of attacks and the ongoing spread of the outbreak. A lot of disbelief was present in the comments accompanying the attached videos. As more weight was added to the argument, people were being convinced. It was out there. 
It felt as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Kurt laid his head back and sighed, running his hand from his forehead and down his face, as if he could pull some of the visions out of his mind. Climbing out of the van, he looked around cautiously, scanning as far as he could for anything out of the ordinary. Cars drove past, people walked with umbrellas opened, going on some errand or other. The temptation to run over and try and warn them was almost overwhelming, but he knew he had more pressing matters. He quickly opened the back door and reached inside, moving chisels and bolsters until he felt the handle of his black claw hammer. Looking around a second time, he slipped the tool into his belt and pulled his blue work jumper down to conceal it.
Walking towards the red fronted grocery shop with its advertised offers of cheap bread and chocolate bars in the glass windows, his phone began ringing. Looking at the screen, he was overjoyed to see “Dad” displayed. Answering the phone, he put the handset to his ear and pressed his shoulder to it, holding it in place so he could take hold of a trolley. The entrance doors sighed open, allowing him entry.
“What’s up Kurt? Who’s been hurt?” asked his dad, with audible concern in his voice. 
“No one has been hurt, Dad, it’s not that kind of emergency. I just need you to get to us right now. Where are you?”
“Lavant, stuck in traffic heading into Chichester. I will be on my way as soon as it clears. I’m still not sure why though,” was his confused reply.
Kurt groaned inwardly, he was seven miles away and on the most awful roads to try and navigate at the best of times. The traffic was already a strong indication that all was not well, the road never usually backed up through Lavant village. If he were to turn around and make his way via Harting, the journey would be more than double. Indecision paralysed Kurt for a moment, causing him to block the aisle he was moving down, bringing a disapproving glance from an elderly lady. Almost knocking a row of cans onto the floor, she had to step round him, scowling.
“Sorry,” Kurt whispered, by way of apology, and moved to the side of the aisle.
“Can you see anything that might be blocking the road, people maybe?” Kurt could hear grunting and clothing moving, as his dad tried to get a better view of the road ahead.
“No, nothing as far as I can see, but I can only see up to the corner where it curves round towards St Nicholas Road though,” he explained.
“Do me a favour, quickly open your window and see if you can hear anything, sirens or such,” again, Kurt heard the faint whirr of an electric window being opened, followed by a sigh of the wind entering the car. 
“No sirens, but I thought I heard screaming. What’s going on Kurt?” Now Dad’s tone had hardened, he wasn’t the kind of man who liked to play games.
“Dad, I want you to leave your car and head to us over the fields, go through Ashling and Funtington. Do not take the roads. I will try to get over and meet you in the van when I’ve got Sarah and Sam home.” 
His dad laughed with the absurdity of the request. “Don’t be soft boy, why would I leave my car, here in the middle of nowhere, and then get covered in filth by scurrying over fields like a fox?” 
A valid question, so Kurt decided to try the truth. “Things have been attacking people, hurting them bad. It’s like a virus and once you’ve been hurt, you will hurt people too. Dad, I think they are dead things, I’ve seen them…” Kurt waited, expecting what the response would be, and not being surprised when it came.
“This isn’t funny, Kurt. I don’t like being taken for a fool.” Anger had entered his father’s voice now, a sure sign Kurt was losing the argument. Desperation began to build, as he frantically thought of a way to convince his Dad to get to safety.
“I wouldn’t make something like this up, look on Facebook,” he said before realising that Dad didn’t have Facebook, think! “No, look on YouTube, the attacks must be getting posted on there every minute. You will see.” There was a pause, then silence. Breathlessly, Kurt waited for a response, any response.
Almost as if he hadn’t heard him, or more likely had chosen to ignore him, Dad said, “The shouts are getting louder. I’m going to look at what’s going on and see if I can help.”
“No Dad, don’t! I promise…” Kurt was nearly in tears now, the past half hour and the knowledge that his father was heading into mortal danger, almost broke him.
“Enough!” John shouted, immediately regretted it, and softened, “I will call you back in ten minutes and let you know what I find out, OK?” The phone went dead as he disconnected.
Kurt tried redialling, was cut off instantly. He tried again, and he was once again sent straight to voicemail as his dad rejected the call.
Still holding the phone to his ear, the tears came, running in rivulets down his cheeks and dripping from the point of his chin. Stubborn bastard! Stubborn stupid bastard! Kurt tried not to picture his father, marching towards the noise, determined to help out any that needed it, totally unprepared for what was likely waiting around the corner. The elderly lady was returning, and at the sight of him in this condition, decided on another route to the checkout. She backtracked, and disappeared out of sight down the next aisle. Taking a deep breath, he rubbed a sleeve across his eyes hard enough to make the skin sting. Kurt tried to switch his mind to his wife and child, who needed him just as much, if not more. 
Looking at the shelves, he thought through the best stuff to purchase, bread, fruit, and milk. No, all perishables, and if they are stuck indoors for a while, pointless. Canned goods? Long life stuff, fruit and meats, that sort of thing would keep well. Rice, pasta, beans, powdered milk. The list was growing in his mind, and he was grabbing at the foods, stocking the trolley high, hurrying down the aisle towards the tills. The checkout staff had just finished serving the elderly lady, who still regarded him with a look of mild scorn, as she made her way out through the entrance. 
“Hi,” said the girl, smiling and casting a bemused glance at the trolleys contents. She had blonde hair, pretty green eyes and was no more than eighteen years old. She wore purple nail varnish on fingernails that had been bitten to the quick. 
Kurt transferred the goods, bit by bit, into the small space that stood to the side of the till. The young girl scanned each item, and placed it into bags, which Kurt then took and put on the floor by his side. 
“That’s a hundred and eighty three pounds, forty five pence, please. Having a stock up?” she asked cheerfully, trying to make conversation while the debit card processed. 
“Yeah.” Kurt couldn’t summon any more words, the conversation with his dad playing again in his mind. He put the debit card in his pocket and stood there, lost in thought for a few moments.
The girl behind the counter cocked her head quizzically, “Are you ok?” she asked, with a look of genuine concern on her face. She must have noticed the red rimmed eyes and reticence to talk. 
“Do you have Facebook?” Kurt asked quietly, face lowered.
“Of course, doesn’t everyone?” she replied, but a note of caution had entered her voice, as if she was worried this wild eyed stranger might ask for her personal details.
“Please look at your feed, load up what food you can and get home to your loved ones. Lock the doors and keep them locked.” Kurt picked up the bags and walked toward the door. The second girl, who had been stocking the drinks shelf to the left of the checkout, made her way to the blonde, curious at what had transpired. Kurt left them checking their phones as the doors slowly shut behind him. 
Looking around everything seemed normal, still he paused and listened for noises that didn’t belong. Was that a faint yell, a trick of his hearing or just the wind? Rushing to his vehicle, Kurt unlocked it and opened the sliding door to the side. Heaving the heavy bags up, he laid them onto the floor and slammed the door shut. Looking back, he was happy to see hurried activity inside the store. The young girls had taken his advice and were locking the main doors. Their eyes met, and a look of gratitude flashed between them, a quick smile and then she was gone, down the aisles grabbing food. A small, warm glow flared inside him at making a difference, however small. 
Climbing into the driver’s seat, Kurt took out his phone, looked at the blank screen and checked that there was no missed activity. There were no messages. He tried calling his dad; it rang, and rang, and rang. Again, he got the voicemail. Kurt closed his eyes.  He saw too much on the screen of his mind and opened them. Starting the engine, he carefully backed out and turned onto the road that led to Andrews Community School. With how fast this was going to hell, he planned to meet Sarah and Sam there and make sure they got home together, as a family.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 6
Sam sat in class. His chair was made of hard, black plastic and the desk top was scored and damaged from pens and compasses. Initials of the pupils of bygone years preserved for posterity, a homage he thought, to the writings that appear on prison cell walls. Draped from the fading paint on the walls were charts, laying out the formulae of trigonometry, volumes, algebra, fractions, and many more. He looked around the room; their teacher Mrs Blume was busy with a task at her desk, marking homework, by the look of it. Nearing retirement, she was an ‘old school’ teacher; none of this friendly, soft, ‘the pupil is all important’ teaching style that had become more mainstream since the seventies. She had greying hair, tied in a tight bun, wore a grey frock and black skirt. Her shoes, which were polished like a mirror, would have made an Army Major proud. Her personality was similarly colourless, but her no nonsense approach worked, making up for it. Her students always performed in the top ten percent of the year group. 
The workbook of another pupil was laid open on her desk. With a sense of satisfaction, Sam noticed she was using her red pen an awful lot more than the blue. He immediately felt guilty about gloating, it was not the other students’ fault they couldn’t understand some of the work they were now doing. It had got a lot harder now they were in year 10, as they were working towards their full GCSE qualification. He took in the other members of his class. Girls and boys, all working furiously on the paper, some chewing their pens in contemplation, some looking blank and frustrated. Looking up at the board with its questions, he gave his answers a second check to make sure he had got them correct. Putting his pen down, he leaned back, and James, who was sat next to him on the two seater desk, looked at him sideways.
“Are you done already?” James whispered. “All fifteen?”
“Yup, it’s not too bad. Just follow the same steps for each of them,” Sam whispered back through pursed lips, trying to keep them still while keeping his eyes on the teacher in case she heard them. He was sure she had extra sensory perception, the way she just knew sometimes that people were misbehaving or talking. Luckily this wasn’t one of them, and James went back to his work, his brow creasing with fresh thought.
A sharp pain lanced through the back of Sam’s neck. Swinging his arm around, he was just in time to feel something metal being withdrawn. Touching the sore spot and bringing his fingers to his face, he saw a faint smear of blood. He turned on his seat and looked at Braiden, who was tucking a compass back into his pencil case. A humourless grin spread on his lips with a challenge written on the face, ‘Say something,’ it said. Braiden had been giving Sam a hard time for a few months now, pushing, punching and calling him a faggot because he actually wanted to learn in lessons. They lived on the same estate, which made the school holidays intolerable. Anywhere that Sam tried to go, Braiden would follow with his group of friends, shouting abuse and trying to get Sam to retaliate. He never fought back, his parents had raised him better than that and besides, he was afraid of getting into trouble with the police. This only served to embolden the bullies, and it was getting progressively worse. He had tried to empathise with the bully Braiden, whose father was a vile man and whose mother had left a couple of years ago, probably unable to put up with the abuse any more. He had even tried talking to him about it once, to build bridges and see if he could help at all. That attempt had been met with a split lip and he hadn’t tried since. Sam had become withdrawn, which hadn’t gone unnoticed by his parents, choosing to stay in and play on his computer instead of going to the skate park or over the fields to play football. 
“MR TAYLOR!” bellowed a female voice from the front of the class. Sam jumped with fright, and nearly fell from his chair, which only made things worse. Braiden laughed, and the rest of the class joined in, until a withering look from Mrs Blume silenced the uproar.
“What do you think you are doing, talking to Mr Sullivan during class?” she demanded, standing from her desk.
“Miss, I wasn’t. I…” Sam blustered.
“I saw you turned towards him, are you calling me a liar?” she questioned sarcastically, making her way around the desk.
“No Miss, I mean I wasn’t talking to him. He stuck me with a compass, Miss. I’m bleeding,” Sam replied, his stomach fluttering with worry. He never got in trouble. He wanted the ground to swallow him up, right there and then.
“Fucking snitch, you wait!” came the hissed whisper from behind him. 
“Oh really, then let me see,” Mrs Blume asked, as she neared the two boys. A sudden hard rap on the door brought her to a standstill. Turning on her heels, she said, “You two follow me, we will get to the bottom of this in the corridor.”
Sam stood, and carefully put his chair back under the table.  James shot him a look of pity. He knew what was coming at the school gates this afternoon. Braiden slammed out of his chair with enough force to topple it over, before giving it a kick, which caused it to rebound on the metal desk leg with a clang. This brought a renewed bout of knocking on the classroom door.
“BRAIDEN SULLIVAN! You are in even more trouble now, young man,” she admonished as she reached for the door handle. At that moment, the fire alarm sounded, an ear-splitting din that ensured no corner of the school building was left unaware of the danger.  
“Ok class, leave your things and follow me in an orderly manner,” instructed the teacher, picking up the class register that was on her desk. She would use it to check off names when they reached the fire assembly area on the school grounds. Glancing around the room to check that her young charges were following her instruction, she took hold of the door handle and opened it to see who had been knocking.
 



Chapter 7
The rain had completely stopped and Kurt was grateful. The landscape passed, a parade of red brick houses and bungalows with lights glowing from within. It was both a heartening vision of humanity, but also possibly a beacon for the not so human. The thought was portentous, as the very next bungalow had a figure shuffling down the well-tended, flowered path. From behind, it was obvious what it was, very thin and wet from the rain that had only recently ceased, its clothes barely in evidence, only torn scraps of fabric remaining. The noise of the van passing had not disturbed the zombie, who carried on toward the lit dwelling, intent upon the movement from within. 
His mind sharp now, Kurt looked around carefully as he approached the entrance to the school, before turning in and parking behind his wife’s silver Kia Sportage. Through the rear screen, Kurt could see that she was not in the driver’s seat or anywhere within the car. Pulling the handbrake sharply, he jumped out, felt for the reassuring weight of the hammer in his belt and took it out. He took in the scene; the brick pillars that marked the entrance were met by a chain-link fence that ran to the right and skirted the school boundary, encompassing the buildings and sports fields. Nothing moved in that direction. Looking left, he followed the high hedge that ran for one hundred yards and met the pillars of the exit gate, and saw nothing. They had parked on the crescent of road that ran parallel to the drab, concrete frontage of the school building. In the mornings, cars would be bumper to bumper here, children jumping out, waving goodbye to their parents as they headed into class. Now, there was nothing. The loneliness of the surroundings caused an involuntary shiver to run down Kurt’s spine. The panorama had taken all of five seconds to take in and without further thought, he ran to the main reception entrance to the school. The automatic doors opened, revealing Sarah, who stood in the main foyer. Relief and joy hit him with sufficient force that his heart skipped a beat, but the sight of Sarah turning and the haunted look in her eyes, told him all was not well. He ran to her, grabbing her in a bear hug, smelling the shampoo and perfume as he pulled her tight.
“Oh baby, am I glad to see you.” He could barely contain his composure. In the back of his mind he had subconsciously thought he would never see her again. Or, if he had, she would no longer be his Sarah, merely another mindless creature. She hugged him tightly back, tucked her face into his shoulder, before pulling back and saying, “Kurt something bad has happened here, look.” She pointed over the desk.
Reality imposed itself on him once more and, taking a step forward, he felt something give under his foot with a faint crunch, almost like the sound of a dry leaf in autumn. Lifting his foot, he saw it was not a leaf, he couldn’t really identify it. The floor was covered in more of the dry material, marking a line from the door to the desk and then around behind it. 
“What’s going on Kurt? Why did you phone me in such a panic?” she asked worriedly, stepping forward with her husband as they took in the damage. 
The small office behind the main reception had a smashed wall to the left of the door. Chunks of plasterboard had fallen inwards, and with a heavy heart, Kurt was under no illusion what had caused it. On the floor, mixed in with the white, crushed plaster dust, was blood, copious amounts of it. To the rear, behind another desk, bloody hand prints streaked the wall where small sections had been gouged from it. The blood spatter was visible on the blue carpeting, running in a neat trail from the back office into the reception, before going under the double doors that led into the school building itself. There were red handprints at chest height, dripping from the wooden panels of the swing doors. Kurt couldn’t help but remember a time when he and Sam had done the same with poster paints, before drying them and putting them on display with magnets on their fridge. This wetness was not paint. They were in the building! Terror gripped him then, threatened to rob him of what little strength he had left after the trials of the past hour. 
“Zombies.” Kurt didn’t beat around the bush. “The dead are rising and attacking people, killing them.” 
“Kurt, you are scaring me, why are you saying things like that?” Sarah looked deep into his eyes, searching for a hint he was joking or making this up. His haunted look spoke volumes, requiring no further explanation.
“Sarah, go back to the car, get in and lock the doors. Start the engine, and if you see anything at all, head home as fast as you can. I will get Sam and be right behind you.” 
 “No, I am coming with you.” A look of resolve came over Sarah’s face. Kurt knew the look and understood it would be pointless to argue the point, when her mind was made up, God himself couldn’t sway her.
“Ok, how do we find Sam in this place?” he asked, as they pushed open the doors, careful to avoid the wetness that was slowly running to the floor. At that point, the silence of the corridor was shattered by the massed screams and shouts of young voices from a room somewhere ahead. The question of how to warn people raced through his mind again. He couldn’t run door to door all over the whole school.
Sarah amazed him as she stepped forward and thrust her elbow at the thin glass of the fire alarm. It shattered, and the shouts were instantly drowned by the clamour of the ringing bells throughout the building. Immense gratitude flowed through him, what would he do without her? What an amazing woman, he thought to himself, as the first people began to appear down the staircase to their right. 
“You wait here in case I miss Sam as he comes out. I’m going to help these people. Remember, if anything comes at you that isn’t wearing a uniform, you run to the car and wait for me, Ok?” Sarah grabbed at his sleeve, but let it go. She knew that this was the best way, that if they both moved off and Sam came out, they could miss him in the crowd. Kurt kissed her hard on the mouth, ran his hand gently down her cheek, then moved off in search of his son.
**********
Mrs Blume swung the door inward and was met by Angela, who had led the group of crusted mummies down the corridor. Only the teacher and the pupils at the front were able to see what was limping into the classroom. The youngsters trying to leave began bumping into those that were trying to move back away from the encroaching menace. 
“Oh my” was all the old teacher could summon, before Francesca and Sally both took a deep breath and issued peal after peal of crystal shattering screams. Even the male pupils had begun to join in the shouts of fear and terror. 
Mrs Blume had taken a protective stance, held her arms out, ushering the students backwards as the bloodied receptionist advanced. Sam was speechless. He couldn’t really believe what was happening. Angela was torn and ragged, one eye looking at the group, while the other had been ripped out and leaked down her cheek. Her abdomen had been chewed horrifically and her belly had been almost hollowed out. The remaining contents of her ravaged cavity swung with each step, half eaten intestines and viscera hanging loose. Behind her, several mummies had entered the room, bloodied mouths dripping with remnants of their recent meal.
Uncannily similar to a school of fish, the group of children split in a panic. Almost as one, they surged toward the rear of the room in a mad scramble to put distance between themselves and the bloodied mess of their once receptionist. There was only one other door leading to a small storage room, which housed dusty textbooks, pens, calculators and other maths paraphernalia. Struggling to get the door open was Toby Giles, a sweaty, overweight lad who had always been friendly to Sam and enjoyed several of the same computer games. The crush of bodies was keeping it closed, no one having the presence of mind to take a step back to gain entry to the relative safety of the cupboard. Sam had begun edging away from the others now, thinking the thronging mass would be a more tempting target for the zombies who were moving deeper into the room. Their teacher was throwing desks in the way which served to slow them down. For such an old lady, she had tremendous strength born of fear, but also of the love for her pupils, which wasn’t always obvious in her mannerisms and attitude. 
“Students, step back, now!” she shouted at the top of her voice, satisfied she had bought at least twenty seconds while the shambling rot tried to skirt the pile of furniture. 
Looking over her shoulder as she wrestled to keep the pile intact, she was relieved to see the students were pulling back and creating space for Toby. He pulled the door free and they entered in a mad panic. It was instantly clear that the cupboard could only hold about half of the class. The frenzy at the door as people tried to force themselves in, was causing yells of pain from those already within, the edges of the shelving digging into their bodies. 
A fallen table caught Sam’s attention. The upturned leg, made of one and a half inch square iron tubing, would afford them at least a little protection. Swinging his own leg, Sam connected with the table leg, attempting to break the weld at the point where it was joined to the box section that held the wooden top down. The desk merely lifted and skidded a few inches on the carpet, the polished top serving to allow it to move without friction. 
“James, come here, quick,” Sam beckoned to his friend, who was still trying to get into the small cupboard. Looking around, uncertainty and fear showing in his face, James’ eyes went to the zombies making progress through the makeshift barricade, then back to Sam. 
“Come on, I need you to stand on the table while I kick it, quickly!” he tried to coax his friend over. James hesitated, looked as if he was going to come, but then changed his mind and resumed pushing. “JAMES!” 
Sam tried desperately to pull the leg free by hand, but was taken aback at how well made it was. He dropped to his knees and put his head in his hands, despairing, as the noises of struggle coming from both ends of the classroom worsened. His teacher’s breathing was ragged and gasping from the exertions placed upon her by the four creatures that were close to pulling the final desk away and getting through.
               “Taylor, come on!” shouted a voice. Sam looked up, and was amazed to see Braiden standing on the desk. Sam leapt to his feet and brought his leg back, Braiden steadied himself by holding onto the two rear legs as the kick was delivered. Sam’s heel connected, and the desk moved across the floor, Braiden stumbled a little with the force, but the weld split.
“Yes! Again,” Braiden encouraged. One more kick and the leg was mostly free.  Grabbing the tube and wrenching it back and forth, the final piece of metal split and it came away in Sam’s hands, reassuringly heavy. 
“Now the other one. Quickly!” Sam glanced at Mrs Blume, who had given up the unequal struggle, the zombies stepping over the fallen jumble of tables and chairs clumsily. 
With no further thought, he gathered all the strength he could and delivered a massive kick that sent the bully falling backwards. The desk leg split and hit the floor, held by the tiniest sliver of weld. Grabbing his weapon and raising it defensively, he moved to position himself between the teacher and the advancing dead. Braiden joined him, the other table leg in his hand. Side by side, they faced Angela and the three flaking corpses. Sam stepped forward and slammed the leg, as hard as he could, onto the forehead of the receptionist. The skull crumpled around the square edge and skin split, spraying blood in every direction. Her one good eye popped out like a cork from the force of the blow and hit Braiden in the chest. He let out a squeal and jumped backwards away from it as it landed at his feet. Sam stepped back as the body swayed a little and then crumpled to the floor.   It toppled backwards, tangling in the legs of one of the mummified zombies, which fell on top of the now truly dead body. Braiden took the initiative and did the same, swinging the table leg down like a sword. Another skull crumpled and shattered, and the head issued vile, clammy mucus onto the floor instead of blood.
Emboldened, the other students had stopped trying to squeeze into the tiny room and had begun milling behind Sam and Braiden. Francesca had helped Mrs Blume, who was still trying to catch her breath from her heroic actions, into a seat. The two remaining zombies had made it to the corpses and were attempting to step over them. Suddenly, a man ran into the room through the open door.
“DAD!” Sam yelled with elation in his voice, until he saw the bloodied arm which held a claw hammer, chunks of flesh clinging to the metal head. He watched as his father stepped forward and slammed the hammer into the furthest zombie’s head, causing it to hit the floor hard. Wrenching the hammer loose, it came free in a puff of skull fragments. One more step, followed by a cry of bestial rage, the hammer was brought down again with sufficient power to split the second monster’s skull in two, both sides hitting the shoulders, before the corpse fell forward and became one with the pile of bodies at their feet. 
Tears in his eyes, his dad stepped over the mess and embraced his son fiercely. Unable to speak, they just stood there and held each other.
**********
Sarah watched as Kurt made his way down the corridor searching for their son, passing through the people who parted like water around him. The doors closed behind her and she looked around for a way to hold them open. To her relief, they had magnetic plates fixed to the wall for just this purpose. The first pupils reached her, laughing and joking about how grateful they were to be getting out of lessons, however briefly. How little they knew, she thought with a shudder. Their teacher had reached Sarah, cast a glance at the shattered fire alarm, and frowned at the stranger in the hallway. 
“Come here!” Sarah motioned for the teacher. Walking over, Sarah leaned in close and asked, “Is there any way to get in touch with the other parents quickly, all of them?”
The teacher looked confused, “I’m sorry, do you work here? Did you see who set the alarm off?”
“I did! Now tell me, is there a way to get in touch with them?” She gripped the teacher by the arm, trying to emphasise the urgency of the request with her eyes.
“Get your hands off me!” the teacher blurted, pulling her arm free. “I’m calling security!”
A scream, that peaked higher than the raucous alarm, caused them both to spin their heads in unison down the corridor. Sarah tried to see what was occurring, looking carefully, trying to catch a glimpse between the approaching heads. Whatever it was caused a sudden rush of panicked youngsters, who threatened to bowl the adults over in their desperation to get out. 
“Can you contact them or not?” Sarah shouted in the teacher’s face, specks of spittle landing on her cheek. “They need to get home, NOW! Things are killing them!”
The teacher looked at her uncertainly, then at the running students, then back to Sarah and replied, “I can get our receptionist Angela to text alert them, It will go out to all parents who have mobile phones.”
“Angela… isn’t there. Do it yourself. Now,” Sarah thrust her towards the entrance, hoping she would not freeze at the sight of the blood on the walls and floor. 
Turning, Sarah hugged the wall to the left and tried to work against the tide of bodies that threatened to carry her back towards the reception area. At last, the pressure eased and the shoulders that had been striking her abated, allowing her to get a real picture of what was going on. A young girl was laid on the floor thrashing around, while, what Sarah could only liken to a scarecrow, bit at her outstretched arms. The thing was desiccated, dry and shrivelled to a thinness that conjured images of concentration camp survivors as they clung weakly to the fences, watching as the Allies liberated them from their torment. Its teeth found purchase around three outstretched fingers, which disappeared in an instant. Thin stumps sprayed blood all over the young lady’s white school shirt. The sight of this poor girl triggered something deep within Sarah, a mother’s protective instinct perhaps. Whatever it was, it caused her to bare her teeth, snarl and leap onto the back of the scarecrow figure. With a cry, she grasped it under the arms, her skin crawling with the feel of the crumbing flesh, and tore it free from the girl. Not quite ready for how light it would be, she pivoted and flung the creature away, stumbling and falling on her hip. Scrambling to her knees, she went to check the girl who was moaning and cradling her torn hand. 
“Sweetheart, you have to get up for me, here let me help.” Sarah reached under the girl’s armpit and began to support her as she rose to her feet, careful not to put any pressure on the damaged arm. Looking around, Sarah saw that the scarecrow was nearly back on its feet. It’s withered, prune like orbs that were once eyes, fixed on them. 
“Come on now honey, that’s it, this way,” she coaxed the girl, aware of the shuffling footsteps that heralded the return of the brittle horror. 
Limping slightly from the numbness that had settled in her hip, Sarah led the girl down the corridor. The exodus of school children had all but ceased. The last few stragglers were turning the corner from the staircase, rushing out through the doors, ushered by a couple of adults who stood directing the flow. Upon seeing the girl and the blood, a male teacher ran forward to assist, until he caught sight of what was chasing them. 
“Get her out!” Sarah ordered, commanding the attention of the man. 
He shook his head a little, the terror stricken look clearing from his eyes as he took the girl’s weight. Turning, Sarah could have cried with relief as Kurt turned the corner at the rear of the hallway where the girl had been assaulted. Sam stood to his left, wielding a broken steel table leg. Kurt still had the bloodied hammer, and seeing the thing that separated them, he acted swiftly. He placed a protective arm in front of Sam, stopping him. He then rushed forward and placed a hand on the crumbling shoulder, swinging it around in a pirouette. Face to grinning macabre skull, Kurt crushed the head inwards at the temple with a single sideswipe of the hammer. The zombie hit the wall and slid to the floor, dead. Running forward, Sarah flung herself at her son and husband.
“Nice of you to join me,” she remarked, the words slightly muffled by her sons school blazer.
Following cautiously around the corner were the rest of the math class. Another boy helped a girl with their elderly teacher. Braiden! Fucking Braiden Sullivan! Sarah thought, as her eyes narrowed with anger at the sight of the horrible little bastard who had been tormenting her son for the past six months. Braiden noticed the hateful glare and reddened before looking away, pretending he was concentrating on the task of getting his teacher out of the building. 
Sam had noticed the hostility, and whispered, “Mum, he is alright. He helped me earlier, probably saved all of our lives.” 
She looked into Sam’s eyes; her anger subsided a little, to be replaced by a begrudging gratitude. The pain that Braiden had caused would be long in the forgiving, even in the present circumstances. 
After the last of the class had passed, the family followed behind. Reaching the reception, Sarah was overjoyed to see the earlier teacher rising from the desk, a look of triumph on her face. 
“I did it. The message has been sent that parents must collect their children after a fire incident that has closed the school. No injuries, but they must be collected immediately. Is that ok?” 
Sarah and Kurt looked at each other, “What else can we do?” she asked. Kurt shook his head, aware that there wasn’t anything and feeling useless. They headed out into the drab light of the cold afternoon, a family reunited.
 



Chapter 8
Feeling the bite of the cold breeze, Kurt was aware that Sarah was only wearing a pair of jeans and a thin vest top. Her shoulder length brown hair blew up and into her face, causing her to tuck it behind her ears. The wind caught it again, and this time she just ignored it. Kurt started to take his jumper off and give to her. Looking down, however, he noticed the blood spatter and the sleeve which was drenched, causing it to cling to his skin. Dropping the hammer, he took the soiled clothing off, wiped his hands, and then threw it into a metal litter bin. Kurt picked the hammer back up, its handle was wet and slimy, slipping in his grip. Reaching in to the bin, he took the clean sleeve and quickly wiped the handle down. He was left in a blue t-shirt which, fortunately, had escaped most of the blood. They would both have to be cold for a while.
Sarah was watching him. She was still helping the young girl who was moaning, her hand held against her chest and tucked inside her school jacket. A brief smile passed between them and they moved off towards the milling students, which now numbered over two hundred. The injured child’s teacher, a man in his forties with dark black hair slicked back in an old style, caught sight of her and came hurrying over. 
“What happened? I turned around when we had reached the fire assembly area and she had gone,” he asked. He placed a hand on his student’s shoulder then crouched a little, trying to meet her gaze. Her vacant eyes didn’t seem to register the question. She seemed to be withdrawing into herself, the moaning from the pain had ceased and she just stared at the tarmac. The wind caught her blazer, revealing the missing fingers on her hand and the man gasped his shock.
“Here, let me help. Our nurse is just over there helping someone. I’ll get her to bandage it and phone an ambulance,” he said as he helped take some of the weight of the girl, who was barely able to summon the energy to walk to the makeshift nurse’s station. Sarah shared the weight, and between them, the girl was supported the final distance. Kurt and Sam followed the trio, shooting looks back at the entrance doors but seeing no movement as yet. Had they killed them all, or were some still haunting the empty corridors, seeking fresh prey? 
The staff had begun arguing in hushed tones, animated arm movements and heads shaking, indicated that there was a disagreement of some sort. The students were standing around, unsure of what to do. They were scared and worried by their hurt friends who the nurse was tending to. There were three sitting on a bench, plus the girl who was being led over by Sarah and the male teacher.
“Don’t be so ridiculous!” came a sharp retort to a question that Kurt hadn’t been close enough to hear. “You expect me to believe there are walking corpses stalking our school?”
“I saw them as we were leaving, they were there I tell you. How do you explain the bite marks on them?” A young female teacher motioned her arm at the nurse and her patients.
“They must have just cut themselves in the rush to get out, a simple explanation.” The woman nodded stiffly to herself, satisfied that it could be the only explanation. 
“But…” the other teacher tried to interject.
“I will have no more said on the matter. You are mistaken,” she instructed. She was obviously someone with authority in the school, and she used it. Kurt took an instant dislike to her arrogant and dismissive manner and approached.
“Who on earth are you?” she asked in a superior tone, as the other teachers looked him over.
Kurt raised the hammer and thrust it towards her face. She flinched as if he was about to hit her, but when the blow didn’t come, she glared at the intruder who had interrupted her belittling of the younger staff member.
“This is blood from the things that have just attacked your school!” He pointed to the hammer head, and she flinched again, this time in disgust. “They are everywhere and growing in number. You haven’t got a clue what is going on here.”
“How dare you,” she blustered, going red in the face with barely disguised anger. “I’ll have you know I am the vice principal of this school and I am in charge.”
“THEN DO YOUR BLOODY JOB!” Kurt screamed into her face, a mixture of frustration and fear. 
She took a pace backwards and blanched, looking at her colleagues, mouth agape, looking for support. They were unable to disguise their smirks at the strangers’ rough treatment of her, which served to bring the anger back. Kurt stepped into the space she had vacated and prepared to address the group, cutting her off completely.
“Now you listen here!” She stepped forward to resume the argument, not prepared to take this from a common upstart. Kurt ignored her and addressed the teachers, pointing at the lady who had sent the text alert. 
“You have contacted the parents who should be getting here soon. Until then, you need to keep the students together and calm. The fence will keep them safe, but the entrance and exit need to be blocked up. Who has a vehicle over there?” He indicated the staff car park.
The teachers looked at each other, rifling through pockets. Several explained that their keys were still in the classroom with the rest of their belongings, but three produced a keychain. Kurt thought quickly and came up with a plan. Hopefully it would work.
“You two get your cars and park side by side in the entrance gateway. Back into the gap so you are facing this way, then leave them there. Make sure there is no space to get by, even if it means you have to damage the vehicles.” They looked unsure at the request. 
“Did you see those things in the corridor?” he asked, the fearful look on one face answering the question. The other saw the look and said nothing. “Do you want to stop any more of those things getting in here?”
“Let’s go.” They needed no more prompting. 
Kurt looked at the third teacher, the young lady who had been arguing with the vice principal, who was trying to force her way into the conversation.
“I will call the police to arrest you if you don’t leave now.” She puffed up her chest, trying to regain some of the authority she used to bully people. Straightening glasses that did not need to be straightened, she felt a smug superiority, thinking she had the upper hand once more.
Leaning in, close enough to smell the sour coffee breath of the horrible little woman, Kurt responded to the challenge, “Go on then, go back in there and phone them. I will wait right here. And if you see things that can’t possibly exist, just tell yourself that they are ridiculous and they probably won’t EAT YOUR FUCKING HEART!” The last, shouted mere inches from her face, his patience exhausted after the dreadful scenes he had borne witness to. That did the trick, she scurried off towards the main reception doors. Kurt thought for a moment about calling her back, but the lives of the hundreds of children took precedence over one holier than thou jobsworth.
“Now, if you could take your car and park it lengthways across the exit, two cars would have been better, but it will have to do for now. I will use my car to block it with you shortly,” Kurt advised and the young teacher moved off towards her car. 
Kurt was reassured to see the first vehicles begin the awkward manoeuvre of blocking the brick gateway, the drivers concentrating on the task. A grinding noise of metal on metal signalled they were packed in tight, and the teachers climbed out as best they could. The third vehicle started in the carpark, the noise of the diesel engine turning over, reaching Kurt. A thud, followed by a yell from behind, caught his attention and he swung round. The girl that Sarah and the man had helped collapsed from the bench and lay face down on the tarmac. The nurse went to her immediately to check if she had fainted, gently slapping her cheek as she tried to bring her round. Unsuccessful, she then laid her own cheek to the open mouth of the girl, listening for breath. A look of alarm came over her, and she put two fingers onto the wrist of the undamaged hand, checking for a pulse. There was nothing. Sarah was stood over them wanting to help, but knowing that the professional was doing everything she could. Kurt came at a run, drew alongside her, and saw she was feeling the same helplessness that he had suffered repeatedly today. 
The nurse tilted the girl’s head back to open the airway, pressed her mouth to the lips, and blew two puffs into her lungs. Clasping her hands and laying them on the child’s chest, she then began compressions.
“One, two, three, four, five…,” she whispered quietly, all the way to fifteen, pumping expertly on the young pupil’s ribcage. Leaning down, she gave two more breaths. Instead of coming up to compress the chest, she kept her mouth on the girl, almost as if she was giving a lovers kiss. Her body started to vibrate and her hands started clawing where their mouths were linked. Sarah saw the open eyes of the girl, a fraction of a second before the nurse’s body sprung bolt upright as if electrified. Her lips had been torn off completely, the mouth now a dreadful rictus of bloodied teeth and gristle. The students and teachers alike began screaming. Sarah had her hand to her mouth, a look of pure terror on her face. Kurt noticed that the heads of the other injured children had all either fallen onto their chests or leaned backwards at a painful angle from their neck. The girl on the ground was chewing the red contents in her mouth as she began rising. The bodies of the children on the bench began moving, their eyes opening. They looked around and stood up, hungry with inhuman needs. The nurse was clutching at her torn face, the pain so great she didn’t have time to escape before they all fell on her, tearing and biting.
All hell broke loose. Many of the school children and teachers had started running or climbing the fence to get away. Some climbed the two cars blocking the entrance and slid over the wet metalwork. More had begun running towards the exit where the teacher had almost sealed the gate, unaware of the events happening behind her. 
“Wait! WAIT!” Kurt yelled, but it was no good. Panic had seized the crowd and they were fleeing. Kurt desperately tried to grab people as they rushed past, trying to calm them, only to have them pull free or attack him when they couldn’t break free of his grip. One young boy, no older than twelve, swung a small fist which connected with his cheek, bringing a sting of pain. Kurt let go, and the child ran away, never looking back. Kurt stood there with mayhem all around, bewildered and lost. He felt a soft tug at his arm and he turned and looked at Sarah, tears running freely once again.
“Come on honey, we have to go now,” Sarah said soothingly, leading him towards their vehicles, away from the wet, ripping sounds. Like a toddler, he followed, momentarily closed to the outside world. Sam took his other arm and together they walked Kurt to his van, people still bolting past them.
The teacher, who had been trying to park over the entrance, had moved her car and was standing by the side of it looking around, unsure of what to do. Sarah stood Kurt at the side of his van, by the driver’s door. 
“Just go, get out of here!” she shouted at her, as movement at the school doors then caught her attention. 
Two torn children had emerged, skin and flesh in tatters, closely followed by the vice principal, who had run into them at her office further inside the building. Her glasses had been lost, as well as most of the flesh of her breasts, neck, and upper arms. They saw two students go running by and their fellow, undead pupils gave slow chase. The kids skirted the far corner of the school building in a flail of arms and legs, and were gone. The vice principal had not followed and instead, begun to close the gap between the family, her arms raised, gurgled moans escaping her ripped throat.
Sarah looked at her husband, took his face in her hands, “Sweetie, we have to go now, I need you to get in the van and follow us home.” 
Eyes still glazed, Kurt didn’t seem to register her request. No sign that he had heard or was going to act on it presented itself, and Sarah was all too aware of how soon the loathsome creature would be on them. Feeling guilty, she drew her hand back and delivered a stinging slap to his cheek, causing his head to rock. Life flashed back into his eyes and Kurt bared his teeth in anger at the pain, ready to strike out. Seeing his wife and son looking terrified galvanised him, he saw the riven vice principal through the side window as she reached the van. She was only eight feet away now. Kurt reached down for the hammer in his belt. It was missing! Where had it gone, he looked frantically on the ground. She was six feet away and still, no hammer. Sam passed him the table leg. Now five feet away, turning to kill the abomination, Kurt was amazed to see an elderly woman wielding his hammer. She took a pace forward and crushed the skull in, the body then dropping at their feet. Braiden stepped into view and swung another blow, ensuring the job was done. The mulch that was left of the head caused Sarah to gag, and she leant on the van for support trying to breathe through it, the bloody injuries she had witnessed all coming to a head.
It was Kurt’s turn to help Sarah now. He led her to the Kia and unlocked it, helped her get in while her legs still felt like jelly. Braiden and Sam jumped in the back and the elderly woman introduced herself.
“I am Mrs Blume, I teach Sam maths. I remember you from parents evening,” she informed him. 
His mind clicked, “Of course!” he said, shaking her hand. “Thank you for the help back there, you have a mean swing.”
She chuckled, “Even one of advanced years may still have a trick up her sleeve.”
“Do you live locally?” Kurt asked, seeing the killers of the school nurse over her shoulder as they came toward them.
“Oh heavens no, I live in Portsmouth. I catch the train down every day.” 
Kurt groaned, vivid flashbacks to the cemetery gates playing on the screen of his mind. “Is your husband there?” he asked, dreading the answer.
“No, Albert died several years ago of cancer. I live alone now,” she replied, a look of sorrow passing over her face at the mention of her late husband.
“How about your children?” 
“I’m afraid we weren’t blessed with children. It is probably why I started teaching,” she answered with a wistful smile on her lips. 
“Ok, would you like to come with us? You can’t stay here, it’s dangerous.” Kurt couldn’t think of another way to keep her safe. His debt to the brave woman was impossible to repay, Sam had told him of her classroom heroics.
“Yes, I think that you are right,” she said looking down at her hammer work. “I would be delighted to, as long as it is not an inconvenience.”
Kurt breathed a sigh of relief, led her round to the passenger door and helped her in. Introductions were swift.
“Sarah, you follow me. If anything tries to stop us the van will be stronger than the car. Stay close!” Looking at the boys in the back, “You did good, real good lads. Braiden, Sarah will drop you at your house on the way through the estate.”
“Ok, thanks,” he responded, still refusing to meet their gaze.
“I love you both so much, remember stay close.”
Kurt hurried to his van, climbed in and started the engine. Backing up, he turned and passed around the car with his family inside, looks passing between them before they were gone, appearing now in his side mirror. Sarah followed instantly. At the exit, stopping briefly to check for traffic or other… blockages, he couldn’t help but look in the rear view mirror. The school building was ominous now, a place of the dead, where once it had bustled with youthful vigour. He shook his head to clear it, and then made a lightening quick decision to take the fastest route, passing the church. Time was of the essence and things were going bad at an alarming rate. They pulled onto the main road in convoy, ready to make the journey home. 
Kurt found that his senses were sharp, as if the whole situation had triggered a deep, long forgotten instinct within him. Was this how cavemen felt, danger present every second of every day, one wrong decision meaning death? He smiled to himself, the image of him with a large wooden club on his shoulder, and his wife and son carefully tending their cave home like something out of the Flintstones. He looked in his mirror, glad to see they were right behind him.
The previous catatonic episode was almost entirely forgotten now, except for the heat on his cheek.  He put his hand to the spot and still felt soreness. Smiling again at the thought of his wonderful wife hitting him to bring him round, he resolved to never let his fear beat him again. It had very nearly cost the lives of those he loved, had it not been for the quick action of Sarah… he let the thought trail off, smile gone and angry with himself. Stupid! Stupid!
The landscape passed. Tree branches swaying in the wind, the rainfall stuck to the leaves cascading in heavy spatters onto the windscreen. He passed a lot of the students who had fled the school, walking in small groups or on their own. The temptation to stop was nearly overwhelming, conflicting emotions were racing through his mind. Love won the day, love for his family and the need to protect them. He hardened, met his eyes in the mirror, “You can’t save everyone, you are not superman,” he said to his reflection, which gave away nothing. It had an excellent poker face. 
The vehicles approached the Warblington train crossing that many students used to get to school from the surrounding areas. The amber warning lights started flashing, an indication that a train had triggered a sensor on the line and was approaching fast. Kurt had no intention of stopping at the barriers and wasting precious minutes, instead he accelerated. Looking in the mirror, he was reassured to see Sarah had matched his speed, understanding without needing to communicate. The descending arms of the gates had not begun to lower yet, amber was a warning and gave a brief window for pedestrians to get clear, it could only be a second or two before they did. They were thirty metres away and Kurt noticed the activity on the approach ramp. Several people, some students, some adults, who had been attempting to catch the train for whatever reason, had begun to stream out on to the path and road, fleeing. It didn’t take a genius to work out what they raced away from. The gates began to lower, the amber light now changing to the flashing red of danger. You’re telling me, Kurt thought to himself humourlessly.
One elderly woman clutched at her face, blood visible through the fingers. The people in the road left very little room to get through. He would hit someone if they didn’t move. He slowed down, the barriers lowering inch by inch, horn blaring. They didn’t seem to pay any attention to the noise, putting distance between themselves and whatever was occurring on the platforms was their only concern. 
Kurt was only vaguely aware that he had begun to accelerate again.  The barriers were lower than the top of his van now, an impact was inevitable. He braced himself and almost in slow motion, he reached the barrier. A man was mid-flight across the road, their eyes met and Kurt knew he was going to run him over. Momentum, and no small amount of luck, carried the man past the front wing of the van, but not quite enough. His trailing foot was caught, which caused him to spin and hit the ground. Kurt was at the barriers and hit them with the cab, just above the windscreen. Feeling the collision vibrate through the body of the van, it was accompanied by a terrific rending of metal on metal. The prop on the barrier split, causing the barrier arm to fall back into the upright position with the counterweight. Kurt was unfortunate enough to see a struggling group of people fall onto the tracks from the nearest platform, an outstretched arm hitting the electrified rail causing a blinding flash. Aghast, he found himself thinking how the electrocution was a mercy compared to what would have happened. A split second later, he hit the barrier on the other side of the track, bursting through. The barrier split on the long arm and went clattering against a garden wall. Looking back, Sarah had not slowed and was clear of the railway line. He caught a glimpse of the man he had hit and was heartened to see him stand up, before he fled once more. 
Realising that he had been holding his breath, it exploded from his lungs. Inhaling deeply, Kurt tried to steady the shaking in his body. The sheer amount of adrenaline that had been fuelling him for the past hour now left him drained. Their vehicles passed cars that were going far too fast for the conditions. Rounding one corner they saw the wreckage of a Ford that had ploughed straight through the hedge of the property, coming to rest against the brick porch. The bonnet was crumpled, steam issuing in a vast cloud from the split engine. Several people had surrounded the vehicle, but they were not helping the injured occupants…
More of the undead were milling around as they proceeded on the trek home. Any in the road, Kurt veered around, with Sarah expertly following his line. Some of the bodies had been hit and crushed by other cars.  One was crawling and reached out towards the van, disappearing beneath the wheels as Kurt ran it over with a yell of pure hatred. It felt good to strike back, even in such small a way. Approaching the church, he was amazed to see the graveyard empty. No-one was in or around the grounds, living or dead. The heavy church doors were firmly closed, when normally they would be open and welcoming, promising salvation and forgiveness. It passed in a blur and was forgotten.
They turned onto Horndean road, a long, straight stretch that led to the turn for their estate. Kurt was glad to see nothing out of the ordinary so he took the opportunity to relax a little. Coasting along, his family safe behind him, he began to plan. He couldn’t help but wonder at the complete lack of emergency service response. He hadn’t seen a single police car, ambulance, or fire engine since the whole world went insane. As if he had summoned it, a flash of blue lights in his mirror caught his attention. The police car overtook them at over seventy miles an hour, leaving them in its wake. It continued on towards a rise that led to Rowlands village and was gone. His mind returned to the plan, what to do when they get home? They had food and they had water, at least for now. All of the doors on the house, both front and back, as well as the patio doors, were glazed. They wouldn’t keep them safe.  A few good hits and the glass would shatter, opening the house to anything that wanted entry. Think damn it, think!
He reached the right turn for Spencer’s Estate. Swinging into it, he was more cautious. There were many places that gave shelter from view, bushes, alleyways, and parked cars on either side of the road. He approached the row of houses that Braiden lived in and came to a stop. Climbing out, he walked towards the car as Braiden opened his door, watchful for movement.
“Thanks,” Braiden muttered, still not looking at Kurt or Sarah, who had opened her window and was leaning out to watch him go. She was still angry with him, Kurt could tell, her look told him as much. Braiden started to run down the pathway that separated the blocks of terraced houses, with his being the third house. The grass was overgrown, an old sofa sat rotting in the garden and litter and general waste was strewn everywhere. The curtains were drawn, covered in filth and stains from a lack of cleaning. 
“Be safe.  Keep your doors locked tight,” Kurt called, receiving no response from Braiden. He sighed, looked at Sarah, and said nothing.
She shut her window as he climbed back into the van. They carried on to the top of the housing estate, turning into the small cul-de-sac that held their home. They pulled up at the front, Kurt swinging the van around, facing the rear doors of his vehicle at the front door of their home. He backed up, mounted the kerb and crossed his grass, coming to a stop two metres from the door. Their home was two floors plus the attic. The lounge, dining room, kitchen, utility room and small storeroom were on the ground floor, with four bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs.
Sarah, Sam, and Mrs. Blume vacated the car and made their way to him.  He had already opened the front door, ready for them to take the contents of the van inside. Looking up and down the row of houses, Kurt saw an absence of his neighbours’ cars, a bad sign.
“Sam, quickly go and knock the doors of Matt and Jill, Chris and the others. Warn them, and if you see anything, yell a warning and head straight back!” His son moved off without hesitation. “Be careful,” Kurt called out, hating the idea of Sam being out of sight.
“Will do Dad,” Sam shouted back without turning.
Opening the doors on the van, Kurt started to move everything into the house. “Grab what you can, bring it straight upstairs,” he called as he lifted several bags of food. Stepping over the threshold, he was in the hallway with magnolia coloured walls, pine laminate floors, and white artex ceiling. The familiar surroundings were a balm to Kurt’s frayed nerves. He hurried down the hallway and climbed the staircase, the bags of food rubbing the walls with a rustle.
“You had time to go shopping?” Sarah yelled from the front door. “I hope you picked up some washing powder or we will never get this blood out.” 
He laughed at that, put the bags down in the front bedroom and looked through the windows. He could see Sam at the end house. A family had just moved in, they hadn’t yet had time to introduce themselves. A quick wave in passing had been their only contact so far. Sam was unsuccessful, a look of disappointment on his face as he backed away, before turning and going to the next house. Kurt’s heart ached. 
He thought of
how much he loved this kid. He was such a good boy, never causing his parents any trouble, always polite and hard working. Kurt startled as Sarah came into the room and broke his train of thought.
“Why on earth are we putting the food in here? It’s a bedroom, normally used for sleeping.” 
He looked at her and made his way back to the stairs, stepping aside for the old teacher who was nearing the top. 
“I know that, silly arse,” he replied, smiling. “But we are not staying downstairs.”
She gave him a confused look, shook her head, and shrugged. “Ok,” she said, directing Mrs Blume into the bedroom. 
They carried on, taking everything out from the work van. Tools, pipe, fittings and timber filled the front bedroom. Meanwhile, Sam had returned from his errand.
“No-one is in. I tried them all.  They will get back later, I expect.” He looked ashen, knowing deep down that it was unlikely he would ever see them again.
“Thanks for trying mate, now help us to get this stuff in. Take it into your room.” Kurt nodded at the van and gave his son’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. Five minutes later, the van stood empty. Closing the doors, Kurt explained what he planned to do.
“Close and lock the door when you go in. I am going to move the van round the back and use it to block the patio door. The car will block the front door. Where are the keys honey?” He reached his hand out to Sarah, who was stood in the doorway with Mrs Blume and Sam behind her. 
“I’ll do the car, it will be quicker.” She stepped down, taking the keys out from her jean pocket. “What did you have in mind?”
Knowing it was pointless to argue and aware that they needed to work as a team, Kurt answered, “Back straight into the door, the car will hit the brickwork and stop anything getting past. Do it carefully, but don’t stop until you feel contact. Then lock up and come round the back to me, we will leave the back door free and I will block it up from inside when we are safe,” he detailed the plan. 
“Come Sam, let’s lock the front door.” Mrs Blume was proving a valuable asset. “We will see you both in a moment.” She gave a curt nod and closed the door. Kurt heard the key turn and the latch engage. 
Kurt jumped in the van and slammed the door. Starting the engine, he dropped the clutch. The van wheels spun, chewing grass before finding purchase and taking him back into the road. In his side mirror he watched the car begin its manoeuvre, Sarah backed it over the kerb expertly and reversed towards the door. He turned the corner and headed down the rear access road that separated the rows of houses. The individual garbage bins for each house were placed outside the wooden gates that gave access to the rear gardens. Turning the wheel, he aimed the back of the van at the fence. Gunning it, he shot backwards. In a splintering of wood, he hammered straight through the fence and gate, the two tonnes of metal winning the uneven battle. Garden chairs went flying as he drove over the patio, slowing down as he neared the double glass doors. Realising he was slightly off on the approach, he moved forward and repositioned, squashing the final garden chair that had escaped the first run. 
He opened the driver’s window, leaned out to get a better view, and blocked the doors with a sudden jolt as the van hit the wall. He looked out of both side mirrors, satisfied that the van covered the whole entrance door of the home. He locked it and walked out to the access road, stepping over broken fencing and chairs, looking for Sarah.
 



Chapter 9
Braiden walked up to his front door and hesitated. He listened intently, hearing the television, his heart sank. Dad obviously hadn’t gone to work today, then again that wasn’t a surprise; he seemed to be going less and less these days. The problem was that when he was home, he drank and smoked cannabis, which made his mood swings so volatile. One minute he would be all jovial and the next smashing the place up, breaking anything he could lay his hands on. Braiden had already lost his Playstation and television to a particularly bad episode. A cup of tea that he had made for his Dad was too hot and burned his mouth when he took a gulp. It didn’t matter that he should have sipped it first to check, the alcohol and drugs he had taken left him no ability to act reasonably. He had thrown the cup of boiling tea at Braiden and missed, which only made him more furious. His father had then chased him upstairs and beat him with his belt as Braiden cowered on the bed. When Lennie had grown tired of this, he took the game console and television and threw it through the bedroom window, smashing it. The council had replaced the window, but had refused to do any more repairs. The constant damage was causing an unacceptable burden on the local rate payers. This had caused another beating.
Braiden stood there, shifting from foot to foot, unsure what to do. He wished his mum hadn’t left two years ago, he was better when she had been around. He didn’t blame her though. She had taken most of the physical stuff from Lennie Sullivan when Braiden was a young child. As he grew older, the knowledge that this was not normal behaviour became more obvious to him. He found himself watching other families, how they laughed and hugged. They talked to each other without screaming and shouting. Confusion grew into jealousy, jealousy into anger, anger into lashing out at people. He wasn’t stupid, despite what his dad told him every day. He understood that he was becoming the one person who he hated above all others, and it scared him. Finally, he plucked up the courage to knock on the door. He carefully tucked the table leg in the high grass and rapped on the glass with his knuckles.
“For fuck sake!” came a yell from indoors. Braiden shrank a little inside, his stomach clenching. He could tell that his dad was in a foul mood by his tone. Through the glass he heard the lounge door slam open, rebounding from the wall, which was already gouged from Dad’s previous tempers. The shadowy figure of his dad stormed down the hallway, visible through the glass. He took a cautious step backwards. The door was pulled open aggressively, the man leaning out ready to chase off any door to door salesman. Blinking in surprise, he looked down as his son stood there.
“What the fuck are you doing here? You’re supposed to be at school!” Lennie bellowed with a can of super strength lager held in one hand, the other holding onto the door for support. The way he swayed, it was clear he had been at it for a while. The fragrance of burnt cannabis wafted from the door. Trying to step past, Braiden had to crouch a little to get under his large, hairy arm. 
“Oy, I’m talking to you!” The front door slammed and Braiden turned to speak.
“They sent me home Dad, the school had a… fire,” Braiden explained, knowing the truth would be dangerous.
“You lying little shit! You’re bunking off aren’t you?” Lennie started swaying menacingly down the hallway. His balance was off from the weed and alcohol.
“No, honest Dad! If I was bunking, I wouldn’t have come home would I? I’d be down at the park.” Braiden desperately tried to convince him of the truth, knowing it was probably pointless.
The suddenness of his father’s backhanded slap caused him to fall backwards. If it hadn’t been for the filthy carpet, he could have cracked his head open on the concrete underneath. As it was, his head blazed with pain and he quickly jumped up, clinging onto the newel post of their staircase. Leaping up the stairs, two steps at a time and crying with pain and anger, he heard his dad call after him.
“Get down here you little bastard! You’re an ungrateful little shit. No wonder your mum walked out, that fucking whore!” 
Braiden fell onto his bed, and waited for the sound of the footsteps to come thundering as his father came to finish what he had started. None came, only a muffled, “Whore,” as his dad got lost in melancholy thoughts of his ex-wife. This was then followed by the sound of him slumping back into his favourite chair. Braiden sat up on the bed. Feeling his face, he noticed the coppery taste of blood in his mouth and he gingerly felt around with his tongue. Finding a tear on the inside of his cheek, he put his finger to the wound and it came out red. Laying his head on his pillows he cried, turning his face and screaming into the fabric. Only pussies cried, he thought to himself. Anger flared deep inside him, stopping the tears. He looked around at his room. The wallpaper was peeling and torn. Black mould grew on the corners of the ceiling because Dad would never allow the heating to be put on. It smelled bad. The bed sheets hadn’t been cleaned for many months, nor had the curtains. The only piece of furniture in the room was an old chest of drawers; two were missing their fronts, displaying the sparse contents. A couple of t-shirts and a pair of torn jeans were in one, a few pairs of socks and pants in the other. He had to clean them in the bathroom sink as the washing machine had broken months ago. Shame flushed through him as he remembered having to steal soap from the bathrooms at school to wash them with. A feeling of desolation engulfed him, in a way the horror he had seen seemed welcome. It would all be over soon, a bit of pain and then nothing. No more beatings, no more loneliness, no more hatred, he smiled to himself.
Almost in a trance, he stood and left his room and walked down into the kitchen. Opening the drawer under the kitchen sink, he rooted around and drew out a large carving knife. He stared at it, felt the weight and ran his finger down the sharp blade. Touching the point and pressing hard, he took it away but the indent remained. It fascinated Braiden. A loud barking laugh echoed from the lounge where his father sat. Braiden moved without thinking. Clutching the knife to his side, he walked to the lounge door and stood there, staring. The back of his dad’s head bobbed and moved, visible over the back of the chair that faced their only television. Clenching and unclenching the knife in his hand, his fingers turning white with the pressure. Braiden took a step forward.
Braiden’s mind turned to Sam and his family, causing him to pause. He felt sick with guilt at what he had been doing, the way he tormented Sam for being lucky enough to have a mum and dad that cared. All the words, all the small acts of bullying and violence returned to haunt his memory. The feeling of helping Sam had been strange, it had felt… good. The image of Mr Taylor leaning in and telling them they had done well stuck with him. He had never been complimented like that before. It filled him with a warm glow, a small ember of happiness in a heart that had been all but crushed with criticism and undeserved blame. A crazy idea blossomed in his mind.
Braiden turned away, fearful now that he would be discovered.  He made it clear of the lounge, walking through the kitchen and into the hallway. He opened the front door, careful to lift the latch slowly to minimise the noise. He swung the door open and stepped out. Pulling the door closed, he hesitated. He looked at the door for long seconds, torn and conflicted. In the end, he left it ajar with the latch not engaged, forgetting the table leg and walking away. A gust of wind pushed the door open further, the shadowed sliver of hallway an invitation.
 



Chapter 10
Kurt reached the broken fence and looked around the corner for Sarah. He heard noise from behind and turned to see Sam open the back door, looking out with concern. 
“Sam, come and start getting the stuff from the shed. Get the ladders first.” 
A lot of Kurt’s equipment, as well as other wood and useful materials, were in the shed. Sam rushed over and grabbed the aluminium extension ladder. He hurried back to the house.
“Just put it inside the door for now mate. We will take it upstairs when the doors are locked.” 
Sam turned his head and nodded, then carried on with the task. Kurt looked around and was happy to see Sarah turn the corner, relief visible in her face. Kurt waved a greeting and left the corner, taking hold of the other set of stepladders. He started to carry them towards the open door as Sam stepped out, followed by Mrs Blume. 
When Sarah reached the first gate, it didn’t even register to her that it stood open. She couldn’t know that it had been closed only a minute before. Movement in her peripheral vision caused her to jump. A fat corpse came lumbering out through the gate that he had leaned on and broken. It was in remarkably good condition, only a single, bloodied mark on the arm giving a hint to the true nature of what he was. Looking down, a new wave of horror hit her.  A leash was still tied to the wrist. A bloodied carcass, unrecognisable now but once a dog, dragged behind him leaving a bloody trail. She imagined the scene; the poor animal had been trapped, desperately trying to get away, but was tethered to its killer. A fury blazed through her. She kicked as hard as she could between the man’s legs, feeling bone crunch. Her kick had no visible effect, and the fury abated instantly as he fell on her, terror replacing the rage. 
“KURT!” Sarah screamed as she held the face at bay, teeth snapping shut, narrowly missing her face. The eyes were glazed and unmistakably dead, a milky film had already started to form. The mouth dripped saliva onto her face, which caused her to try and turn away from the vile liquid. This distraction only helped the zombie in its desire to consume her.
Kurt had heard the scream. Dropping the ladder in a clatter, he sprinted round the corner. He beat himself up in his mind, why the hell hadn’t he just waited those extra seconds for her? He saw Sarah, mounted by a figure who was trying to bite at her. The newly turned monstrosity’s sheer bulk was causing her to weaken. It would only be one more try before he overwhelmed her slender arms and fastened onto her face. NO, NO, NO! Kurt screamed in his mind. Realising that he could never cover the distance in time, his heart nearly stopped there and then. Life would be empty, pointless without his rock. Madness threatened as he watched his wife in her final moments.
Another scream broke the afternoon air. Braiden had burst from the corner and charged at the zombie. Swinging the knife sideways in an arc, the blade entered the side of its head, penetrated to the hilt, the point breaking through on the other side. The sheer, visceral hatred that powered the blow lifted the zombie clear from Sarah. The monster fell, rolling sideways in a heap with his faithful pet by his side. Braiden stood there panting. His hand was numb from hitting the skull, so he opened and closed the fingers, trying to get the feeling back.
Kurt couldn’t believe it. He fell to his knees mid sprint, skinning them on the concrete as he skidded the last few feet to his wife. Sarah was exhausted. The fight had taken everything from her. Her eyes had a look of shock and distance. It was probably the same expression he had worn when he had zoned out and retreated within himself for a while. He smothered her with kisses, hugged her close, and kissed her some more. Sam and Mrs Blume arrived.
“Mum!?” asked Sam uncertainly, the dead figure to the left unmoving. “Did she… I mean, was she…” Tears welled up in his eyes.
“No, no, she’s fine. He didn’t bite her,” Kurt declared, looking up at Braiden, who was looking at the ground once again. “Braiden saved her.” 
They helped Sarah to her feet. She was weak but walked with little aid. Kurt turned to Braiden and embraced him.
“Thank you son, thank you.” Kurt hugged him tight, felt him tense and go rigid. Letting go and giving him space, he continued, “You saved her life. I can never repay you for that.” They just stood there and long seconds passed before Braiden responded.
“Please may I come in with you? None of my family is home,” Braiden asked quietly.
“You are more than welcome to come with us until they get home. They can join us later. We are just getting stuff in from the shed.” 
“Yeah, later,” he whispered.
Into the garden they walked. Sarah got to the back door and stepped in, supported by Sam and the old teacher. It was the only door they couldn’t block due to the lack of a vehicle. Kurt would create a barricade inside to keep them safe.
“Look after her, we’ve got this,” Kurt shouted. “In here mate, grab everything and just throw it inside the back door.” Braiden followed obediently. 
Keeping their eyes on the fence line, the rest of the unloading went without incident. A few faint shouts and screams carried on the wind. They entered the house, Braiden heading into the kitchen where the rest were seated and tending to Sarah. Kurt looked out into the grey afternoon, feeling a little more secure but still tense and fearful. After locking the door and joining his family, he thought, this nightmare is just beginning.
 



Chapter 11
Lennie sat in his chair, festering with anger. He stared at the TV but wasn’t really watching, he was contemplating going upstairs and punishing Braiden properly. The ungrateful little bastard, he thought to himself, he was the cause of all Lennie’s problems. Ever since he was born, Julia had gotten mouthier and wouldn’t do as she was told. When he hit the brat as a baby, she had actually shouted at him! Talk about a liberty. He had punished her properly for that. The visit to the hospital served as a lesson to her. It had worked for a while, however her sassy mouth had returned. 
Lennie squeezed the empty lager can and threw it at the TV. The remaining dregs splashed onto the screen, running down in bubbling streams. 
“FOR FUCK SAKE!” he yelled. He nearly got up and smashed the television in rage, but the knowledge that he would have nothing to watch, and no way to get another was the only thing staying his hand. Braiden was going to get it, Lennie decided, his mind filling with images of pleasurable brutality. Braiden had caused this bad mood by bunking off school. Aware of how drunk he was, he decided to have a joint before he tried to climb the stairs. It always served to steady him, and he wanted to be steady, he thought to himself while unconsciously fingering the heavy leather belt on his trousers. He took out his makings and laid tobacco into a large cigarette paper. Placing some leaf into his grinder, he crushed it and laid the cannabis over the whole length, before licking and rolling it. Twisting the end into a tip and reaching for the lighter, he ignited it, held the flame to the joint and drew deeply. The fragrant smoke entered his lungs and he blew it out in rings, watching as they ascended towards the ceiling. Lennie recalled the morning that Julia, the fucking bitch, had left.
He found her packing bags for herself and Braiden. The look of shock and fear when she spun to find him home from work early made him feel powerful once again. The idea that he could lose two pieces of his property was impossible. His twisted mind conjured a plan and Julia could sense something was very wrong. Where normally his face would redden and herald the coming pain, only a snide grin appeared and turned up the edges of his mouth in a sneer. He reached into his shirt for the chain that carried the key to his shotgun cabinet and then turned and walked away. The only reason he still had his gun licence was the fear that the name Sullivan instilled in people. No one ever went to the police and, even if they did, he and his brothers would convince them of the common sense and safety in dropping the charges. 
Julia was now frantic, grabbing what she already had, ignoring the rest. She ran down the stairs and sped for the front door, twisting the latch. Nothing happened! She tried it again and pulled with all her might.
“I’ve dead bolted it,” Lennie said calmly, inserting the second cartridge and snapping the shotgun closed. 
Julia turned to face him, all hope now gone, she was dead. Lennie would never let her or Braiden go. 
“Lennie put the gun down,” she said as she held her hands out pleadingly. He had the gun levelled at her chest and she knew that a single squeeze would be her end.
Unknown to her, Lennie’s mind was working overtime. He didn’t have an issue with killing the bitch.  She deserved it for how she had treated him. But on the other hand, he thrived on fear and doling out violence to those closest to him. It gave him a rush. If he was in prison for murder, he would have no power over anyone. Smashing strangers up didn’t feel the same, there was no personal attachment to it. The looks of physical pain were nothing compared to the look of betrayal and confusion in the eyes of loved ones as he attacked them. A thought came to him and he smiled, a wolf’s grin, utterly without pity or emotion.
“Here,” he said, as he took a key out of his pocket and threw it at her. She flinched, but caught it. Julia looked at it, then at Lennie. Confusion ensued, she knew this was a ruse and braced herself for the blast of the dark barrels.
“Go on, fuck off, but you are not taking Braiden. If you go and get him from school, I will track you down and kill you both slowly, not humanely with this.” He nodded down at the double barrelled shotgun. “Braiden stays with me.” 
Conflicted and unsure, Julia turned and unlocked the dead bolt, expecting the noise and the sudden agonising pain of lead buckshot in her spine. She held her breath and opened the door, and then she turned and faced him. She was desperate to beg Lennie to allow their son to come with her.  However, knowing he carried out his threats, she did not ask. She had been with him for long enough to know his links to the underworld and how far it reached. 
“He’s mine. I may just come and pay you a visit soon anyway, for old time’s sake,” he said, as he smiled at her with dead eyes. It was even more terrifying than the rages. 
Julia stepped back across the threshold, then down the path, and out of his life. He shivered with anticipation of her constant fear for their child and his threat. She wouldn’t have a moment’s peace. He had a lingering doubt, just a little one, and instead of waiting, he left the house and drove to the school. She didn’t show. Collecting Braiden at the end of the day, he fabricated a story about an argument, lying that his mother had blamed them both for leaving. Braiden had cried until the threat of a fist shut him up. They went home in silence. She had not attempted to make any contact. His threat had worked, almost too well, Lennie thought. He hadn’t planned on her not actually trying to secretly get in touch, either through a friend or the school itself. It infuriated him, so Braiden suffered. He made inquiries with some of his contacts, but heard nothing. It was as if she had disappeared from the face of the Earth. In Lennie’s increasingly drug addled mind, she had betrayed them and ran off for a better life. The memory of his threat at gunpoint and her forced exit fading into nothingness. His mood had spiralled down as the false memory took hold. Lennie had become increasingly volatile and cruel over the ensuing years. 
“FUCKING WHORE!” he yelled at the empty room. The drugs and alcohol were taking their toll. His vision was blurry with chemically induced waves. He didn’t hear the faint creak of the front door opening fully on its hinges, or the way the air chilled with the entry of the cold wind from the grey day outside. Only his hatred and the ever shortening joint had his attention. The shrinking cigarette was like a fuse burning, counting down the seconds for the explosion that was coming. Taking another puff, he felt the sensation of teeth clamp on his shoulder at the point where it meets the neck. Blinding pain tore through him as flesh and veins were ripped free. Dropping the joint and jumping to his feet, he twirled around and saw a woman chewing. His neck sprayed blood, but the cannabis and alcohol served as an anaesthetic, the pain now dull and on the periphery of his thought. 
“Oh really?” he asked the zombie, as he reached into his shirt for the chain that hung there. In his warped state of mind, never rational and now even less so, the question of why a stranger was in his house biting him, was not really registering. All he knew was that someone had taken a liberty and hurt him. She was good looking though, short brown hair complimenting a thin, pretty face. A real shame, he thought to himself as he walked past, not noticing her bloodied and torn back and buttocks where she had been pinned down and eaten.
Opening the hallway storage cupboard and leaning in, Lennie had trouble inserting the key into the lock, the blood loss and inebriation making him unsteady. Finally, it went in and turned. He opened the long, metal door and exposed the loaded shotgun. If any inspector had come and found it like this, he would have been in trouble. Not that they would dare, he thought to himself; they knew who he was. He hefted it out and raised it. The pretty woman had followed from the lounge, her mouth dripping his blood on the dirty carpet.
“Sorry love, no one mugs me off in my own house.” He fired both barrels. The short distance didn’t allow the shot to spread properly. A golf ball size hole appeared, accompanied by an exit wound the size of a fist. Flesh, bone, and blood sprayed the kitchen floor and walls. The blast had lifted her and flung her back onto her own gore. Reaching for more cartridges, he reloaded. The murderous rage that had been growing for nearly forty years was finally overtaking him. He didn’t even look toward the kitchen. Otherwise, he might have had the presence of mind to wonder why the pretty woman was sitting up with a hole in her chest.
Lennie stepped outside the front door, and saw several other people in the nearby gardens. Ready to kill again, he lifted the shotgun, but he couldn’t raise it to his chest. At an angle barely above the grass he fired, wondering where his strength had gone. The blood had nearly stopped flowing, merely weakly running down his clothing now. He fell to his knees, shotgun dropping to the ground.
“Fucking mugs!” he mumbled at the approaching figures, before falling face down. He smelled the grass, felt the soft blades against his cheek, then felt other sensations, not quite as pleasant.
 



Chapter 12
“I’ll put the kettle on and make a cup of tea,” Mrs Blume offered.
Kurt had really taken to the old girl. He sat in a chair facing Sarah, Sam was leaning over his shoulder, as they wiped her face clean. She was coming around, the colour had returned to her cheeks and her eyes were focusing on people. 
“That’s it, you’re ok now. We are safe.” He realised what a ridiculous statement that was in their situation, and didn’t repeat it. 
The kettle clicked and the first faint rumble of heating water began; a sound so normal that it seemed out of place. 
Kurt stood and said, “Sam, sit with Mum for a minute. I want to check something.” Sam obliged. Mrs. Blume sat down as well and picked up Sarah’s hand, gently rubbing the top of it comfortingly.
Kurt headed into their lounge. Very little natural light was illuminating the room because of the van covering the patio doors. He was satisfied with the lack of visibility and turned on the light switch. Overhead, the ceiling bulbs bloomed into life and he went to the TV and turned it on. The screen came on, an old episode of ‘Only Fools and Horses’ showing on the channel. Braiden had followed him into the room and stood there looking at the screen, still not ready to talk.
“I’m just checking the news. Let’s see what is being done to sort this problem out,” Kurt explained, switching to Sky News. Braiden nodded.
The picture changed to an impeccably dressed, male newsreader who, via satellite connection, was addressing an individual identified as Doctor Harold Keener, a scientist. 
‘We are lucky to have Dr Keener on with us. He is a specialist from the Daresford Institute in Petersfield, West Sussex, a Government science centre researching particle physics and other important technology. Dr Keener, could you give us some details of what you have found in relation to these catastrophic events?’
Dr Keener nodded and began, ‘Thank you Peter. At approximately 10:35 this morning, we were working with the staff at the European Organisation for Nuclear Research, the site of the Hadron Collider, to continue our research into the Higgs Bosun, a theoretical particle that would further our understanding of space and time.’ 
The anchor nodded sagely, despite being clueless. Dr Keener continued, ‘The test was carried out successfully, but initial readings identified that an unknown pulse of energy had occurred. For some reason, this pulse has caused people to begin reacting in a violent manner towards other people, even loved ones.’
People? Kurt thought. They aren’t bloody people, he wanted to shout.
               ‘Doctor, can you give us some insight into how this energy has caused the behaviour that is now being reported worldwide?’ 
‘Well, as you know, the human brain is largely unknown. New breakthroughs in our understanding are being made all the time. At present, we do not have an answer to what has triggered this. Our instruments have been trying to decipher the cause of the anomaly and we hope to find an answer soon. I can assure you all; our best minds are working on it.’
‘Doctor, can you tell us if you have found any biological change in the people that are carrying out these attacks? What is being done about the unfolding disaster?’ The anchor pressed and the scientist looked uncomfortable.
‘At this time, we are unsure as to their exact nature, only that they are extremely aggressive and must not be approached. We are still communicating with Porton Down, who is leading the research of the biological threat, while we try and unravel the energy that is responsible.’
‘What do you say to those that claim to have seen the dead walking, their victims rising and attacking people too?’ This was the question everyone wanted answers to, even the news reader seemed more intent on the response.
‘Preposterous! That’s pure fantasy. None of our research supports these claims,’ Dr Keener said although his face told a different tale.
‘Doctor Keener, thank you for joining us.’ Dr Keener’s picture faded from the corner. ‘We will be right back after this break. Stay with us for a brief statement from the Government as they prepare their response.’
They looked at each other. “Are you any the wiser?” Kurt asked Braiden, who shrugged in response. “No, me either.”
Meanwhile, Mrs Blume poured the boiling water into the mugs, tea bag bubbling and rising as it gave off its brew. 
“I’m making a cup for everyone. I think we could all do with something warm and sweet.” 
“Thank you Mrs Blume, that sounds great,” Sarah replied, with more animation. Sam still sat with her, concern furrowing his brow.
“Oh, call me Gloria, dearie. Mrs Blume is so formal,” she smiled at her. “Where is the milk kept?”
“Can I have four sugars please?” Sam requested and the look on Gloria’s face was priceless.
“Good heavens, I expect the spoon stands up straight in your cup,” Gloria stated. This brought a laugh from the three in the kitchen. It felt good for them to wind down a bit, cleansing even. 
“It’s just through there, in the utility room.” Sarah pointed at a side door that led into a small room. The utility room had tiled floors and walls, a small cleaning sink, a washing machine and dishwasher. To the right of the door was their fridge freezer, its motor issuing a low hum as the compartments cooled. She took out the bottle of semi skimmed milk and closed the door, the magnet pulling the seal tight. The noise of the TV reached them faintly. Unable to make out the words, they waited for Kurt to come back and give them an update. Gloria sugared the cups and, with some amused shaking of her head, added four to Sam’s. Stirring them and adding milk, she finished just as Kurt and Braiden re-joined them. The look on their faces was an unwelcome sight. She had wanted to see some hope. She picked up two of the mugs and handed them over, first Kurt, then Braiden.
“I hope one sugar is sufficient for you young man?” she said, nodding at her young pupil, touching his arm when he had taken the cup, trying to reassure him.
“Yes miss. Thanks,” Braiden almost looked at her then, but thought better of it.
Taking two of the three remaining cups, she handed them to Sarah and Sam, who took them appreciatively. 
“Here is your cup of syrup,” she commented with a wry smile. Sam blushed and they laughed a little. She returned to the counter and took hers, holding her hands round the warm vessel for heat. Her hands always seemed to be cold these days.
“I think we had better all sit down,” said Kurt sombrely. 
They each pulled out a chair; wooden framed with beige fabric seats and backrests. The table itself was mahogany. There were cup marks in a couple of places where coasters hadn’t been used and the heat marked the varnish. Gloria took the initiative and handed them each one from the centre of the table.
“We need to discuss what we are going to do now,” Kurt led the discussion. “We have just seen Sky News and the newsreader stated that this thing is not just localised. Sam can you check your phone and see if the rest of the world is affected too, as they suggested? Apparently there was a mishap with an experiment that caused a pulse of energy to discharge. They are working round the clock to find an answer. I prayed that it was only us going through this mess, but it looks so much worse.” He let that sink in. Sam had taken his phone out and was frantically tapping the touch screen, searching for the latest news. 
“Well, let us take it one step at a time. What is our current situation?” Gloria had taken the lead, and sipped from her steaming mug. Eyes met across the table, went from one person to another. No one really wanted to articulate what was going on, as if by saying the words, they would lend it more power.
Kurt blurted out a laugh and at once apologised. “I’m sorry,” he said, composing himself. “I just can’t get the scene out of my head, ‘They’re coming to get you Barbara’,”he said, mimicking the voice of the actor from the iconic start of Romero’s first masterpiece. “It’s zombies, the living dead. We have seen them up close, AND have seen what they are capable of. How the hell is this even possible?” Finished speaking, he concentrated on the tea mug, searching within for answers that wouldn’t come.
“I agree, it is extraordinary, but is questioning why this is happening going to help us at present?” she looked around the table. “They are dead, but they are attacking people, who are then dying and doing the same. If what you have seen on the television is accurate, then we are in real trouble.”
Sam joined in, looking up from the screen on his smartphone. “It’s everywhere. I’ve seen tweets from people in America, Australia, Korea, Italy, and lots more.” He looked like he was going to be sick. Sarah reached over and rubbed his back, for her comfort as much as his. 
The teacher did a quick geography check in her mind. “So by the looks of it, no corner of the globe has been left untouched by this. This means we cannot count on any outside help coming in to deal with this issue. We have to hope, that once the Government is secure, they will begin directing the armed forces response. It can only be a case of sitting tight until they regain control.” The teacher’s ability to reason through this was astonishing to those at the table.
“I really hope so Mrs Blume, but the absence of the emergency services makes me wonder if they will manage to turn this around any time soon,” Kurt replied. 
She continued, “So, it looks like we are on our own for the time being, at least we are safe here for now. What comes next is our priorities, the first being food and water. Kurt, I noticed you have been shopping,” Gloria commented, inviting a response.
“Yeah, I picked up as much canned food and dried food as I could fit in the trolley. We have a certain amount here too. We only went shopping last week. We should be ok for a few weeks at least, and then I don’t know…”
“No, don’t be disheartened,” she reassured him. “That has given us a good window to come up with a longer term plan. What about water?”
Sam joined in, “We have all the water we can use from the taps. At least we won’t go thirsty,” he exclaimed happily. 
Kurt looked at him, love for this awkward little guy making him ache. “The water will run out very soon, if not today. With nobody to keep the pumps running, it can’t be delivered to our homes.” 
Sam’s smile died and Kurt hated himself. Why hadn’t he just shut up and let him have that moment of triumph, he thought. Too much knowledge in the wrong hands could be dangerous. Sarah saw the look of hurt and smiled, trying to convey that it wasn’t his fault, they were all frazzled.
“But, Sam has made a brilliant contribution there, don’t you see? If he hadn’t made us think on that, we may have been without water on our very first day. All the food in the world wouldn’t have helped us.” Sam brightened a little at the praise of his teacher. She mulled on a thought for a moment, putting into words what Kurt had been thinking, at almost the same time.
“Sam and Braiden, would you please be so kind as to find all of the containers you can, and start filling them. Take bottles, cups, saucepans, anything, and just fill it to the brim.”
They both leapt up from the table, grateful to have a task, something to be doing that helped. Cupboard doors were flung open, pans clattered and rattled, cups and glasses put onto the kitchen side. They then turned their attention to the not so obvious.
“Let’s look out here,” Sam suggested, heading towards the utility room, closely followed by Braiden.
The adults observed the frenzy of activity with bemused smiles, the sight of the children doing what children do best, causing mayhem, warmed their hearts.
“Thank you,” Kurt whispered to Gloria. She sensed the pain that he had felt when he had rebuffed Sam’s idea without thinking. The elderly lady just smiled and nodded.
“Sam, hold on a second. Take all that stuff upstairs. Put the plug in the bath and sink, fill them both right to the top. When the bath is filling, fill those too. It will get it done in half the time. Leave all of it on the bathroom floor, tucked into a corner so we don’t kick it over,” Kurt instructed the boys. 
Sam looked unsure. “Why don’t we fill them from the sinks down here while the bath runs?”
“Because we aren’t staying downstairs mate, we will be getting as much as possible up there over the next few hours, and then I will be blocking the stairs up. We can’t be sure that those things won’t get in here, so I am going to seal the back door first to buy us time, and then we will be migrating to upstairs,” Kurt said, pointing to the ceiling. 
The boys loaded their arms and set to the task, feet pounding on the stairs, followed by the sound of running water. The adults were left alone to plan in greater detail.
“What do you think? I feel a lot safer using gravity instead of wood. If they somehow work out how to levitate, we are buggered anyway,” Kurt concluded.
“I agree, the van and car help, but it is too risky to leave to chance. We could be caught out at any time if there are too many of them and they break in somehow. Gloria?” 
“Yes, I have to agree, being out of their reach gives us greater safety. We do not know how far their cognitive and reasoning capabilities go. What I have seen is that those that turn have no compunction in attacking those whom they know. Our poor nurse was loved by all the students and they killed her without hesitation. This doesn’t explain how an ‘energy pulse’ has caused the long dead to be rising from the grave. The creatures that joined in the assault on my classroom were many months, or even years, dead.”
None of them had anything to say about this. Kurt had seen bodies in various states of putrefaction streaming from the cemetery in Portsmouth. The only correlation, it seemed that the risen dead had appeared at the same time, worldwide. This affirmed the belief that the catastrophe at the Hadron Collider was the key. A sudden crack from outside made them all jump a little, Sarah spilling hot tea onto her hand with a hiss of pain. It was accompanied by the sound of a smashing glass from upstairs in the bathroom, causing Kurt to leap to his feet.
“Are you ok up there?” he rushed to the stairs, yelling. 
“Yeah we are ok Dad. A glass just slipped out of Braiden’s hand and broke. We will clean it up,” Sam shouted down.
Kurt knew that it had been the blast of a shotgun, the noise unmistakeable. And it was close, too close. He realised that time was running short and sitting at the table drinking tea was wasting it even faster. They washed the mugs and Kurt took them upstairs to be filled. He noticed how Braiden was pale and shivering, as he passed the cups into the trembling hands.
“We must get everything we can upstairs now. Start moving the light stuff and me and the boys will grab the bulky things,” Kurt told the women. “Sam and Braiden, can you come and help me. Leave the water running.” They came downstairs quickly, eager to help. 
“If you could help Mum and Gloria, carry all the heavy stuff upstairs, the rest of the pipe, tools, barbecue, dining chairs and table, then we will see about the rest. The table top is held down by four wing nuts, undo them and lift it off. That heavy, solid top may come in handy. I’m going to block the back door.” 
They hurried to their tasks, the urgency of the situation impressing upon them with more distant screams from outside. Kurt went to the back door, taking in the available materials that he passed. Devising a plan, he took his saw and tape measure and cut two sections of four by two the height of the door. Using his drill and screwdriver, he attached these against the frame and overlapping the door itself, the idea was that it would stop the door from bursting inwards if the lock gave under pressure. He looked at the frosted glass for a moment, knowing how weak it was; he grabbed some pieces of plywood that had been left over after his roof had been repaired three months ago. He cut and fixed these to the four by two, which covered the glass to a height just above his stomach. One final piece would seal the final gap at the top and at least buy them a little time to complete their plan. He cut the section, the smell of fresh sawdust heavy in the air and the floor powdered in it. Carrying the piece over to the door, he reached down and took out two screws. Looking up, he was just in time to see a shadow crash into the glass, cracking it. He instinctively stepped back in shock, his feet slipping on the dust and sliding out from under him. He hit the floor hard, screws flying across the kitchen. 
“Kurt, are you ok?” Sarah called down. 
The zombie hit the glass, full force for a second time, shattering the pane inwards. Shards of safety glass scattered on the floor, reflecting the light like a thousand diamonds where they came to rest. He heard running footsteps as the figure loomed in through the opening. It was a fresh cadaver, only recently turned, the signs of decomposition not yet evident. The only visible injury was his cheek, ripped and flapping from the mouth, showing the teeth within, snapping. Sarah and the others were behind Kurt as he climbed to his feet, careful to avoid the glass fragments and not slip on the dust again. He grabbed the hammer and swung it, but the door frame and the awkwardness of the angle meant he just managed a glancing hit to the skull, shredding the forehead but not delivering a killing blow. Kurt was panicking now. Unable to kill this zombie, he watched the middle piece of ply straining, where its weight bore down.
“GET OUT OF THE WAY!” Sarah yelled. Kurt ducked and moved to the right. Sarah had picked up a piece of the four by two and, rushing forward, thrust the end into the zombies face like a spear. It didn’t pierce like a spear, it crushed the nose flat and caused it to lose balance and stagger out of the doorway, finally dropping to the concrete path. Kurt wasted no time. He picked up the ply and lifted it into place. An arm snaked through the window, grabbing Kurt by the front of his t-shirt. 
“DAD!” Sam screamed.
Sarah was pulling at the zombie’s arms, trying to break the grip. She caught sight of the face and saw it was Lennie Sullivan; Braiden’s father! Gloria stood there, thinking frantically on how to help this lovely couple. She looked to her left, Braiden was gasping for breath, gulping and wheezing. He was beyond terrified. His eyes widened, he took a breath and let out an almighty scream. Kurt and Sarah had started to use their weight to pull away, Kurt’s t-shirt ready to tear at any moment. Braiden screamed again and ran forward, he picked up the drill that had been dropped and leaned over Sarah and Kurt. He grabbed the bloodied, greasy hair of his once father and their eyes met. The zombie’s focus was distracted from his intended victim. Fear, terror, and hatred coursed through Braiden’s veins at the gaze, he had seen it before when his dad had been alive, and it was hunger! It wanted more than mere suffering now. It wanted to consume him, body and soul. He drove the drill straight into his undead father’s left eye, pressing the trigger. The tool screamed into life, chewing and boring into the skull, splashing red and pulped brain all over Braiden’s hand. The body shivered as if palsied, the iron grip released, causing Kurt and Sarah to fall to the floor. The drill had penetrated the rear of Lennie’s skull and was still spinning furiously, grinding the eye socket, but Braiden wouldn’t let go. 
Leaning on his side and reaching for the electrical supply, Kurt switched the plug off at the socket, silencing the drill. Braiden realised that the screaming noise had been coming from his own mouth. Years of pain and sadness venting into the dead face of his hated kin. He pulled the drill free and the corpse slumped down, knocking the crush faced zombie back to the ground and pinning its legs.
Gloria had come forward and pried Braiden’s blood saturated fingers from the drill. She placed it to the ground and took Braiden in her embrace. He hesitated again, but she felt his resolve weaken. Wracking sobs broke forth, and he cried for all that he had lost, and for things he had never had but wanted so badly.
They all stood there for a moment, gathering themselves. Kurt and Sarah brushed at their clothes, flecks of glass and the sawdust falling to the floor. Through the wood covered door, they could hear the grunts and moans of the first zombie as it freed itself from the corpse of Braiden’s father. Braiden’s crying had nearly stopped, and he pulled away from Gloria, breaking the hug aggressively and running upstairs.
“I’ll go to him,” said Sam, heading for the doorway. 
The teacher reached out her hand, stilling him, “No Sam, leave him be for a while. He needs time.” 
Now that the door was more secure, Sarah took a kitchen towel and wiped the worst of the mess from the drill so that Kurt could continue to strengthen it against the continued battering. He cut several more pieces of timber and fixed these into the brickwork, making it far sturdier. The hollow thuds of the undead commenced, but Kurt was satisfied the wood gave them a good window of safety before it would be breached. Another blow reverberated through it and Kurt slammed his fist against his side of the door, a futile gesture, yet satisfying.
The immediate danger had passed and this left them feeling a little lost, like abandoned children, scared and unsure of what to do. Gloria suggested making something to eat, an activity so normal that it would help to bring them down a little, and calm their racing hearts. Kurt was mindful of the creature at the door, but the timber was solid and he was eager to do something, anything, to take his mind off of the recent attack.
“While we still have time and a cooker, let’s do something nice, how about spaghetti?” Sarah suggested. Appreciative nods and watering mouths confirming the idea was a winner.
“Sam, would you mind getting some more things into the front bedroom for us please?” Kurt indicated all of the shed contents, which included various garden tools and a Flymo lawnmower. The sight of it caused him to burst out laughing, far in excess of the reaction deserved. They looked at him, as if he had gone crazy, so he pointed at it.
“The lawnmower, does anyone fancy popping out and giving the grass a trim?” A loud bang on the reinforced wood came, causing them all to laugh, instead of cowering. 
It wasn’t funny, but it helped them. Kurt wiped tears from his cheeks and went out to the fridge. He took out as many ingredients as he could carry, the ground beef, tomatoes, onions, mushrooms and cheese. Sarah had meanwhile oiled a frying pan and had turned the burner ring on. Gloria was filling a pot with water and the boys were ferrying things upstairs, Braiden having left the room and joining Sam. It was all working so well, Kurt was immensely grateful to have Gloria and Braiden there to help them. The meat met the heat with a sizzle, the fragrance of cooking beef causing his stomach to rumble in anticipation. The water was put on to boil and Kurt reached into one of the cupboards and took down various herbs. Sarah mixed in the onion, tomatoes, garlic and herbs before stirring the food. 
“Anything else?” asked Sam. Braiden was stood to his left, meeting his gaze for brief moments for the first time.
“Not at the moment. I tell you what, how about you go and keep an eye on the news for me? Let me know if there is anything important that we need to be aware of, ok?” Kurt replied.
“Could I have a drink?” Braiden asked. These were the first words he had spoken since the attack.
“Of course you can mate, you don’t have to ask. Help yourself. We only have tea, coffee or fruit juice, I’m afraid.” Kurt opened the cupboard door that housed the juices and Braiden took out the orange. He washed out two of their dirty teacups and made the drinks.  He offered one to Sam, before they both headed into the lounge. The boys turned up the TV volume slightly, muffled words carrying through to those in the kitchen.
Gloria had added the spaghetti, which was softening and sinking into the boiling water. The sauce was cooking beautifully and Kurt took a spoon, picked some out and blew it, before tasting it. It was wonderful. He gave Sarah the remainder that was left on the cutlery, and she savoured it, while still stirring. He leaned in and gave her a kiss, it lingered and they felt so good to be alive. He hugged her from behind, placing his chin on her shoulder and watched as she cooked. Meanwhile, Gloria was taking out plates and cutlery, placing them around the table before returning to the pasta. She withdrew a piece and tested it for texture.
“Nearly ready,” she told them. 
Kurt kissed Sarah’s neck and then turned and took the cheese, grating it into a bowl and putting it in the middle of the table. Gloria strained the pasta into the sink. She took tongs and shared the pasta among the plates. It sat there steaming, waiting for its accompaniment. Sarah went to take a dish out only to laugh, remembering that the boys had taken them upstairs and filled them with water. Instead, she just put a placemat down and laid the frying pan straight on top.
“Slumming it tonight,” she said, smiling. 
“Dinner!” Kurt yelled out the kitchen door. 
The sound of movement was followed by the boys’ headlong rush into the room. Sitting down in a squeal of chair legs on floor and grabbing their cutlery, they must have been famished. Renewed banging and moaning came from the back door. “None for you!” Kurt shouted towards the noise. 
They all sat there, happy to have a moment of respite in the chaos of that day. Kurt stood and spooned sauce onto the pasta of each plate then took the cheese and sprinkled some on top of the gorgeous, red sauce. It started to soften and melt, which only caused his stomach to rumble more. The rest helped themselves, Braiden initially reluctant, but hunger winning the day. A calm descended on them, they sat and ate as families have done for a thousand years, the noises of the dead seeming to fade into nothingness. Once the dinner was over, they sat there for a while, content and just happy to be alive. The previous hours had been all survival instinct, taking the time to think too hard would have meant death, or worse than death. The meal had served as a time to quietly reflect and process the horror, not understanding what was happening, merely accepting it.
They all worked to clear the mess away, Braiden seemed quite happy to just be doing the cleaning up, which Kurt found amusing. 
“Let’s go and sit down in the lounge, take a load off for a bit,” Kurt suggested.
They followed and seated themselves, sighing as they sank into the upholstery. The softness of the sofa in place of the harder backs of the dining chairs was a welcome relief. Gloria felt like she had died and gone to heaven, the aches and pains now becoming apparent in her aging joints.
The news story had moved on to the Government statement, a junior Minister’s image had replaced that of the scientist. He had a red, fat, sweaty face; Kurt thought it was porcine, which may have just been his mistrust and general dislike of politicians projecting itself. In fact it was probably more than a dislike. He actively hated some of them, the way they smarmed and lied without really lying, the masters of deception.
‘So Minister, the Government has stated that it is mobilising the Army, Navy and Air Force, but wouldn’t commit to a timescale of the response. How can you defend this position with the injury and loss of life already reported?’ the immaculate newsreader asked. 
‘Well, I don’t think that is entirely fair Peter. The Government is working as fast as possible to act on a crisis that has caught everyone off guard. I can tell you that we are as prepared, if not more so, than some of our neighbouring countries. We are trying to formulate a Europe -wide reaction force, but at present, our main concern is the defence of our citizens.’
‘But Minister, when will this be? People are dying as we speak,’ he pressed the point
‘I cannot answer that question, I wish I could, but this is an epidemic of global proportions. It has never been contemplated.’ The Minister looked genuinely distressed.
‘That is simply not good enough. Are you telling me that the Government has never prepared for widespread civil unrest on this scale? I find that extremely negligent and a dereliction of your duty.’ The newsreader was enjoying this.
‘Of course we have prepared for mass civil unrest. We have already been acting in accordance with directives that were formulated several years ago.’ He started to go back into default politician bluster mode.
‘Then why is the situation not under control? Could it be that the civil unrest is not merely the work of the general population, that there is another angle to the attacks?’
‘I don’t have any idea what you mean,’ replied the Minister. Yep, there it was, Kurt thought, his hackles were up, people were dying and this slob was covering his ass.
‘What I mean, Minister, there is overwhelming evidence that the dead are walking and attacking people, what do you have to say to that? We have footage that I would like to show you, that lends great weight to this argument.’ He indicated for the control room to roll the footage. In the background, the politician had removed his earpiece and stood up, moving away from the camera. Kurt’s hatred stepped up a notch.
‘Minister, where are you going? You need to give us an explanation of what we are showing you.’ The Minister was gone, but the footage still rolled. 
It was a shaky scene, filmed from the perspective of someone running in terror. They ducked into a shop doorway, giving the viewer a chance to make details out. It was somewhere Asian, the intricate lettering of the signage a dead giveaway. They were panting audibly, struggling for breath. They looked out and filmed the running crowd, confirming the Asian nature of the country. Kurt was disgusted to find himself yelling in his mind, Godzilla, Godzilla! He shook it from his mind, the human cost impressing itself once more. The scene was still running, and a few people had fallen to the ground and were being set upon by the risen dead. The camera zoomed and left nothing in doubt. The torn, rotten and putrid assailants beamed in HD onto their 50” LCD TV screen. The sight of the victim being ripped apart and torn with dead teeth caused the screen to blank as the network shut down the footage. Moments later, the newsroom was back on the screen, the anchor a great deal whiter than he had been before, while attacking the politician.
‘I would like to apologise for the graphic nature of the images you have just seen, but it was felt that it needed to be aired. Folks, please be careful, stay inside and lock all doors and windows. Do not go out for any reason. We will be right back.’’ The adverts rolled. It brought it all home, this was global.
They sat there for a while longer, talking about various things. The news came back on and they watched. They showed more amateur footage, repeatedly tried to get the fat politician back on to finish the interview, to no avail. It soon became apparent that they would glean no useful information at the moment, and decided to take care of the sleeping arrangements instead. They made their way upstairs, exhaustion setting in, each step laboured. The sky had started to darken further, the grey clouds turning a darker hue as night descended. Kurt checked the bathroom. Each container was full, as was the bath and basin. He was proud at how they had worked together, the animosity and conflict between them seemingly forgotten, or at least on hiatus. He had been constantly surprised by the bully today, a different side breaking through the tough exterior. Knowing his upbringing, he wasn’t surprised that he had been twisted by it. Kurt was still a bit nervous having him under the same roof, but Braiden had saved their lives more than once, he had earned their trust and Kurt felt guilty at the lingering doubt. Movement caught his attention. Sam was standing in the doorway.
“Is that ok Dad?” he asked. There was at least five hundred litres of water in the various receptacles. It was quite a scene, most of the floor holding pots, pans, cups and glasses of differing sizes. It reminded him of the leaking roof that had been repaired, but this was quite some leak if it needed all these! Kurt smiled.
“Fantastic Sam, you both did really well. Even if the water stays on for a while, we are prepared for the worst.” He put his hand around Sam’s shoulder and they went back into the hallway, Kurt reached back and pulled the cord, extinguishing the light from the room. The darkening night faintly lit the room, insufficient to banish every shadow. Instead it lit the water topped containers like a hundred glowing eyes. 
They walked out and met the other three in the master bedroom. Braiden sat on the reading chair in the corner, a high backed, floral fabric number that Kurt loathed with a passion. Patches on the armrests were worn where Sarah would tuck her legs underneath her body and lean there, lost in whatever novel had grabbed her attention, tip of her tongue sticking out in concentration. The youngster sat there, hands clasped, a faraway look in his eyes. The ladies were perched on the master bed, the duck egg blue quilt rumpled where they had seated themselves.
“Ok, how does this sound for tonight. Sam, if you and Braiden move the mattress from the front bedroom, you can sleep in the same room. Gloria, there is the other spare room and the bed is all made up, will that be ok?” Sarah had taken the initiative, knowing that their strength was waning.
“That will be fine dear, thank you very much. There is only one thing, and I don’t mean to be a nuisance, I don’t have any clothes,” she said, a little embarrassed. 
They hadn’t even been thinking about normal things like clothing. They had been operating on such a high of fear and stress, that it had slipped their minds completely.
“Of course. That’s fine. I have plenty of nightshirts that you can borrow. We are both slim build,” Sarah stood and opened the wardrobe.
“Yes indeed, I was quite the fox in my day,” Gloria informed them, chuckling. The adults laughed. The boys looked horrified, even imagining their old teacher as someone who was once attractive… Yuck.
A phone rang and Kurt was surprised to hear the familiar ringtone chirp from his pocket. He quickly took it out and nearly collapsed when he saw ‘Dad’ on the caller display. His legs felt like jelly and he slumped onto the bed just in time. He pressed the answer button and slowly raised the phone to his ear.
“Kurt, I’m in trouble, Son.”
“Dad, where are you?” Kurt asked. The rest of the survivors were on their feet, gathering around him. Kurt was shaking, a mixture of joy and anxiety.
“At the moment, just past Woodmancote, I am doing as you asked, going through the farms and fields,” he explained, a pause stretching out into several seconds. “Son, I’m sorry, you were right, I have seen the Hellspawn.” 
Kurt was taken aback, his father was a stubborn old goat and never apologised, mostly because he was very rarely wrong. Kurt knew that he was about two miles away, the terrain rough, but manageable. If he could skirt around Westbourne and come through Spencer’s Woods, he would be right on top of them. 
“Don’t worry about that now. I’m just so glad you are ok. I think the best way in is to go around Westbourne, parallel the main roads in the fields.  Then, come through the east of the woods, you will then be outside the front door,” Kurt didn’t want to think on how they were going to get him inside safely. The noises of the hammering and moaning were growing in intensity, fraying his nerves further. 
“That’s what I was planning. I’ve seen a lot of those… things on the way so I will keep a respectable distance. How are you, is the family safe?” John Taylor asked his son with trepidation.
“They are all here Dad, safe and sound. I saw the start of this thing and was just in time to get back, it was close. What happened in Lavant? Were you hurt?” 
The phone was silent for a moment; John was reliving the horror of that road briefly.
“Not now son, I may tell you when I get there.” There was a new tone in his voice, doleful, as if he had seen things no one should ever witness. Considering the unshakeable strength of his dad, this development unnerved Kurt.
“Dad, do you have any weapons to use?” 
“Only a tyre iron that I grabbed from a car,” he told Kurt.
“That’s good. It will give you some protection at least. They are slow, and they only seem to get hurt by damaging the brain,” Kurt was advising his father on zombie slaying, a concept so utterly out of this world, that he nearly laughed. “Dad, I’m coming to meet you, I will take the woods track and bring something with me, something a bit stronger than the tyre iron.”
“Don’t you fucking dare!” John growled, the sound of the swear word causing Kurt to startle. He couldn’t remember the last time his dad had used a curse word, if ever. “You will stay there and protect Sarah and Sam. That’s your job, do you understand me?” The last, his dad had spoken in a manner that brooked no argument.
“Ok Dad,” Kurt answered, deflated. 
“Listen Son, I love you with all my heart. I am going to get moving now and will see you soon. Get the kettle on, I’m dying for a cuppa,” he replied, trying to lighten the mood. Kurt couldn’t help but think that the words were also meant as a goodbye.
“I love you so much Dad, be careful!” The call ended and Kurt’s hands slumped onto his thighs. Sarah and Sam both embraced him. Gloria stood and tried to provide reassurance after hearing one side of the conversation.
“Kurt, if your father has raised a man like you, who has not hesitated to help people he did not know, then he will be just fine. I can feel it in my old bones,” she immediately regretted the bones remark, but thankfully it had been taken as intended, and Kurt smiled in appreciation. He looked up and around, where was Braiden? The chill of night air blew though the doorway and caused the curtains to flutter.
They got up, searched the front rooms and found a window open. Why the heck had someone opened a window? It was freezing. As the others searched the back bedrooms, Kurt went to close the window, as much to keep the heat in, as to keep a little of the noise out. His eyes went to the top of their car, which was being assailed by three undead, several more had moved away inexplicably. It was then that he noticed the streaks of footprints on the top of the car. His eyes shot up, scanning the near darkness. He barely caught a glimpse of a figure nimbly leaping the fence that marked the boundary of Spencer’s Woods. Braiden! Kurt nearly called out to him, but checked himself just in time. He didn’t want to draw even more attention to himself, or Braiden for that matter. Sarah entered the room.
“We can’t find him.” She was totally confused, until seeing the look on Kurt’s face, understanding hit her like a bolt of lightning, “No!” She rushed over to the window.
“I think he has gone to help Dad. Why would he do that?” Kurt was unable to grasp the motivations of the lad. He pulled the window closed, shutting the sound of the zombies out in the night.
They found the toolbox open, a crowbar gone. The linen cupboard door stood open, several blankets were strewn on the floor. Their eyes met, they didn’t have the words. Their estimation of the poor kid had been so low that they felt disgusted with themselves.
 



Chapter 13
John Taylor, Kurt’s father, scanned ahead for signs of activity. The night was still, yet full of menace. He knew what was prowling the countryside. He was crouched by a chain-link fence, watching carefully for movement, the night working against him. He had not made the best time over the fields and small wooded areas between Lavant and Funtington, the need to be constantly vigilant adding hours to what is normally a fifteen minute journey by car. The incident had left him shaken beyond words and he gripped the tyre iron that much harder. Holding his breath and trying to squint into the gloom, he couldn’t be sure what movement was caused by the wind and was harmless. He was loathing leaving the open area where the Ministry of Defence compound was located. It housed the radar defences for the southern region of England, giving advanced warning of any incoming threat. He wondered to himself if they only had time to see this new threat coming, how many more lives could have been saved. The area had been cleared for fifty feet from the fence to the woodland, which at least gave the chance of a pre-emptive warning if any zombies were in the area. 
His knees were wet. The moist grass was soaking into the fabric of his jeans and chilling the joints, which were starting to ache. He wasn’t a young man anymore but was still remarkably fit for his age. He pulled himself upright on the fence with a quiet jangle of metal links rubbing against each other and shook his legs, getting the stiffness out of them. Procrastination could mean death. He made his move, keeping low and heading for a break in the trees. The temptation to use his phone torch to see was nearly overwhelming, but to his reasoning, if he couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see him. 
“We are going that way,” he whispered and pointed with the tyre iron, his other hand coupled to the small, delicate hand of another. She could have only been late twenties in age, her skin smooth and tanned, laughter lines starting to leave creases at her eyes from better times. She would have been pretty, had it not been for the fact she was covered in dried blood. John had tried to wipe as much off as possible, without much success. There were still stubborn patches which would need scrubbing. She had not spoken a word or shown any awareness of their surroundings. He had dragged her through the hedge at the roadside in Lavant, the thick bushes seemingly sentient, the more he pushed, the harder the interlocked branches had tried to prevent him from breaking through to the safety of the open field beyond. Sheer, terrified desperation had won the day, with the bushes reforming much of their structure once they had fallen through in a gasping heap. It was then that the young girl had decided to go far away, withdrawing into her mind where she was safe and couldn’t know the things she now knew. He had cooed and talked, all too aware of the bow in the hedge where putrid corruptions were trying to get through to them. 
It was at this point that John had decided not to leave the girl alone to her fate. He would be with her no matter the outcome, if this was their time, then so be it. Taking her hand, he had been shocked when she had immediately stood up. Her face was blank. His renewed attempts at communication had been just as fruitless as moments ago, but pulling on her hand, she had followed without complaint. Their trek had not been swift. Fences required careful manoeuvring of her through the available gaps, and she had fallen more than once when John had missed a rabbit hole or other obstacle. Now they were here, only a couple of miles to go. As soon as they could clear Westbourne, they had a clear cut truck route for the final stretch through Spencer Woods. 
They reached the trees and stepped through the small gap, more than likely caused by the travel of deer and other wildlife. The soft grass was replaced by broken branches. Twigs on the forest floor snapped like the sound of firecrackers in the still night. Each time they would misplace a step, John would wince at the noise, pausing and listening. It was his heightened awareness that amplified his fear, causing him to wonder what ravening creature would come to investigate. The noise of owls hooting was a constant companion, the sound of them taking flight and searching for prey conjured images he would give anything to forget. Tonight, and possibly forever more, they were they prey. He shuddered. 
The small section of forest was only a dividing marker between farmland so they cleared it within minutes. Once again John paused, he remembered this place, there had been an old and abandoned barn building in this field. It had been purchased and renovated into a home several months ago. They had taken the aged, rotten roof away, leaving just the solid flint walls. After the new owners had replaced it with a new timber structure, they had fitted the interior to a very high specification. The lights were blazing from the windows, a beacon in the night, but for what? He paused, trying to see within, however the house was too far for him to get a decent view. The vibration of the phone in his pocket caused him to start, it was so unexpected. It was Kurt.
“Kurt, I’m on my way, what do you want?” he whispered harshly, thanking his lucky stars he had switched the sound off, otherwise he would have been ringing like a church bell for anything to hear.
“Sorry Dad, but Braiden, a young lad we have helped, has just run off. He has taken a weapon and some blankets. We can only guess that he has gone to try and meet you, as I saw him heading down the forest track opposite our house, where I told you to go,” Kurt explained.
“Why would he do that? Did you ask him to come and try and help me?” There was anger in John’s voice now.
“Bloody hell Dad, of course not! I know what is out there, what a thing to ask me.” Kurt sounded hurt. 
John wished he had not made the comment. Although now he was responsible for another life out here, and he had to find him first! “Ok, if he takes the main trail, I will run into him. I hope he doesn’t miss us somehow.” 
“I don’t think he can. He listened to us talk and heard my suggestion to parallel the main road after the woods. He knows which way you will be coming from.” Kurt sounded sure, which at least meant John didn’t have to search for the boy.
“Kurt, I have to go, we need to move. I will find him.” He hung up, only faintly hearing the words ‘Ok, see you...’ before the call disconnected. John thought that they really needed to get a better viewing angle of the front of the home, where glass panels stood fifteen feet tall, giving a stunning view and glorious light to the occupants inside. 
Leading the woman quickly to the flinted wall of the house, they stood there with their backs to the cold, jagged surface. A window had been cut into the wall six feet to their right, with the corner leading around to the glazed frontage and double front doors.
“Wait here,” he told her. A slight resistance met him as he tried to release his grip from hers, indicating that she was not totally lost. Her face was still expressionless, no sign that she knew he was there, perhaps he had imagined it. 
John crouched and went to the window, looking around the edge carefully. He saw a beautiful bespoke kitchen; gleaming utensils, hand crafted cabinets and granite worktops. Everything was immaculate and looked like a show home rather than where someone actually lived. The copper pans hung from hooks in a neat row, almost imperceptibly, they rocked to and fro. However, it was only the reflection of the light in the ceiling catching them at a certain angle that caught John’s attention. No food was in evidence; neither cooked, nor waiting to be prepared on the shiny surfaces. He looked back and saw that his new friend hadn’t moved an inch. He moved to the corner of the building, listened and heard nothing, and risked a glance. Nothing stood there except the homeowners Land Rover and Audi R8. Moving around, he approached the first glazed window panel, the light shone out and cut a perfect line through the dark path and out into the garden. His mind conjured an image of old vampire movies, the sunlight creeping towards the monster as it watched in horror, knowing what the cleansing rays would do. John was similarly fearful of what the illumination would provide the moment he pierced the veil. The shadows were now a strange ally. The front door was shut, which was a good sign. He would warn the occupants of the danger and then move on. Emboldened, he approached the entrance and was just about to knock, when movement caught his attention from inside. The lounge was behind an ornate staircase that started just inside the entrance and rose, before splitting and curving away up to the landing level. It was freestanding and the treads had a space between them, which allowed the light to flow into the deeper parts of the house. The TV was on, and initially he thought this had been the movement he saw, yet then a person sat up, catching him by surprise. He reached up and rapped with the iron door knocker, loud clangs echoing inside the cavernous property.
Gongs still echoing within, he turned to look back at the corner where the lady was waiting for him. John was unhappy that he couldn’t see it now. The light had ruined his night vision. He looked back and expected to see the homeowner, confused at who was knocking his door. Instead, the head had turned, it was dripping blood and flesh, and a dozen other heads had risen and looked his way. He shrivelled inside, feeling like his crotch had crawled into his stomach. They were all damaged, with freshly torn wounds where they had been partly devoured. He also noticed two children among their numbers, their eyes full of malevolence as they started to stand and make their way towards the front of the house. Without hesitation, John ran back to the side of the barn, he narrowed his eyes to try and get some sort of vision after the brightness. He made out the figure of his new, silent friend and was amazed to see that she was mobile and approaching, about to pass the window of the kitchen. He went to meet her to offer his support, however something was wrong. She was making a gurgling sound, like she was struggling to clear her throat. Knowing what was coming for them, he was no longer concerned about making noise and he just wanted to run. He froze mid step, the slow emergence of the person into the kitchen light banished the shadows. It became clear that this wasn’t his new friend. The zombie that approached was struggling to chew and swallow a huge piece of flesh which it had ripped free from someone. It must have found the lady and attacked her while she was incapable of defending herself. The zombie had stopped gurgling now. Somehow, the flesh had got stuck in its throat, enlarging it like a bloated leech.
Hatred flowed through his body at the sight of this monstrosity feasting on the meat of his charge. He stepped forward, placed his hand around the back of its head, and with no small sense of righteous vengeance, placed the pointed end of the tyre iron to its eye and pushed. The metal entered the brain, not stopping until it scraped the curvature at the rear of the skull. He ground it around inside the cavity slowly. The creature was already dead, yet his need to hurt and to destroy had to be satiated after what he had been through.
The pain of the loss was almost too much to bear. He stepped backwards slowly, withdrawing his weapon with a wet popping sound, and let the corpse drop. He had let that woman die. She was his responsibility and he had failed her. Numb, he turned away and walked back to the front of the house. Shadows danced on the front path as the dead tried to reach him. The tough glass was preventing them from escaping. The way they writhed at the window, desperate to feed was almost sexual in nature and chilled his very soul. Only the thought of Kurt and his family waiting spurred him on. Knowing there was a youth running through the woods to help gave him resolve. He made the choice to simply walk to the main road and follow it to Spencer’s Woods. The slow movement of the zombies would give him a good chance. He gathered himself, clenched the tyre iron firmly, and started down the driveway. It was only pure luck that he questioned the glimpse he caught out of the corner of his eye. Stopping and taking a second glance, he nearly leapt with joy. The woman was sitting in the passenger seat of the Land Rover, staring forward, the same blank expression as before. He ran over, pulled the door open and checked her for injuries. She was unblemished. Still not quite believing, he was even less sure of his sanity when he caught a glint of keys swinging from the steering column. 
He looked at her, “You?” he questioned. She was inscrutable.
The weight of pressing flesh had caused a split to occur in the huge glass window, running from one side to the other. As John watched, the glass started to fracture like ice on a lake, threatening to plunge you into the murky depths. Wasting no more time and knowing the glass would give any moment, John ran to the driver’s door and leapt in behind the wheel. He was certain this was all an illusion, his mind trying to compensate for the guilt he felt. He twisted the key and the engine turned over and started. Reaching for the lights, he got the wrong side and the wipers swished back and forth a few times. The second lever was the correct one and, as he pushed it, the glass of the home’s entrance blazed into reflected light, cutting off the vile view of the occupants at the window. Instead, it served to illuminate the encroaching dead that flowed down both sides of the converted barn building. 
John looked at his companion who was staring forward, face still expressionless and blank. The zombies were spreading out in her field of vision and he had no trouble imagining her inner dialogue, “Well, what are you waiting for?”
He backed the car away and turned around on the crunching gravel of the driveway. No longer worried about stealth, he accelerated down the long drive. The dust cloud spinning up from the rear of the vehicle obscured the macabre scenery.
They stopped at the entrance and John turned right, towards Westbourne. All thoughts of going on foot now flown, he just wanted to get the woman to safety. The roads were free of the walking dead. The cars around were abandoned and empty. They must have been attracted to the light of the barn. He navigated the quiet country roads, watching intently for any sign of life, but there was nothing. He had circled above Westbourne in only three minutes and fast approached the entrance to the truck path in Spencer Woods. Slowing down, he caught the reflection of a pair of eyes in the headlights. Panic caused him to steer towards it, wanting to crush this abomination. Resolute in his desire to run this horror over, he wondered why it was waving a blanket in its arms around its head. Recognition dawned and he slammed on the brakes, the wheels locked and he skidded forward, rubber shrieking on the tarmac. The Land Rover stopped with only a foot to spare, the young man stood there as a cloud of rubber smoke engulfed him. John jumped out.
“I am so sorry! Are you ok? Is your name Braiden?” He ran over to check the lad was unharmed.
“Yeah, that was close. I brought something for you.” Braiden handed the blankets to John, who took them gratefully. He went to the passenger door, opened it and wrapped them around the young lady sat there. Braiden stared at her and John caught the look.
“She has been through a lot today, as I’m sure we all have. She just needs time. Braiden, do you think the track will take the car, are there any blockages or… those things?” 
Braiden averted his gaze and said to John, “No, I didn’t see any of them, it was very quiet. The track is clear all the way to Mr Taylor’s house. Here.” He tried handing over the crowbar.
“No, you keep it. I have a tyre iron in the front. Jump in and we will head back to Kurt’s house.” 
“We need to be careful as there are some outside the house. I think some of them were following me,” Braiden added.
“Listen Son, we are so grateful for your help, but what possessed you to risk your life to come out here for a stranger?” John was twisted in his seat, looking back.
“Dunno,” he shrugged, “But you’re Kurt’s dad, so you’re not really a stranger.” 
He climbed into the back seat without further conversation, cradling the crowbar on his lap. John got back in and turned down the dirt track, taking it slowly, even in the off road vehicle. They bumped and jiggled as the wheels met depressions, throwing them this way and that. As they got deeper, the tree branches formed an ominous arch over the track, leafless limbs looking like skeletal fingers reaching for them, in the darkness the headlights speared through in two beams. It was if they were heading down a tunnel to hell, and who could say that they weren’t? 
The tree line became less condensed and gaps showed the first faint light of the housing estate. They reached the wooden fence that Braiden had jumped. The zombies who had been following him were prevented from reaching the track. Instead they flailed against the barrier. John stopped the engine and took the keys out. He was dubious about opening the doors into the unknown. Darkness had filled the void left by the passing light, making it impossible for John to check the mirrors for danger. He could see Kurt at the upstairs window of his house; the front garden was home to several of the dead. A quick count revealed about fifteen stood between them and the safety of the house, with at least thirty more milling around but not a direct threat at present. As soon as they made a move from the car and over the fence, they would be fair game for dinner. 
Kurt watched from the open window, curtains fluttering from the cold breeze that sought entry. His knuckles were white where he clenched at the window frame, watching the Land Rover as it sat there, knowing how close his father was to sanctuary. The engine cut out on the vehicle and the lights dimmed from the drop in power. There were so many between them, a chasm would have been safer to navigate. The zombies at his car were still fixated on him, arms raised imploringly, desperate to taste his flesh. He barely paid them any heed. It was the extra numbers who were breaking away and heading to the fence that terrified him. He knew that the fence was thick; however the posts were old and would not last against a concerted weight. The whole lot would topple over, wood and bodies both. Then they would surround the car and he couldn’t get the image of sardines in a can out of his mind. He was getting frantic and Sarah could sense it.
“Let’s just think,” she said, placing a restraining hand on his shoulder, knowing he was close to jumping on the car roof and going after them.
“We don’t have time!” he shouted. Turning, he softened, “Sorry, I can’t just do nothing.”
Kurt ran into the room where they had stored all the tools and equipment, desperately seeking a solution. How could he possibly take on a dozen or more undead? He grabbed his hammer and tucked it into his belt. His eyes scanned the room for something, anything. They came to rest on a section of iron pipe, it was heavy and could do some damage if thrust. The stubby round end would be unlikely to pierce the brain. He knew that swinging it from the car roof could end up overbalancing him, which would ensure he met a swift and grisly end. An idea formed in his mind. Sarah had joined him, leaving Gloria to fret at the window. 
“Babe, set up my angle grinder, quickly!” He had taken a two metre section of the tube and a lump hammer, a much weightier version than his clawed one. Swinging the hammer repeatedly, he flattened the end of the pipe. 
“Shut the door, I don’t want this noise to attract too many of them,” Kurt instructed. Sarah kicked it shut with the back of her heel before passing him the grinder. 
He pressed the trigger and was rewarded by a shrill whine as the disc rotated in a blur, thousands of times a minute. He placed the abrasive wheel on the edge of the pipe, and was rewarded by a shower of sparks arcing back from the metal towards Sarah, who jumped clear. Smoke began to fill the room from the friction of metal on metal, causing their eyes to water. It was working. The flat end was taking shape with a vicious point as each piece fell away. The sudden silence of the room as he turned the tool off was welcome. The ringing in their ears would last for a while longer; ear protectors had been the least of their worries. He hefted the makeshift spear. It was a good weight and gave him the chance to strike from a distance.
They ran back into the front bedroom. Gloria cleared the window and Kurt hitched his leg over the sill, stepping down carefully onto the car roof. There was a lot of moisture still, so he knew it would be slippery. As he turned to take the spear from Sarah, his foot hit a patch of water and he wind milled with his arms trying to maintain his balance. His legs shot out and his back hit the car roof with a crump, denting it, knocking the breath out of him. He laid there dazed for a couple of seconds, the shouts of his loved ones distant. He found himself wondering when the rain clouds had cleared. The stars were out, twinkling in the strange way they do. The billions of miles between them meaning some of these life giving suns were long dead, their planets barren. The first tentative gropes of the rotting arms were enough to bring him out of the temporary shock. He had landed with amazing luck, his body straight in line to the sides of the car roof. If he had been twisted at all, his hungry neighbours would have clutched at his limbs and dragged him onto the ground and devoured him. He sat up quickly, using his stomach muscles to rise, careful to keep his arms in to his chest and not use them for leverage, lest they be grabbed. He looked down, fingertips were brushing his legs and Sarah was screaming at him. She was leaning out with the spear.
“Grab it, use it to stand!” She braced herself against the window frame. 
He took the end of the spear and steadied his feet; the moisture was still trying to make him slip over. With his wife’s help, he managed to rise without tumbling into the waiting embrace of the zombies. They were beyond agitated, their food so close they were going mad. He kept a wary eye on his new fans while speaking to Sarah.
“Get me a towel or something made of fabric,” he asked.
Gloria obliged and ran out of the room, returning with a beige towel, which he threw onto the roof and stood on. It gave him much needed traction, and he was able to widen his stance with it, the cloth acting as a slip proof mat on the wet roof. Raising the iron pipe, he looked down into the bloodied face of the first cadaver and rammed it down at the forehead. It punched through, splashing brains. The eyes crossed before it hit the ground. The others were unfazed by the loss of their comrade, showing no fear at their impending deaths. Those remaining were dispatched in the same manner, though perhaps without the same finesse. Kurt was shaking with adrenaline as he thrust, knowing that each moment counted. Several jabs went awry and ripped holes in faces and torsos before the killing blow was struck. 
He sat, slid down the bonnet like a child at a play park, and hit the grass. He took in the surroundings and could see the loitering dead had taken an interest in his escapades. Slowly, they made their way towards him. He only had minutes at most. He transferred the iron pipe to his left hand. The weight was beginning to make his muscles ache. He realised that he couldn’t wield it effectively, and left it standing against the car, taking out the hammer instead. A cold fury had settled in him, the constant state of terror diluted to a gnawing fear. He approached the dead at the fence, close enough to look over their shoulders and see the face of his father in the driving seat. Seeing his son so close to danger made John leap out and run around to the fence. Kurt had already started smashing skulls, the targets impossible to miss while their attention was focussed elsewhere. Craniums shattered and corpses fell. Some were newer than others and the difference in smell was incredible, excrement, mixed with open festering sores and putrefaction, a vile amalgam of nose assaulting scents. Meanwhile, John had started to rain blows over the fence after taking the crowbar. Braiden stood by the passenger door defensively; ready to protect the lady inside. Safely separated by the wooden barrier of the fence, John swung with all his might. The weight of the crowbar connecting with a head was having a different effect from the hammer. The ferocity of John’s swings made it look as if they had been swatted flat by the invisible hand of a giant. It was a massacre. In under a minute, fourteen in total were slain. Time was short, they knew, still Kurt and John just stood there, separated by a pile of rotting flesh and an old wooden fence. They smiled and went to each other, embracing so tightly they couldn’t breathe, the fence digging painfully into their midriff. Pulling apart, they held each other by the shoulders, drinking the sight in.
“About time you showed up, old man,” Kurt joked.
“I wanted to take the scenic route,” replied John, chuckling.
Braiden had helped the lady from the car and Kurt noticed her properly for the first time. She was young and pretty, with a look in her eyes that was becoming familiar to him. Leading her to the fence they didn’t waste time trying to get her in between the slats, they simply smashed the wood in a frenzy of blows, opening the way. Braiden was leading her while the adults moved ahead, prepared for battle. They were still safe though, the nearest zombie was more than thirty feet away. 
Kurt was stunned by the sound of their car as it started up. Squinting to see through the windscreen, he saw it was Sarah behind the wheel. He could have killed her, although both pride and fear swelled in him.
“What are you bloody doing?” he shouted, but she couldn’t hear over the engine noise and the closed door. 
Sarah moved the car forward a few feet, unblocking the home’s entrance. Gloria met them at the front door as they rushed in. Shutting the door, Kurt was sprinting upstairs as he heard the crump of metal meeting brickwork once more. Sarah used the bumper to climb on the bonnet, her lithe limbs making the task easy. Crossing the roof and remembering Kurt’s difficulty, she used the towel to carefully step through the window.
“Don’t you ever do that again. I can’t lose you,” he said as he squeezed her tight.
“It was fine baby. You had cleared the way for me. We are a team, remember?” She kissed him softly and they just stood there for a minute, enjoying the contact, before they made their way downstairs. The kitchen was a bustle of activity and happiness. Introductions had taken place and much relieved laughter met them as they entered. 
Bypassing his dad for now, Kurt saw Braiden by the table and their eyes met. He marched over towards the youth, who cowered as he neared, expecting a blow like a whipped dog. Kurt’s heart melted as he grabbed the lad, pulling him in tight, ignoring the reluctance to hug back.
“Don’t you ever do anything so stupid again,” Kurt whispered close to Braiden’s ear as he hugged the poor boy, this message for him only. “You are a part of this family. We can never repay what you have done for us.” Some of the tension went out of him then and Kurt felt his arms as they returned the hug. Braiden was home.
Kurt pulled away and nodded at Braiden to reaffirm the whispered message. Sarah was watching them, although in place of the glower he was expecting, she was smiling warmly. The old grudges now seeming so petty in light of the bravery the youngster had shown to protect them. Leaving John where he tended to their newest member, Sarah walked over and took over where Kurt had left off. Taking Braiden in her arms, she further cemented the new family bond. 
Kurt left them and went round to John, kneeling in front of the girl as well. Gloria was stood to her side, rubbing her back through the blanket that draped her shoulders. Her eyes were glazed and unresponsive, but colour was returning to her pallid skin. John was wiping away the encrusted blood with warm, soapy water and a flannel, careful to avoid the unblinking eyes with the suds. The back door was still being pounded on with vigour. Kurt was glad to see the timber he had fixed was holding at the moment. John looked at him and he knew the question.
“It will hold Dad,” Kurt confirmed as John went back to caring for the young lady. “Who is she?”
“I have no idea, when I found her she was hysterical and then shut down completely. She wasn’t even moving before,” John replied as he thought back to the Land Rover incident, still unsure what had transpired.
“Here you go, Grandad.” Sam had brought a steaming mug of tea and a glass of water. John picked up the water and tried to get the girl to drink. The first attempt just dribbled down her chin. With perseverance she parted her lips slightly and took a small swallow. It was something.
“Let me try, you have a drink,” Kurt suggested and took the glass. John stood and picked up the tea, blew it and took a sip. He closed his eyes in appreciation. It was quite possibly the best cup he had ever had, which was also quite possibly because he thought he would never have one again a short time ago.
“Smashing cuppa Sam,” he said, winking. 
“Did you want some spaghetti? We have a bit left,” Sam inquired, eager to help.
“Not right now mate, maybe later. Tell you what, can you do me a favour and do a check of all the doors and windows?” John directed. Sam moved off to do as asked.
“They are all secure. I have taken care of it,” Kurt retorted with annoyance, turning from his task to look at John.
“I have seen your good work Son, but I think we still need to keep a constant eye out in case that changes. Also Sam, look out at the surrounding houses, see if anyone else is home and safe.” 
Sam moved off quickly, carrying out the checks. Kurt had given up trying to get the woman to drink. Her top was wet from the spillage, though she had at least taken some in, which was a good sign. He felt exasperated, John was already questioning him and how he was handling this. It was always the same; Kurt never felt like he pleased his father or came up to scratch. The feeling was short lived and he was just happy to have his family together, for however long it may last. The hammering on the door was a constant reminder of the threat they faced.
Braiden had taken a chair out and offered it to Gloria who sat down, thanking him. He sat in another chair and copied her as she tried to soothe the woman, rubbing her back and reassuring her.
“What happened out there?” Kurt asked John.
John looked haunted for a moment. “I can’t tell you Kurt, not right now. Leave it be.” 
“Ok.” He put his arm round his dad again, “I’m so glad you made it.”
“Me too, it was a close call at times.” 
Kurt wanted to press him, on the other hand, he knew that John was stubborn and would tell him when he was ready. 
“Dad and Grandad come and look. Quick,” Sam called from upstairs. 
They rushed up and saw Sam was at a back room window, looking out and down the alleyway. He was pointing at a house that stood further down the estate, lights shone from every window. They could see someone leaning out of a window upstairs. At this distance, the figure was impossible to make out as the light turned them into a silhouette. The front door was open or more likely broken inwards. A steady line of the dead were entering the house. The blazing maw seemed to be swallowing them one by one. 
“Jesus, what can we do?” Kurt exclaimed.
“Nothing, look at how many of them there are,” John answered solemnly, the voice of reason. 
There were at least fifty between the two properties, with more likely to be out of sight. Kurt knew he was right in his analysis, but it didn’t help. They opened the window, the voice reaching them now, desperate and terrified. It was a man, screaming for help, yet knowing none was coming as the dead ones came for him.
“Get up into your attic, now!” Kurt shouted. The shadow turned in their direction, but he seemed to have missed Kurt’s advice.  So he shouted it again, as loud as he could. 
“They are outside the door!” The man screamed back to them on the wind. 
“Oh God,” whispered Sam as John took him and led him away from the window. He had witnessed enough already today and Kurt was thankful.
The man had climbed out onto a small ledge that each house was fitted with, a balcony that had never been finished when money had run out on the building project. There were no protective rails on them, just a drop onto the ground below. Now the balcony overhangs simply served as a place to wait out of the rain while someone answered the door. The first of the zombies had broken through into the upstairs room and were now toppling from the window and onto the balcony in an ungainly heap. The man would duly push them off before they could regain their footing. It was almost comical to watch, like an old clock, whose wooden figures would emerge at the turn of the hour and carry out an action over and over before retreating back into the clock body. The bumbling corpses would fall out of the window and he would kick them. They would topple over the edge to the ground, where they would struggle to rise and then head back in to the house. It was akin to the Greek myth of King Sisyphus, who was made to roll a boulder up a hill for eternity, only to have it fall to the bottom when he reached the peak. The task was useless but unceasing. Kurt felt wretchedness in his soul, forced to honour the man’s final moments as he weakened. He would not look away, he could not. Kurt couldn’t explain, in his mind, he felt if he didn’t witness the event, it would be a horrible betrayal of the stranger’s life. No one should be left to die alone.
It was happening. The man tried unsuccessfully to heft a zombie over the balcony’s edge. A second zombie fell out and then a third. They rose as one, the man was so weak from the exertions, they all just fell in a tangle of bodies from the balcony. He didn’t scream or shout. Silence marked his end at the hands of the crowd in his front garden. Kurt said a silent prayer and closed the window, the sounds of tearing and snapping bones carrying on the air.
“He’s gone,” Kurt informed John as they headed downstairs. They said no more about it, the losses were mounting and each death created a new enemy for the survivors.
“How many do you think there are out there?” John asked.
“I’m not sure, there were over fifty around, plus the ones that were… in the house.” Bad memories flashed through Kurt’s mind. “If it is the same all over the whole estate, we could be looking at several hundred in this area alone.”
John pondered for a moment, waiting at the kitchen door, “How many residents in Emsworth?”
Kurt didn’t like the way this conversation was going. “About ten thousand,” he answered.
“And in the surrounding villages?” John continued.
This was spiralling into new levels of nightmare. “About fifty thousand, and maybe half a million in Havant and Chichester…” Kurt answered.
“And we are slap bang in the middle of them all.” John’s logic was sound.
 The mere thought of hundreds of thousands of those things was enough to cause Kurt to shiver and think how the hell could they possibly hold out against such numbers?

“But someone will come, they have to come. The armed forces are going to sort this out. Christ, we have an Army barracks a few miles away on Thorney Island.” Kurt had to admit to himself that deep down, he had not given much credence to this being ‘The End’. 
Even as they prepared and started their plans, he had assumed that the people in power would solve the crisis and things could return to some sort of normality in the next few weeks. His dad was making him think of a future that would be no better than Hell on earth.
“I sure hope so Son, but ask yourself this, how much help have we received from the emergency services so far? I haven’t even seen any sign of them since this started.” 
Kurt remembered the speeding car that had passed them. There had been nothing else.
“None.” His head dropped, “Do you really think this is it?”
John knew what he meant. “I don’t know, still we have to be prepared for the possibility that the world is on the brink. We rely on ourselves but pray that this mess sorts itself out.”
Kurt nodded. Their whole mind-set was going to need to change. Things that had been taken for granted their whole life such as food, water and first aid were at an end. Could they adapt to this new existence? Would they want to? Kurt’s mind reeled with new understanding. Looking in the kitchen door at the rest of the group, he was scared for what was to come. Whatever it was, he could be sure it would not be anything good.
John saw the despondency in Kurt’s face, which hadn’t been his intention. He wanted his son to strengthen his resolve for the trials ahead. 
“What did we learn a moment ago with what happened down the road?” John was trying to draw Kurt back and get him thinking like a survivor. Kurt thought for a moment, and then it dawned on him.
“The light!” Kurt looked around and the realisation of how much they were illuminated sunk in. “Bloody Hell! Sam, go and turn all the lights off upstairs, now!” Kurt made to run from room to room as well, but John stopped him. He had gone from one extreme to the other and the rush to action would be far too dangerous in this brave new world.
“Take a minute and think. The ones outside are already there, so there’s no point in worrying about them. We need to stop ourselves from being too much of a magnet to the others, yet we also need light to see what we are doing don’t we?” John let this sink in. He had an idea of what they could do as a temporary measure, but wanted Kurt to come to his own conclusion.
Kurt looked around thinking, finally he admitted defeat, the despondency back once again, “I just don’t know. I’m not cut out for this.”
“Why don’t we just put a couple of coats of paint on the windows down here? It will allow us to keep the lights on for now, at least until the electricity supply dies,” suggested John.
Kurt grudgingly accepted the idea. He was fed up of the condescending tone that his father used when talking to him, it made him feel infantile and weak. John sensed the change in his attitude and changed tact.
“Son, please don’t take it the wrong way. You are a superstar in how you saved so many people. Now is the time to be cool and calm. Think things through from every angle and do it quickly, those things won’t give you a second chance.”
Kurt knew Dad was right and only trying to protect them. His pride would have to take a backseat for now.
They collected a pot of paint and quickly coated the glass of each pane downstairs. Sam had finished the task on the upstairs windows and now they were slightly less obvious. The glass was difficult to cover in one coat, so they decided to wait and then give it another, sealing in the light further. The glass sat above chest height, so the zombies wouldn’t be able to get through the windows to them. Kurt didn’t like to be completely blind to the activity outside, they could observe in darkness from the upper floor unseen. 
“Shall we have someone keep watch?” Kurt asked.
“Good idea, we need to know if anything is going on ahead of time. Sam, would you mind taking the first slot? Just check from window to window and if you see anything out of the ordinary, call immediately.” John smiled and shook his head when he realised what he had just said. Since when is zombie watching considered ordinary? 
Kurt and John returned to the kitchen to find the woman was still unresponsive. The others were trying to make her comfortable. She was clean now. Sarah had taken one of her tops and changed the filthy vest she had been wearing before throwing it into the bin. It was too damaged and stained to be rescued.
“What is the news saying?” John inquired.
“Nothing good, I’m afraid,” answered Gloria, recounting the snippets of information that they had learned from the TV.
They had tried to feed the survivor some spaghetti sauce to keep her strength up. It had proven similar to feeding a baby, with much chin wiping and little making it into her stomach. It was obvious that there was nothing they could do at the present time, except wait and see what would happen over the coming days. 
“I will take her up to the bedroom and see if she will sleep. It’s the body’s best way of healing.” Gloria stood and helped the girl up, Braiden followed and assisted where he could. 
John had finally started to eat something as well. He, Kurt and Sarah returned to the lounge, the TV was still broadcasting. There were no new developments in the crisis. 
“I noticed you have water upstairs, enough for several weeks as long as we cover it to prevent evaporation. What about food?” John wondered.
“We have plenty as long as we are careful. I took a few minutes and stocked up on dried and canned stuff, things that will last,” Kurt answered.
“The other issue is what do we do when the electricity stops? It could shut down at any minute, it all depends how long the power plants remain operational.”
Kurt had given this a lot of thought. “Chris had solar panels fitted six months ago, he was telling me that on a good day they get three kilowatts of power and one kilowatt on a cloudy one. If we can rig a wire from there to here, we will have a small amount of electric during the day. At night it will be candles and, fortunately, we have hundreds of them.” Kurt waved with his arm, showing the plethora of scented candles that adorned the shelves and fireplace mantels. “At least the place will smell good.” 
John smiled, “Good. That will really help us. Have you given any thought to what we will do when the food runs out though, if things haven’t improved by then?” It was a difficult, but legitimate question to ask. 
“The first thing I intend to do is break through, from the attic, into the other five houses on our row. None of them came home before this got bad.” Kurt thought about his neighbours, how they may be faring. “We can raid them for supplies. After that Dad, I just don’t know.”
“That sounds like a plan, but we need to really start to consider the possibility that this will not get better, and we will need to relocate at some point.” John was playing Devil’s advocate, broaching the tough issues and giving them time to really get their heads around the problems while they were relatively secure.
“I don’t have an answer,” Kurt conceded. “Can we sleep on it? My brain is close to shut down.” They were all yawning by this point, and the energy expended that day was incredible, coupled with the psychological trauma they had all endured. It was a surprise they were still standing. 
“Yeah, let’s think about getting some rest, one thing first.” He got up and walked to the glass door that the van had blocked, and felt the paint. “It’s good, let’s get that last coat on. I want to leave some lights on down here in case we have trouble.”
Sarah and Kurt stood, muscles aching. He kissed her and she went upstairs to see the others and make sure they were all ok before bed.
“Dad, what are we going to do?” Kurt queried when they were alone and painting the second coat onto the glass. He felt small for asking, but his father was always level headed and pragmatic, it was as if he was made for this kind of situation.
“I’m not sure Kurt. We will deal with it head on, and we will survive.” 
Even though they were platitudes, his words reassured Kurt, for the first time that day he felt… optimism? How could he be so cold hearted? He thought that millions were probably dying, and all he cared about were the people under this roof. He was worried about this change in him, but didn’t articulate it to his father.
They finished the job in silence and then joined the others upstairs. The glow coming up from below gave them just enough light to work by. Sam was prowling from room to room, seeing everything while not being seen by those outside. The zombies that were at the doors were beating and moaning. It looked like the ones who were just milling around took no notice of them. This fact didn’t escape their attention. It could prove useful in the future. The final sleeping arrangements were made. It was decided that Gloria would share with the newcomer who was fast asleep, her eyes closed as soon as her head lay on the pillow. John would bed down in the hallway, with thick sofa cushions laid end to end, making a makeshift mattress. It wasn’t the Ritz, but it was home. Kurt just stripped to his briefs, as the physical effort to put some pyjamas on was a herculean undertaking that he simply couldn’t be bothered to try.
“I will take first watch, get some sleep and I will wake you in two hours,” John said quietly as Kurt climbed into bed. “Love you all,” he said a bit louder, with a chorus of ‘love you too’ answered in response.
 



Chapter 14
John listened from the hallway, laid there in the near total darkness. The cushions were soft and awkwardly placed, which would give his back hell in the morning. Bed sheets rustled, people shifted positions as they sought more comfort and murmurs heralded the descent into sleep. Gloria begun snoring and this made him smile. It was a refreshingly normal, innocent sound. In a way, it gave him a focal point to concentrate on and took his mind off of the wailing and hammering of flesh on wood and metal. The stillness lulled him, his mind returned to several hours ago, on the Lavant road.
John marched down the pavement, his car was turned off and locked up. The air was biting as he walked, and the hedge on the other side of the road whistled in places where the wind blew through. The noises were growing in intensity, the shouts and screams were coming from around the turn in the road. He walked past several people who had climbed out of their cars. They watched as he passed, concerned, but unwilling to follow and help. More faces peered at him through the glass of locked doors, some angry and some nervous. What was wrong with people, did no one help anymore? He felt anger at the way society was heading, the lack of personal responsibility and the pursuit of selfish desires would break this country.
The houses to his left were of a red brick and thatch roof design, lots of the more rural properties out here had the straw roof. It was fantastic at insulating for warmth during the colder seasons. The drawbacks were that any open fire ember that climbed the chimney could cause instant conflagration. Once the straw was ignited, nothing but an act of God could put it out. Still, they were beautiful and had a great deal of character, and were from a time where people would help each other unconditionally.
He turned the corner and passed a young man running the other way in the middle of the road. John was going to yell to get out of the road in case he got run over. The scene that presented itself showed that he needn’t have worried. Both lanes were jammed with cars. The cause was a small prang between a Vauxhall Astra and a BMW 3 series. The bonnets were crumpled and one of the windscreens was shattered with a large, bloody hole directly in front of the driver’s seat. He had seen this before. The lack of seatbelt, coupled with a head on crash, equals the human body being propelled forward at great speed through toughened glass, often proving fatal.
Several car doors were open where some good Samaritans had gone to offer assistance. Amazed that the bloodied driver survived and had gotten to his feet, their charity had cost them dearly and now they numbered among those who were going car to car and dragging people out into the street from smashed windows. It took a few moments for the scene to register on John’s mind, why was there so much blood, what had that lady just ripped free from the child on the ground? It hit him like a hammer blow, he nearly doubled over in the street, he knew it would be the end of him. Another car door was open and he heard the faint crying of a baby over the melee that was taking place. The bloodied man who had reached the door leaned in and John could just make out the top of the baby safety seat in the back. The crying reached a crescendo of agony and was cut short, followed by a spray of blood that coated the rear window, concealing the unfolding horror.
John broke, he roared and surged forward, the body of the man still leaning in and moving in a frenzy with whatever he was doing to the poor child. John swung two brutal uppercuts at the exposed side of the attacker and felt ribs shatter under the clothing. The thing pulled away from the baby and tried to turn and back fully out of the car to get at John. Not giving the monster time to stand upright, he swept the legs out from under it. It fell, face first into the seat cover, the head still within the vehicle. The baby was lost, that much was clear, it was little more than tatters and bones sat in the pale blue car seat. A lump formed in John’s throat and he started crying at the inhumanity, the suffering of that little bundle of joy made him go temporarily insane. 
The rage exploded inside him and he pulled at the back of the zombie, positioning its head just inside the door. With inhuman ferocity, he slammed the door against the skull over and over again, causing it to split and spill its contents onto the waiting tarmac. There was nothing left by the time he had finished, just a bloodied, ragged stump where the head once was. Turning, he was just in time to catch the driver of the car before he pounced. John held it at arm’s length. Its weight was nothing in his fury. The face and upper body were shredded from the impact of the accident. Red, wet skin was hanging from the skull in fine strips, it looked as if the man had been through a food blender. He swung the driver around with all his might and into the side of the car, the head connected and the neck snapped like a twig. John mounted the flailing body and pinned the head down, avoiding the snapping, ruined mouth. Almost calmly, he put his thumbs to the eyes and pressed; they dug through the orbs with two sickly pops and sunk into the brain below. With great relish, he ground his thumbs into the skull cavity, mashing the contents within, the body bucked as if electrified underneath him. He withdrew his digits and they came away with a thick mucus substance attached in long, slimy strings. He wiped his hands on the creature’s trousers, the only piece of clothing that wasn’t saturated with blood.  
He stood panting, the insanity abating slightly; enough for him to look up and see that he was now the next target of the remaining dead. In no particular rush he opened the boot of the car with the baby seat; the rear windscreen was still dripping vital fluid. He lifted up the spare wheel shelf and took out the heavy tyre iron, liking its weight and damage potential. He closed the boot and put from his mind the contents of what had just occurred in the car. His only thought being to avenge the violation of innocence that had taken place. He would destroy every last one of them. It was then that he heard the whimpering, another small child was close and scared. His mind cleared and he looked around, desperately trying to find the little girl who he could hear. It was only when he found the source of the noise that he realised it was a grown woman, curled up in a foetal position by the side of her car. He glanced up, seeing the dead approaching no more than fifteen feet away.
“Quickly, you have to come with me,” John instructed as she stood with his aid, the zombies no more than ten feet away. She saw the horde and issued the most rending scream he had ever heard, it was only him pulling her away that stopped her from fainting at their feet. He looked around and saw that the only place they may be able to buy time was through the thick hedge and over the fields, exactly as Kurt had asked him to do. They ran to the foliage, in reality he dragged her most of the way, her strength was fading fast. He put his shoulder to the green thickets, pushed with all his might, reluctantly the hedge had parted when she added her slight frame to the job.

John lay there, safe in his son’s home, the picture of the tiny infant forever etched on his psyche. He found his back twinging, small stabbing pains going down his left leg, so he switched positions on the cushions. The tears came unashamedly and he wept.
 



Chapter 15
The night was long and full of dreadful moans and wails. John woke Kurt and the watch continued. Kurt, there in the dark, wondered how the world was coping, what the morning would bring for his new family. The zombies milled around, even those who knew they were within the house had slowed their attacks. Did they lose interest after a while without sight of their quarry? It was these questions that could save their lives in the coming weeks. They would need to be especially vigilant to any slight patterns or tells in their behaviour.
A chill had settled on the house, they didn’t have the time or forethought to light the fireplaces. The autumn was shaping up to be a cold one, worse than normal temperatures at this time of year. He cursed anything and everything for adding this extra level of struggle to their bleak existence. Taking a thick blanket and wrapping it tightly around his shoulders, looking out the windows he searched the other homes for signs of life. A couple of times he was certain that he saw movement at some curtains from a home down the road, it could have been a trick of his mind, a yearning for the companionship of fellow humans. He stared harder with his breath held, although this just caused his vision to swim. It was even less likely he would notice anything else, so he moved on. They could talk about it in the morning.
Kurt watched his loved ones sleep, going from room to room, tucking people in if they had kicked their sheets free. Braiden was having a nightmare and was thrashing on the mattress, fighting who knows what in the dream world. Kurt could hazard a very good guess, so he sat with him and stroked his hair until he calmed a little, hoping that he would drift into a deeper, dreamless sleep. Gloria entered the room, wearing Sarah’s nightshirt, in the shadows he nearly mistook her for his wife.
“Why don’t you go back to bed, I will keep watch until morning,” she whispered.
Kurt checked the time on the red digital display on Sam’s alarm clock; it was 2:25 am, the dead of night. He groaned inwardly at his own pun.
“You can’t do that, dawn is four hours away and you will be exhausted,” Kurt worried for her.
“Nonsense, I have been surviving on four hours sleep a night ever since my husband passed. I can’t ever seem to get settled properly anymore without him. And besides, a strong man is going to be needed for what’s to come,” she answered cryptically. Or maybe it wasn’t cryptic. She had seen what they faced and knew it was dire. They could be fighting for the very existence of the human species. 
“Ok, as long as you are sure. Wake me up if you change your mind and feel you need a little more.” He walked past and placed a hand on her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze.
“Don’t you worry about me, we old folk just need a quick nap in an armchair and we are good to go.” She patted his hand and he returned to his bed. Climbing in, he moved in behind Sarah and cuddled her; she responded in her sleep and moved to get closer. Closing his eyes, he heard the faint creak of a floorboard as the new guard kept watch, and then slept.
 



Chapter 16
Kurt woke with a start, sat bolt upright in bed and panicked when he looked over for his wife and found only a dented pillow and rumpled sheets. It took a few seconds for the disorientation to wear off, the hushed voices of the survivors carried up to him and he calmed down. Rubbing at his eyes he looked at the clock and saw it was 7:22 AM, so he got out of bed and put fresh clothes on. He was in desperate need of a wash, however it would have to wait, the feel of the clean clothing was the next best thing. He went to each window in turn and wished that he hadn’t bothered. The zombie numbers had grown dramatically. A few dozen was now well over a hundred, a veritable blanket of dead on the gardens, pavements and road. He looked to the house that had piqued his interest last night, nothing looked any different and the curtains were still closed. He stared for too long, which allowed several of the zombies to catch sight of him and they began shambling over, excited at the thought of fresh meat. Admonishing himself for the stupidity and recounting his father’s words, he shut the curtain and took a deep breath. People were counting on him to hold it together.
“Morning all,” he greeted as he got downstairs. The TV was on once more and the news was still rolling. He didn’t feel up to that right now and instead nodded at his father who was glued to it, before walking into the kitchen.
“Morning honey.” Sarah came over and kissed him, passing a fresh cup of coffee. The smell was delectable. Gloria and Sarah were eating toast, the final slices of bread needing to be used before the mould set in. This triggered disturbing images in his mind, ones he could well do without. The boys had poured milk into the Honey Cheerio’s bag due to a lack of food bowls and were tucking in with gusto, the bag crumpling and rustling as the spoons delved in. Kurt laughed and the boys looked round and smiled at him, still chewing for all they were worth. The blonde sat next to Braiden and, between mouthfuls of cereal, he tried to get her to drink some water. Kurt was overjoyed to see that she was taking proper sips now with no prompting, although her eyes remained as distant as ever. Braiden smiled at him, proud of his hand in the change.
The toaster popped and Gloria buttered the slices. “What would you like on them?” she asked. “The orange marmalade is particularly good, sir.” She was attempting to sound like an old butler, which brought another chuckle. 
“That would be great Gloria, thanks,” Kurt replied and she set to work. 
Deciding he needed to keep up with the current state of play, that ignoring it would be cowardly, he joined his father, sitting down next to him. Gloria came in and handed the toast over, “Another cup John?” Gloria enquired. 
“Bless you. That would be great Love.” He handed his cup to her and she duly headed off and put the kettle back on.
“What’s the latest Dad? There are more of them outside now.” Kurt held out hope for some good news, he was to be disappointed.
“It’s still not good. They don’t seem to have a clue how to respond to this. I haven’t even heard them admit they are dead.” John shook his head in disgust. The same distrust of authority ran deeply in him as well.
Sarah joined them, bringing the cup of fresh coffee. She sat down next to Kurt and started to watch the latest bulletin on Sky News. The anchor was mid-sentence, the words ‘breaking news’ still scrolling along the bottom of the screen. It’s already broken beyond repair, Sarah thought to herself.
“… are responding, but they recommend that people stay indoors, make no attempt to go out or try and reach loved ones. Incidents of mass civil unrest are now being reported from as far afield as Devon and Northern Scotland. Initial reports are leaning towards rioting like that seen during the London incidents of 2011. The Government is preparing a statement which will be delivered in the next hour. David Cameron will be addressing Parliament with the response, however early indications are that he will be mobilising the army for further deployment in major population centres.” The anchor put his hand to his earpiece. “I am being informed we have some footage, our camera crew is live outside the Houses of Parliament where David Cameron is in the middle of an emergency session of COBRA.” He looked to someone off screen and the picture faded. Kurt racked his brain, but it came up blank. 
“It stands for Cabinet Office Briefing Room A; it’s where they go if bad stuff is happening. I guess it’s pretty bad,” Braiden told him. He had come in and sat on the sofa quietly. He looked at Kurt and then concentrated on the news once more. Kurt was taken aback, he had always assumed Braiden was a little… slow, but there was obviously more to him than meets the eye.
The TV showed a rolling feed from Parliament Square, the crossroads which leads over the River Thames and into Central London, as well as to the Houses of Parliament where politicians sought a solution. The camera panned and picked up the reporter who was looking around, taking in what was happening.
“As you can see, crowds have gathered here to demand the Government take action. The police are out in force. All leave has been cancelled until further notice. It is expected that within the next few minutes, the Prime Minister will declare martial law, fearing an escalation as happened in the last riots of 2011. The slow and some say weak, response of that time being attributed to over one billion pounds in damage. Opposition politicians have used the episode to score points and paint the Prime Minister as a man who cannot make the tough decisions.”
The camera panned away from the reporter at the sound of screams coming from the gathered people. Panic gripped the crowd, the police tried to hold their line, but the sheer weight of numbers bowled through them. A new crowd had appeared, demanding nothing. They were much slower than those that ran past the cameraman, lacking their slogans and chants. A new chorus had emerged, the moans and wails of the damned. The Police tried to reform their barricade, supported by officers on horseback who lined up to the rear. Confronted with the shambling horde, the lines broke. Nobody could be expected to do their duty unarmed and in the face of such ravaged abominations. Those that didn’t flee quickly enough were set upon and ripped apart. The screaming was further fuelling the advancing swarm. Horses, despite being blinkered for crowd control duties, sensed the impending doom and either bolted with their riders clinging on desperately, or bucked them and ran. The zombies were glad for the stunned meat that lay on the concrete. The reporter ran, passing the screen in a blur of expensive suit. The camera operator was backing away now. The feeling of detachment that the lens provided was evaporating. They stumbled on something, the view went spinning and the camera crashed to the pavement, breaking part of the lens. Only a small section of the picture remained now, black pixels replacing the rest. Sideways, the viewer watched as the camerawoman started to crawl away. The kerb that had tripped her was posing no trouble for the new stars of the show. They fell on her at once, gurgling screams pealing forth, when blood started running through their feet and down the kerbstone into the gutter, the picture returned to the studio.
“… Folks, I don’t know what to...” The newscaster was lost for words, he looked for support from those behind the camera, raised his arms in a ‘what do I do’ gesture. It cut to a break, a commercial for car insurance delivered by a talking robot called Brian.
Kurt had seen perhaps five hundred of the walking dead over the past twenty four hours. He had known it was widespread, but hoped the governments of the world would come together and the word would go out, the Army mopping up and restoring sanity. The camera had shown thousands, the wide roads filled with them, shoulder to shoulder. London was lost. Now they would be entering the chambers of Parliament. No Government address was going to take place as there would be no one to deliver it.
“So it’s just us then. Fine.” Sarah was taking this better than the men in the room, a steely resolve hardening her features. There were people she cared about that needed protection and woe betide any one, or thing, that threatened them. Kurt’s pride soared at his amazing wife, knowing he had strong people to share this burden warmed his heart. They may just have a chance after all.
“You’ve got a real treasure there Son,” John told him, full of admiration.
“You’re damned right he has,” Sarah confirmed with a smile. “What is the plan for today?” 
“Let’s go into the kitchen and we can discuss it,” Kurt replied.
All activity ceased and they listened carefully to Kurt and John’s ideas, which they had bandied around the previous evening.
“We will be breaking through into the attics of the homes along our row. It will be much easier while we still have mains electricity. Once that is done, we can use the attics to hop back and forth with supplies or as an escape route in the event we are breached. With the numbers growing so rapidly, we are also going to move upstairs at some point today, which will make us safer.” 
John continued where Kurt left off, “While we are drilling through, there will be a lot of noise and we know what that will attract. I want the rest of you to bring everything upstairs that isn’t nailed down, and even stuff that is. I don’t know about you, but the cold is starting to get to me, so we will take all the firewood up from the back storage room. We will also be taking all the doors, door frames and wood that we can use. Kitchen units can be broken down, appliances will also need to go. The fridge could extend the life of our food greatly and when we have the solar power hooked up it will give us a few hours of freezing each day.” John could think of nothing else, so Kurt assigned the jobs.
“Braiden and Sam, you are on firewood. When that’s done, I should be through to the next house and I want you to fill their bath up too. We will do it to all of them, which will give us another thousand litres. Sarah and Gloria, would you mind taking the doors off and then use the jemmy to break the door linings out? Dad, are you ok breaking down the kitchen and getting some of the heavier stuff up?” They all knew what had to be done. The constant rhythmic pounding around the house was a never ending reminder of their predicament.
Kurt made his way up into the attic, trailing the power lead behind him. He had already set up the drill and his sledge hammer at the gable end that separated his property from the next. A layer of concrete blocks were put in during the initial build to prevent the burglary of linked houses on the estate. He was happy to see a hive of activity as he ascended, everyone working together as a team. He plugged the drill in and placed the bit against the cement joint, he wanted to break the large blocks out in one piece if possible so that they could be used later. He put goggles on and was close to using ear defenders, but the thought of not being able to hear if there was an emergency made him reconsider. The drill was mostly clean now, only casing joints and hard to reach places still containing the dried gore of last night. Putting it out of his mind, he started breaking out the blocks, each one came out fairly easily, the old cement losing a lot of its strength over time. Within half an hour he had cleared a hole large enough to climb through comfortably, with a small pile of bricks to the side. He stood and looked through into the other attic, the light from his low wattage light unable to penetrate the pitch black. It was like an open mouth, ready to swallow him, the darkness was absolute and only the first inches of their neighbours’ attic space was visible. He crouched to get a better view, angling the hanging bulb at the opening to try and gain some idea of what lay beyond.
“Dad,” called Sam from the attic hatch. Kurt stood up in surprise and banged his head on the rafters.
“Are you ok? Sorry for startling you.” Sam climbed up, concern on his face, until Kurt turned round laughing, holding his head where a small lump was forming.
“Don’t worry mate, I was thinking morbid thoughts there, I’m glad you pulled me out of it. What’s up?” 
“The firewood is all done and we have helped Grandad move some of the heavy stuff. Mum’s nearly done with the doors. Did you want us to get the baths filled now?” Sam asked. Braiden’s head had appeared through the hatch, he waited for an answer too. Kurt was still reluctant to let go and admit that they could not be treated as children anymore, but he forced himself. 
“Get the torch, drop the hatch and wait. Listen carefully for any movement. Lower the ladder ONLY when you are sure that the house is safe. Fill the bath the same as you did in here, but wait by the stairs and when you are done, lift the ladder and lock the attic again. I want the roof spaces isolated at all times. Make sure you take a weapon with you, something you can swing with force,” Kurt told them.
They did as instructed while Kurt moved to the other end of the attic space ready to repeat the procedure. When the boys made to go through the freshly formed door, Kurt nearly stopped them, the spooky feeling from earlier still lingering. The torchlight revealed nothing other than storage boxes full of old items, books, videos, suitcases and an old doll house that their neighbour’s daughter used to play with, before growing up and moving out. It was a poignant reminder of innocence lost. The new order would have little or no time for such frivolity. Kurt knew he had to stop these pointless thoughts. They helped no one and just filled him with sorrow. 
The dividing wall was breached and blocks were piled on the attic floor. His initial unease at the openings now gone, it would give them more space and safety than if they just stayed put in the middle of the terrace. The youngsters had returned after locking the attic hatch, they ducked through the opening and came to Kurt, excitedly.
“Look what we found Mr Taylor,” Braiden said, showing more animation than at any point thus far. He cradled what looked like an old slingshot; heavy rubber banding tied to a small leather pouch which held the projectile. Kurt had shot things like this all the time when he was younger. He and his friends would spend all day shooting old glass bottles with small stones down at the old quarry. 
“Where did you find this?” His initial humour gave way to anger.
“It was in a bedroom cupboard next door,” Sam answered.
“So what happened to waiting by the stairs and coming straight back? I told you what I wanted you to do!” his voice had risen to a shout and Sam and Braiden lowered their heads in unison. “Boys, you have to be smarter than this, it’s great what you have found, but we were going to search the houses another day anyway, all of us together for protection. If you two had been hurt…” he let it trail off. He hated to be so stern with them, but this wasn’t playtime any more, he was having to learn the same hard lessons.
“Sorry Dad.”
“Sorry Mr Taylor. It was my fault. I remembered when I was little they used to play with it over in the fields. I thought it would help.” 
Kurt had calmed down now, no harm was done. “Guys, I love the fact that you are thinking for yourselves and trying to protect us all. But if you both got hurt then there would only be me and Grandad to look after the ladies.” They understood and nodded. “Not that Gloria or Mum need looking after mind you, I pity any zombie that comes up against them.” He tried to end with a little humour. He was mindful of the extreme stress of the situation and didn’t want to make them feel unable to act.
“You’re not wrong Dad, Mrs Blume put up a hell of a fight with those zombies to protect us,” Sam added. Braiden was nodding enthusiastically in agreement.
“Yes she did mate, but think. Without you two doing what you did, all of those people would be dead.” He knew it was likely they were dead now anyway but he had a point to make. “The three of you working together solved that problem. Do you follow what I’m saying?”
He could see them mulling it over and was glad when it clicked, he could almost see the light bulbs blaze into life above their heads. 
“Now,” Kurt continued, “The bath needs filling here, are you up to it?”
They both hurried through the new opening to get to work and Kurt went to the hatch.
“How much attention are we drawing to ourselves?” Kurt shouted down.
“Too much really, they are starting to get restless and we have too many at the back door. The wood is looking like it may not hold much longer,” John called up to him. “I’m trying to build it up but the mortar is starting to give.” 
“How much time do you think we have?” 
“Thirty minutes max, maybe less.” There was real anxiety in John’s voice.
“Sam, Braiden! We need you, now!” He didn’t wait for them. Why had he decided to drill now? It could have waited and now they were in trouble. It was just like Dad warned, he didn’t think things through. Heading down and running into the kitchen, he could see the damage. The wood was still fairly solid, but the brickwork it was fixed into was cracking. Small streams of dust accompanied each blow and it looked like thirty minutes was unlikely. 
“Everyone, we have to get the last of the stuff upstairs now. I didn’t count on the wall crumbling,” Kurt called out to them. John joined him.
“It’s ok. I wouldn’t have given this any thought either. We just didn’t give the buggers enough credit. It won’t be a mistake we repeat.” John told him with a look of determination on his face, which was enough to bolster Kurt. Was buggers a swear word? Close enough, he thought. It was the second time in twenty four hours John had sworn, it was a dramatic change which only the zombie apocalypse could possibly bring about.
They all resumed the transportation of the important contents of the house up and into the bedrooms, from cleaning products, medicine and the rest of the kitchen timber, right up to the TV and fridge freezer. The last causing John and Kurt to grunt and groan with the effort. They carried it into the spare bedroom, placed it down onto the carpet, and plugged it in. The six met at the top of the stairs, the young lady back in bed and asleep.
“Is that it? Can you think of anything else?” Sarah asked. Her breathing was laboured. Gloria stood there waiting for an answer, red in the face and breathing hard too. Kurt admired her resilience and reserves of energy.
“No, that will do. We have taken anything that will help us for the time being. I’d love to bring the leather sofa and foot spa, but I think they are luxuries we can do without for now.”
“Well I’m afraid that without the spa, you will have to massage these old, tired feet Sam,” smiled Gloria with a twinkle of mischief. 
“Ewwww!” Sam reacted, wrinkling his nose. They all laughed, but the hammering continued with a renewed savagery. The bricks wouldn’t hold against that assault for long. They looked at the staircase, what easy access it would provide to the undead for the waiting pantry upstairs. 
“Sam, get the ladders ready,” Kurt instructed him, opening his tool chest and taking out a sledge hammer and crowbar. He took the steps two at a time, landing at the bottom and twisting his ankle. 
“Shit!” he winced with pain, unable to put much weight on it.
“Are you ok? Here, let me.” John tried to take the tools.
Angry with himself for being so foolhardy, Kurt pulled away. He jammed the jemmy bar into the first stair tread, levered it, and it broke free from the fascia supports. John had left Kurt to it, not wanting to cause an argument at such a dangerous time. He was smashing the banister and balusters apart with the sledge hammer, careful to miss his son as he swung. Each piece was passed to Sam, who gradually had to retreat higher as the staircase disappeared. Once the treads and risers were removed, making it impossible for anything to reach the upper floor, he helped John to destroy the main body of the staircase. Taking the hammer and using his pain as a spur, he swung it at the newel post and fascia. The paint impacted and cracked with the weight of the blow, the wood underneath exposed and split. A dozen more swings and he was sweating profusely, the act of disassembling a whole staircase in ten minutes was no mean feat for anyone.
“Sam, pass the stepladder down.” 
Sam obliged and John ran up, getting to safety. Kurt started to follow, but halfway up he stopped, thinking, not happy with how this was being left. He listened intently to the hammering on the door; a new sound had joined the familiar rhythmic drumming. It was fists on metal. They were at the vehicles in such numbers for it to resonate through the house. He climbed back down, moved the ladders to give him access to the open space where the staircase had stood moments ago.
“What are you doing? Get up here,” John asked, worriedly.
“Dad, grab my normal hammer, nails and the two by four that I stood inside the bedroom door, the pieces that are about your height.” John moved off quickly, foraging. 
Kurt prepared the wall surfaces, scraping off any remaining wood fragments with the flat edge of the bar. He had known, as he climbed, that he couldn’t stomach the thought of the undead standing here, wailing and moaning and reaching for his family any time they crossed the hallway landing. It would be intolerable. Instead he had decided to hammer the timber to the walls, cut the old treads down and fit them across the supports at the same height as the upper floor. It would seal them off and give them a little respite from having to view the rotting corpses.
“Kurt, here it is.” John passed it all down, the rest of them waiting on the landing, concern visible on their faces. Kurt passed up the heavier tools and Sarah took them, disappearing into the room he got them from to put them away. 
He hammered the timber to the wall, John holding one end for support. The noise of broken masonry hitting the kitchen floor, in ever larger chunks, was making him redouble his efforts. A loud crash came from the kitchen. Looking back he saw debris from his previous handiwork fly into the room, the whole ply section slid across the floor. His time was up. He threw the tools up, barely missing Sam, and moved the ladder. Footsteps and moaning were right behind him, but he refused to look. Each step hurt, but he made it to the top and stepped up, just as a jolt shot through the ladder, which would have tumbled him back to the bottom. He looked down to see flat nose and several other zombies. He recognised some of the people that lived on the estate, whose names he had never known, he was grateful for that. He and John braced themselves and dragged the ladders back up as the dead tried to gain purchase and drag them down. They were in a frenzy now, reaching and clawing at thin air, teeth gnashing. If the stairs had stood, they would be battling them for survival. Kurt was calm. He cut each piece to size, carefully laid it onto the two by four and screwed it into place, gradually reducing the window onto the horror that waited below. The final section was done, he crawled over his work, looked down into the faces of the undead, whose number had now grown to twenty or more.
“Fuck you.” He spat down, hitting the shoulder of one. 
Screwing the final piece in place cut the noise down a little, but the lamentations of the dead still carried through. He shivered and crawled backwards into the grateful arms of his loved ones, a valuable lesson learned, never take anything for granted.
 



Chapter 17
Kurt laid on the bed in the master bedroom, leg stretched out and his ankle resting on a pillow. Sarah had taken a bag of peas from the freezer and wrapped them in a tea towel, before holding them to the bruised joint.
“What if it’s broken?” Sarah asked concerned because she knew there were no longer any medical facilities they could reach.
“Let’s hope it is just bruised, we will see if the swelling goes down,” Gloria tried to reassure her. “Failing that, we will have to fabricate some form of cast for it and hope the bone sets correctly.” It was all that could be done. Kurt would be out of action for a while. 
John went to the window. He pulled the curtains apart slightly and peered out through the small split and groaned. They had become the centre of attention and many more were now angling for the house, the daylight revealing far too much. He caught sight of one. Its chest was soaked with blood, the face having been torn or eaten off, the grisly skull a dreadful rictus to behold. There were worse. One was missing an arm and both legs, trails of hanging flesh flowing behind as she used her only limb to drag herself, inch by inch, towards them. He let the curtains fall back into place.
Their quiet guest was sitting in the reading chair, lost in her own mind. John envied her that. He walked over to the bed where Kurt was holding his arm across his face, trying to control the pain.
“I’ll get you some painkillers honey, it will help.” Sarah moved off to find the box of medicines and John sat down next to him.
“You did good Son, you saved us again,” he said as he carefully lifted the frozen bag and saw that the swelling was getting worse. If it wasn’t broken, it would certainly be badly bruised, the tendons and ligaments stretched and painful.
Kurt moved his arm from his face and tried to get up, only John’s restraining hand holding him back.
“We have too much to do, I’ll be ok,” Kurt told his father.
“Don’t be daft, you need to rest. We need you one hundred percent fit. We have got this for now. We are secure and they cannot get to us.” John gently held him down, Kurt knew he was right, but the anger he felt at himself would burn for a while yet. 
Sarah returned with a cup of water, two effervescent tablets fizzed on the top, mixing with the liquid. 
“Get that down you and rest, the boys and I will carry on the preparations,” John informed him, standing up and leaving the room, followed by Sam and Braiden.
“Would you like me to light a fire?” Gloria asked. “The cold is really starting to get to these old bones.”
“That sounds great. Kurt’s getting cold as well. I think it’s the pain.” Sarah felt his skin, it was chilled and clammy. He had drunk the painkillers and was resting back on the cushions, trying to breathe through the pain with pursed lips. Each beat of his heart caused a throb of pain to shoot like a lance through his ankle.
“Ok dearie.” Gloria took the old newspaper stored by the fireplace, crumpled several pages up, and laid them on the fire bed. She broke up some small pieces of kindling, as well as larger sections, and laid them criss-cross on top of the paper. Using a lit taper, she touched it to the paper and tongues of greedy flame started to lick at the wood, blackening it and causing faint crackling noises. The kindling had taken, and the waves of heat were growing. She took three small logs from the wood scuttle and laid them carefully on the fire, ensuring it was still getting air. In minutes, these had started to burn well. She took a final, larger log, putting it across the smaller ones.  Gloria finally placed the fire shield on the hearth to prevent embers from leaping free. 
They sat, or laid there, watching the all-consuming fire, feeling the heat as it spread through the room, smelling the small tendrils of smoke that weren’t yet being drawn into the cold chimney. It was mesmerising; the way the oranges, reds, yellows, blues and greens danced within the flames, leaping and curling. The walls were flickering with the reflected light of the fire, shadows bounced in the corners of the room with the ebb and flow of the flames. It spoke to them on a subconscious level, the feeling of comfort that it instilled was almost instinctual. Fire had been the source of life for millennia, providing light in the darkest hours, heat to warm the body and soul even in the bleakest conditions. They didn’t know it, but as well as burning the logs, it was burning some of their fears away too. Moment by moment they felt more at ease, the heat soothing them. Kurt looked over at the quiet lady, and was amazed to see that she had turned to watch the fireplace, a wistful look in her eyes.
“It was my baby.” The words spoken were soft and melodic and the suddenness of them broke the hypnotic spell of the fire. Before they got over the shock and went to her, trying to see if they could build on this breakthrough, her eyes glazed once more and she left them for the sanctuary of her mind.
“Stay with us love, come on now.” Gloria was knelt before her, trying to bring her back, but it was fruitless. 
“What do you think she meant by ‘it was my baby’?” asked Sarah, unaware of the violence that John had witnessed the previous day. Kurt just shrugged and Gloria could only shake her head in the negative.
Later that day, the drilling commenced in the attic space, and it was nearly impossible for Kurt to resist the temptation to join them. A withering look from Sarah that said ‘don’t you even think about it mister’ was enough to keep him on the bed. From below, the sounds of shuffling and moaning were reaching epic proportions. The noise was grating through him like nails on a chalkboard, even the fire couldn’t melt the internal chill that had settled on him.
Sarah plugged the television in where it had been placed on their chest of drawers. Pressing the power button, it blazed into life but ‘no signal’ appeared on the screen, the satellite box was still in the lounge. The cable was drilled straight through from outside and would not reach up to the new position, so she had pulled the terrestrial channel cable and connected it to the socket in their bedroom. It meant that they were limited to five channels, instead of nine hundred, but there was only one thing they were interested in; keeping up to date with the news. Three of the five had gone off air completely, apologies for the interrupted service displayed with a; ‘we hope to fix the issue as soon as possible’ message. They looked at one another, thinking exactly the same thought that fixing this issue may take a little bit longer than the message implied. The fourth channel was running adverts as if nothing was happening. Kurt wondered if the operators were locked in a control room, shielded from current events, barking orders to roll the next portion of the schedule, unaware of the fall of mankind. Or perhaps, the programmes were computer controlled with the room standing empty, all life having fled the building, with a shambling unlife taking its place. The final channel was showing BBC news, the anchor team were distraught. The female was being helped to her feet by a couple of men; floor crew by the looks of the headphones and microphones they were wearing. 
She was wailing, ‘My family, oh god, my family.’ gradually fading in volume as they left the studio. The male anchor had watched her leave, ashen faced. His suit jacket was missing and the tie was pulled loose, with the top button on his crisp, white shirt undone. He returned his gaze to the camera, stared for a while, eyes welling up. His eyes looked to the right of the camera, and narrowed.
“I know we are bloody live!” he shouted at the off screen person. He returned to the main screen, picked up his paper and straightened it, trying to maintain his composure. His vision returned to the camera, the look of dread on his face chilled the marrow in their bones. It spoke of the end, the complete absence of hope. It would be the same look as that of the condemned as they approached the gallows, resignation mixed with terror.
‘We have been informed that they are in the building and we will be going off the air soon. I just want to say, it has been a pleasure to serve you for the past five years. May God help us all.’ The haunted image of his face remained with them after the screen went blank. The knowledge of what was coming plain to see, those poor people.
“Oh dear,” Gloria broke the silence. 
“So this really is it, the End of Days,” Sarah commented, remembering her lessons from Sunday school. Maybe God had finally tired of his creation and decided they needed cleansing.
“It doesn’t change anything, for now we hunker down and see what happens. We have food, water, and a roof over our heads.” Kurt pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut, trying to force out a headache that had been growing for the last hour. The painkillers were working on his aching ankle, but the headache was growing in intensity. He closed his eyes to rest them, listening to the vibrations of the drill as John broke through wall after wall. In the circumstances, they were incredibly lucky, but how long that would hold he dare not guess.
The day continued, the sun attempting to break through the clouds, but having no success. It was as if the world was in mourning at the events taking place, the rain that fell, tears for the lost.
 



Chapter 18
John put the drill down, took the hammer, and broke the final block free from the wall. Sam and Braiden had just joined him from the last house that they had been down into after filling the bath and basin. They had heeded Kurt’s advice and did only the task that they had been set, ignoring the temptation to scavenge until they were in greater numbers for safety. None of the houses had been breached so far, which indicated that the dead instinctively went for occupied premises. If they could lay low in the other homes, it may mean a bit of peace from the growing din of the zombies on their ground floor. The final attic was immaculately clean, boarded out completely, and the roof was insulated against the cold. Benches lined the room making it an excellent storage area and workshop. The only thing that concerned John was the fixed ladder that led up to the room. There was no lockable hatch. The owner must have frequented the room daily for various reasons.
“Keep watch, I’ll get a screwdriver,” John told Sam, after inspecting the ladder and finding only four screws held it in place. 
Braiden took out his slingshot and put a small ball bearing in the pouch. It was the first John had seen of it, but he would bring it up later. Sam held the sledge hammer at the ready, his skinny arms shaking with the weight, John wasn’t sure if Sam even swung the thing at a zombie, that the hammer wouldn’t drag him straight down the hole, so he hurried. Nothing had appeared in those brief moments, and the house was quiet as he removed each screw, before hefting the wooden ladder up into the attic and out of the way. They would use the lightweight aluminium steps each time they needed to go into the homes, they proved easy and quick to withdraw. Now that the possible danger had passed, John asked Braiden about the slingshot, where he had got it and what else was there.
“There are boxes of steel ball bearings, look.” Braiden had reached into his pocket and pulled free a small handful of shiny balls, about half an inch wide. They were very light and John was dubious about how much damage they would do to a human skull. The sheer velocity would help, but they would have to test it out another time.
“Were there any bigger than that in the boxes?” John asked him. 
“Yeah, lots. These are the smallest ones I found,” Braiden answered.
Now they were getting somewhere. With more weight, they may crack the bone and cause brain damage that could stop the things. John made a mental note to try it another day, when they were more settled. 
“Ok, let’s finish this last one off and we can have a rest. While I keep watch at the stairs, you can have a good search through their cupboards upstairs.” John knew they were desperate to explore, so why get in the way if it could be done safely. 
“Yes!” they exclaimed with excitement.
They lowered the ladder and made their way down. The upstairs was decorated with garish flower patterned wallpaper and lime green carpet. It looked awful. They looked at each other, not believing anyone could see this as anything other than vomit inducing. Sam and Braiden waited by the stairs listening, while John went to run the bath. There was only one problem; this home only had a walk in shower cubicle, no bathtub. 
“Damn! What a waste.” John was disappointed that they couldn’t gain another two hundred litres of water, however another thought occurred to him, something so obvious he kicked himself. They would need to maintain hygiene. The dangers of bacteria and disease without hospitals could be as lethal as the undead roaming around outside. A hook in the ceiling would hold a bucket, and if they drilled a few small holes, they could still wash for as long as the soap held out. He wondered what else he had overlooked, but could think of nothing at present, and left the room to meet the boys on the landing.
“No bath unfortunately, but they have a shower which will still be very useful. Why don’t you see what else you can find?” John suggested. 
They needed no further prompting and rushed off quietly to perform their search. John listened at the top of the stairs. Apart from the new sounds of the dead outside, nothing moved inside the property. A loud tick tock rose to him and John surmised that the former residents had to have an antique clock of some kind downstairs. The boys returned in less than ten minutes with some batteries, a radio and one other object.
“What is this used for Grandad?” Sam asked quizzically, handing over a small woman’s vibrator. “If you press this, it starts buzzing like my toothbrush.” He pressed the small button on the bottom and John nearly dropped it. He was nearly choking with laughter, he had to hold his hand to his mouth to stifle it, however this just caused him to snort through his nose like a pig. The boys were looking at him as if he was deranged. He finally composed himself, his cheeks wet with tears.
“It’s most definitely not a toothbrush Sam, I’ll tell you about it when you are a little older. For now, I will put this back away.” John took it and threw it into the first drawer he came to, the device safely out of sight.
“Let’s get back, I don’t know about you guys but I’m starving,” John suggested. 
They ascended the ladder and made the attic safe before heading back through the new doorways that had been formed. The smell of cooking came wafting through from their house, making them salivate in anticipation. Gloria was knelt by the fire, a saucepan overhanging the flames and propped up with some bricks that had been brought down from the loft. The room was delightfully warm after the cold of the attic. The boys went over and knelt with her, holding their icy fingers out towards the heat. The smell of beef stew was in the air, several open cans were on the hearth to the side of the cooking utensils. Even in the midst of all the death and horror that moment was like a little slice of heaven. 
Sarah came back with several bowls, the water had been drunk already and they needed to eat from something anyway. Gloria ladled a generous portion into each bowl before passing them around. They were gratefully received and devoured with similar relish to the zombies chewing a juicy arm. Maybe we weren’t so different after all she mused, smiling to herself. She had put a small portion to one side that had already cooled to a reasonable temperature. With this, she went to the young blonde and tried to feed her. This time there were no mishaps. She opened her mouth each time, chewed and swallowed the contents of the spoon. The warm room, the improvement of the silent survivor, and the full bellies elevated their mood. Even with the ever present threat, they were happy and comfortable. Deep down they knew it could not last, but right there and then, they rejoiced at being alive.
After they had eaten and night began to encroach, daylight fading with each passing minute, Kurt told John of his suspicions about the house over the road. As he had lain there thinking, he played it over and over, and was certain that he had seen movement. The doors remained closed and the windows were dark, but it was bothering him.
“Dad, can you go and take a small peek at that house, number 143? It’s the one with the white door and gold coloured handle.”
“You know there is nothing we can do, don’t you? There are now hundreds between us, even if there is anyone home.”  John was trying to make him see sense, knowing people were alive would make Kurt feel responsible in some way. He would try and help them, which would be suicide.
“I know, but I just want to be sure. It’s playing on my mind.” Kurt was agonising over it, so John decided to look and help put his mind at rest. 
He left the bedroom and went to the window which provided an uninterrupted view of the home. Dusk was upon them and he wasn’t worried about being seen anymore, but he still used caution, parting the curtains just enough to see by. He located the property and saw it was lacking any sort of build-up of the dead. This either meant they were very quiet, or no one was there in the first place. He stared and concentrated, much the same as Kurt had done, with no better results. He stood there for ten minutes, observing the windows, as well as keeping a wary eye on the shuffling corpses that now surrounded them. Satisfied there was nothing to it, John started to turn away, until he caught sight of movement. There was a shadow against a shadow. It could have been nothing, but he was certain it had been the same shape as a human figure. No illumination existed or moved that could have created a trick of the light. There were only the street lights, which were fixed. John was in a quandary. If he told Kurt, he would stop at nothing to try and help. If he didn’t, he wasn’t sure he could live with himself knowing he’d left them to die. John decided to tell them all, and then keep a watch on the house to see if any more movement was observed.
“I think I saw something,” he told them without preamble. “I can’t be sure, so I want someone to go and sit there for a bit. If it’s confirmed, we can try and come up with a plan.”
Braiden stood and offered his services, taking an extra portion of stew to eat during the vigil. Sarah helped Kurt sit up in bed with the aid of extra pillows. He winced as the ankle fell from the support cushion. Gloria carefully lifted it and put it back in place, the peas were soft and the tea cloth wet, so she took them away. The cloth she hung from the fire guard to dry it and the bag of peas were opened and added to the remaining stew. Nothing could be wasted anymore. It brought back memories of her youth, when they had struggled for food, leftovers being recycled into the next evening’s meal, often with bizarre results. Smiling at the fond memory, she put the pan back in place to heat it through, stirring it gently.
“So what can we do if there are people alive in there?” Kurt asked.
“Realistically? Nothing. We are surrounded. We wouldn’t get five feet before we were torn apart. We have to pray that they have some supplies and can keep quiet. If not…” John didn’t have to explain further.
“Ok, so we are surrounded. We still need to think of a way, as much for ourselves as for them. If we need to move out, I don’t relish trying to get through hundreds of those things.” Kurt’s logic was undeniable.
“You’re right son, we will think of something if we all put our heads together.” John stood and turned the TV back on. All five channels were gone now. Only two even had the maintenance apology screen. They knew what it meant, the old order had fallen and a new age was upon them, the age of the dead. A mournful wail reached up from below as if to confirm their worst fears. They looked at one another for support and reassurance. The most awful conditions can be endured as long as there are good people with you. The feeling of melancholy abruptly ceased as the electricity cut out. The TV faded, taking the apology screen with it. 
“Check if it is just us Sam,” John told him.
Sam ran out and called back, “No, it’s all gone, the streetlights are out too.”
“So that’s that then, our next job is to reroute power from the solar electric system. At least it keeps us out of mischief,” John explained.
Nothing more was said. Kurt held Sarah, Sam sat with John and Gloria held the girl’s hand. They just watched the fire burn, the logs gradually breaking apart and becoming ash. It was almost prophetic, a powerful symbol of their existence which was crumbling into nothing. Braiden re-joined them after a while, the loneliness finally too much. They looked at him expectantly.
“I think I saw something too, I can’t be sure,” he said, shrugging his shoulders, wishing he could have been more helpful. He seated himself by the fireplace near Gloria and the girl. Gloria reached over and patted his knee, a small gesture of support. The night took hold, the fire a welcome barrier to the darkness, Braiden kept it fed with logs until they all decided it was time for rest. They organised the watch and Sam was up first. The rest went to their beds and climbed in, pulling the covers tight. They each laid there with their own thoughts, fear and uncertainty gnawing at them. Soon the emotional toll took hold and they slept as best they could.
The night was uneventful, those on watch watched, noticing nothing of any importance. The darkness, absolute now, prevented anyone observing signs of movement from across the road. The noise of the unceasing shuffle and groans of the dead beneath their feet was becoming an issue. It grated on their psyche and no amount of ignoring it would help. Their sleep was penetrated by the background tumult that triggered horrific nightmares, loved ones torn asunder and the dreamer powerless to help. 
They all woke within minutes of each other. Despondency had taken hold, as much from the lack of sleep as from the feeling of utter loneliness they now felt. They were not unreasonable in their assumption that they could be among the last people on Earth. Governments had fallen, entire civilisations washed away in a sea of dead flesh. No one really talked, only cursory hellos and good mornings passed between them. Gloria had built the fire back up. She was busy frying the last of the eggs for breakfast. Bemused, she watched the others slouch around like hormonal teenagers, which of course, two were.
“Would everyone please join me in here?” she called out. They sat down where they could, eyes drawn to the sizzling skillet, mouths watering. 
“Excuse me; I am here, thank you,” she said, drawing their eyes from the delicious meal. “So what’s all this then? It has been three days and you are already looking ready to throw in the towel. What happened to the fire and survival instincts that you all showed when this awful mess began?” They all looked at the hands on their laps, very similar to a class of school children being told off. She continued, “My family are originally from London. During the Second World War they were bombed nightly by the Nazis, cowering in bunkers and praying the morning would come. Did they sit there feeling sorry for themselves when they saw the devastation? No! They pulled their socks up and rebuilt. They cleared the roads and ruins. The Nazis couldn’t break the human spirit of my family, no matter how hard they tried.” Her rallying call was in full swing now.
“It’s a little different now though Gloria,” John replied and then she quickly turned to him.
“Shame on you John Taylor, you should know better!” He dropped his head once more. “Yes the enemy has a different face, or no face, but they still want our destruction. Can we negotiate with them? No, but neither would Hitler countenance negotiating with the defeated as his war machine rolled on. Did the tide turn? Yes, and we forced them back and crushed them with great loss of life on both sides. Did people despair? Of course they did, it was hell and unceasing. But where there is life, there is hope. We are alive, others will be alive. We will adapt and survive this, just as we have survived every other catastrophe that has come our way. We all know things won’t be as they were before, but something will emerge from this once we have defeated the hordes of the dead. Maybe something better, where all people will work together for the good of the species.” She left it there, she was satisfied that she had made her point. “Now, who wants eggs?”
John stood and took his breakfast from her, “Sorry love, you are right. There is plenty to do, and much to fight for,” he said, looking around the room.
Gloria smiled, nodded and handed out the rest of the meals to the group. Braiden set his down. Instead of eating his own, he cut the silent lady’s portion into pieces, feeding her carefully, the yolk defeating him and requiring a cloth to clean her chin. Gloria was overwhelmed with how much the little terror had changed and grown in such a short time. She had always known there was something special there. It just required pulling forth into the light. 
The food and pep talk had brought John out of his torpor. He was thinking about the many different things that needed to be done to secure their survival, and finally decided on something less urgent. “I’m going to get the shower cubicle in the end house set up, I will need some support while I take the stairs apart, some eyes and ears,” he told them.
A massed sigh of pleasurable anticipation filled the room. Just the thought of a wash and change of clothes was enough to wring smiles from the weary faces.
“I’ll join you,” Sarah offered, Kurt looked worried, but he knew she would be careful.
“Me too, Grandad,” Sam added.
“Me three,” came from Braiden, as he finished feeding their guest and took his own plate, before wolfing it down.
The four took the tools and climbed into the attic, carefully crossing house to house, before crouching by the open hatch and listening. Silence still reigned, only the noise carrying from outside, which was dulled by the walls and windows. Nothing was in the house, so they lowered the ladders and descended quietly. Sarah peeked into the bathroom, the shower looked so inviting she could barely contain herself. She felt the graininess of her skin, the thin film of dirt that coated her face, the grease in her hair where she hadn’t washed it for two days before the outbreak. Lost in thoughts of warm suds and luxury, she flinched when John came up behind her. He handed her a small serrated knife and pointed to a spot in the ceiling.
“Can you cut me a hole up there, about twelve inches in diameter? We will put the bucket across the roof beams and then it will run through the hole into the cubicle. It will be much easier to carry water through and fill it up there,” John explained.
Sarah took the knife and stepped into the shower. Pressing the point to the ceiling, she was surprised how easily it pierced the plasterboard. Within a minute, she had cut the hole and took the section down, brushing white powder that had fallen onto her arms. 
Sam and Braiden joined them downstairs. John positioned the boys so that all entrances were visible and any signs of movement would be picked up immediately and they could retreat. John took his time. Instead of hammering the jemmy bar into the gaps, he gradually worked them in, pressing a little each time, until they came away from their support. Each time a nail squealed in protest as it was pulling loose, he stopped and waited for the boys to give him the all clear. It was a painstaking process. Sarah waited to take each piece as John handed them up. She had already taken the ladders from the attic hatch and had them ready to drop down to them if the worst should happen. What had taken Kurt a few minutes in their own home, took John forty five. Finally they were clear, and the ladders were lowered in place of the old staircase. 
“Grandad, shall we take a look around while it’s still safe?” Sam asked. John was initially reluctant, but all was calm, the milling dead had paid no attention to the house. Instead, they just wandered around in the front and rear garden aimlessly.
“Ok, but keep low and stay quiet, anything useful we will take to the stairs and your mum can collect it, is that ok?” John looked up to Sarah, who was already positioning to come down the ladder. 
They dispersed and searched, always watchful of the windows and the dead who stood only feet from them. More food was taken. Perishables were ignored. Canned, dried and frozen foods were placed upstairs. They searched the cupboards and found more candles, batteries, and a handheld windup radio, which would come in handy if they had to vacate the home. The furniture and other items were left behind. John found a smaller imitation of the workshop that was upstairs, in the utility room. It had a vice and grinding wheel bolted to the worktop and more tools hung in neat rows on the walls. The owner had even painted the outline of each piece of equipment on the wall, to make it easier for them to find their place. Under the counter were boxes of chains and coils of rope, this was taken and passed upstairs. Time was passing fast, but the two heavy pieces of equipment would be invaluable so he decided to try and remove them.
“Can you all keep quiet again? I need you to watch and listen while I try and unbolt these.” John pointed at the vice and wheel. They all nodded and moved off, taking positions once again.
John took the socket set from the wall and selected the correct size. Kneeling down, he carefully undid each nut and bolt and put them in his pocket. It was going so well, he was sure their luck would run out soon, so he redoubled his efforts. The zombies were completely oblivious to the work they were doing and the equipment was soon sat on the upper landing. The tools could wait for now. All the while the house held they could collect them later. Besides, Kurt possessed most of them already, but it would pay to have spares, John thought.
They all relaxed once the ladders had been pulled up, the tension not becoming apparent until it was over and they were out of harm’s way. “Let’s get this stuff up there. Sam, Braiden, jump up and Mum and I will pass it up, it will be much quicker,” John directed. 
In the same way that he had got the vice upstairs, he hefted it onto his shoulder with a grunt, the lump of iron digging painfully into his shoulder bone. It had to weigh fifty pounds at least. It was a proper engineer’s vice, not the flimsy DIY versions. John climbed the first two ladder steps and the boys reached down, took the weight and pulled it up out of the way. The rest of the goods took no time at all to move. They were soon back in the warmth of the master bedroom. Gloria was busy warming pans of water and pouring them into an empty bucket.
Kurt had been thinking while they were away, “Is it really wise to be using our drinking water to shower with? It seems a real waste when we could just use a flannel in the sink.”
John had been swayed by Gloria’s earlier speech, thought he had been thinking along different lines. “It is a waste in some ways, yes. We still have flowing water for now, though. A warm shower is not really necessary, but how much will it keep our spirits up? How did you all react earlier at the idea?” They all smiled. It was true; the mere thought of it enough to lift their mood.
“And when it runs out?” Kurt was being contrary, he was feeling useless and it was making him miserable. John had already planned a solution.
“When the water stops we still have rain, don’t we? This is England. Rain is about all we can rely on. We will cut into the down spout that runs alongside the balcony and drill it into the bathroom next door. It won’t be ideal for drinking but it will be a self-replenishing water supply for us to wash and clean with,” John explained and Kurt agreed grudgingly, he always had the right answer.
“So, who’s first?” Gloria asked, causing heated arguments and laughter as they vied for the first spot. 
“I think it’s only fair that the chef goes first. After all, she has been keeping us all warm and fed.” John put forward and none argued, except Gloria herself.
“No, don’t you worry about me, I’ll be fine,” she protested. It was a unanimous verdict and she was overruled by the others. 
While John carried the warm water to the end house, Gloria borrowed a jumper, pair of jeans and clean underwear from Sarah. She found John drilling a few small holes into the bottom of the bucket that he had positioned over the hole in the ceiling. He turned and saw her approach, the torch beam flickering back and forth. 
“It’s all ready for you. The water won’t be cascading down. I have only put a few holes in the bucket, any more and the water will disappear in no time. If you climb down and give me a holler when you are ready, I will tip the warm water in. The stairs are safe, but I will still come down and keep watch. Don’t think my intentions are anything other than honourable,” he smiled.
“Thank you, kind sir. As a lady of fine breeding, my dignity is my most valuable asset.” She laughed and descended the ladder. 
Minutes later, she called and John duly poured the warm, steaming water into the new shower bucket. The faint pitter patter of the water was silenced when Gloria stood under it and began washing. John climbed down and kept watch, concerned the noise of the water could draw attention. It didn’t, however, and Gloria stepped from the bathroom, clean and invigorated. 
“Thank you for keeping watch,” Gloria said, before pecking him on the cheek. 
One by one, they all used the new facility, even Kurt was helped by Sarah to shower. They had bandaged his ankle tightly and he slowly hopped on his good leg, while John and Sam supported him. The act of taking a warm shower made them buoyant and elevated the mood of the group, the earlier depression forgotten. The simple task of washing was time and labour intensive, no longer a quick press of a button under a shower head. It was late afternoon by the time they settled down to Gloria’s famous cooking. She had boiled some rice and they had the remaining stew poured on top. It was delicious. The new life they were leading gave them a much greater respect for the basic necessities.
The group sat and ate. They talked about better times and better places. Gloria recounted some of the holidays she and her husband had taken, the strange and wonderful cultures she had experienced as they travelled the world. It was bittersweet; the reason they could afford to travel was their lack of children and, up to this point, she didn’t really have anyone to tell of their adventures. 
John had left them for a while, sitting and watching the windows of the ‘mystery house’ as it was now known. He was conflicted about his feelings for Gloria. They were both in their early sixties, widowed and they had been thrown together by the most horrific events. This was neither the time, nor place for complications. However, he still couldn’t stop the first faint flutters in his chest and the tingle of anticipation that he felt when she smiled. When they had first met, she had been the teacher, prim and proper, hair tied in an extreme bun. But this was just a façade she projected, and it became apparent to them all that she cared deeply about everyone. Even her hard attitude in the classroom was designed to push her students to their full potential. After showering, her hair hung wet around her shoulders, the smell of her fresh, clean skin still lingered with him from the kiss on the cheek. 
“Stupid old man,” he told himself quietly. BUT THERE! He saw it! Fingers had pulled the curtain back a couple of inches and had then withdrawn. He nearly missed it when his mind had wandered. He ran back into the bedroom to tell them the news.
“There are people across the road, I’ve just seen them.”
Kurt sat up in bed, “Are you sure? How many?” 
“I could only see one hand, but there could be more. Can you remember who lived there?” John asked. They racked their brains, but came up with nothing, the door was always closed and they couldn’t recall seeing anyone come and go. There was a rear entrance that led to a small carpark, which was most likely why they had remained unseen.
The air was full of excitement and tension, it was almost palpable. The proximity of other survivors had given them all hope. Maybe there were a lot more in the surrounding area. Things may not be as dire as they had first thought. Now they had to think of a way of communicating and reaching them.
John started pacing, they were all thinking hard to find solutions. “So what do we know? They are attracted to noise and activity, that’s why they have been left alone,” he pointed at the wall in the direction of the house. “We have well over a hundred in the area, with yet more of them directly between us in the street. It is still out of the question.” 
They thought on this. It was going to be difficult, if not impossible, to do anything, but they had to try. 
“They will probably be ok for a while if they lay low. I expect they have some food and water, but if they lack the ideas to take advantage of the surrounding homes, they won’t last long. I’ve not seen any signs of smoke from the chimneys, so they are in the cold, which won’t help,” Kurt added, realising how lucky they were.
“So, we can agree that there is a good window for coming up with a safe plan. There is no need to go off half cocked.” Gloria was the voice of sense and reason.
“The biggest problem is going out in the street because of the zombies. Ok, we reduce the number.” Sam hit the nail on the head, how did the phrase go? Out of the mouths of babes? It was simple in theory, but how could they possibly do it?
“I have the slingshot,” Braiden offered. “There are hundreds of steel bearings.”
“That’s good, we can pick them off from a distance, but the accuracy may be an issue.” John was wondering what else could be used. “Maybe we could use the concrete blocks and throw them down?” 
“It would be a waste Dad. We only have about fifty of them. How about we make more spears like that?” Kurt pointed into the corner where the washed, iron pipe spear stood. 
“I don’t think so, they would be too awkward to use from a window,” John replied. An idea came to him. “Hang on. We don’t necessarily need to use a window. Why don’t we do it from the attic? I can take some roof tiles out and it will give us an excellent vantage point.”
“They will be too heavy for us. Each one would need to be at least fifteen feet long…” Kurt mulled on this.
“Maybe not, what else can you do with spears?” John asked.
Kurt was confused. “Well, throw them, but then they are wasted?” He couldn’t see the point.
“Why don’t we bolt chains through each one? That way we can pull them back up each time. We found some rope and chain in the end house.” It was starting to come together in Johns mind. Kurt had seen a dangerous flaw in the plan.
“That’s a good idea, but what is to stop them from pulling you down with the chain?”
“Easy, we bolt it to the roof trusses. There’s a fixed point at both ends that way. And I can fix some timbers in place to prevent us falling, yet still giving us full scope to attack them.” They gave this some more thought, only the crackle of the fire interrupting the quiet. 
“I think it might work! It’s going to be a long, slow process. It will be exhausting, throwing and pulling the iron tubing over and over again.” Kurt still doubted.
John rolled his sleeve up and flexed his bicep, it was very impressive for his age and Kurt couldn’t help but notice the look that Gloria gave him. Sam followed suit, as did Braiden, all showing off their little muscles. 
Kurt and Sarah laughed. “Well it’s not like we’ve got anything else to do, is it?” she said.
They had a plan, it may not work, but at least they would be occupied for the next few days. The feeling of striking a blow for humanity would be good for their souls.
“There’s one major problem,” Kurt told them and pointed at the window. They didn’t follow his reasoning. “Without sunshine we will have very little power to make them. We still need to bring the cable through from Chris’s house.”
“I think we would be better off making the stuff in the end attic, there are benches that we can use to bolt the vice and grinder down to. We will run a cable both ways, one for the tools and one for the appliances.” John moved off, ready to get started. 
“One thing Dad, I think we need to pull the main company fuses, or it might bleed back into the power grid. If we break the connection, the power will stay within our circuits. There’s only one big problem with that,” Kurt looked at the floor. “Our fuse is down there.” 
“Does it need to be pulled out or can it be broken? We could just cut a hole in the floor and poke it to death,” Gloria suggested.
Kurt and John looked at each other, “I think that would work, it wouldn’t matter as the circuit is still intact,” said Kurt. “Let’s get to it.” He swung his legs round and made to stand up, but Sarah was there again to stop him.
“You still need to rest that ankle. The shower was hard enough on you,” Sarah scolded him.
“I know exactly where it is honey, I can get it cut and broken a lot quicker. You can help me get to the spot on the landing that sits over the fuse cupboard. Dad, be careful in Chris’s, pull it and get out. We can run the cable from any of the sockets upstairs.” 
Sarah helped him rise and John made his way to the attic, a job to be done fast and quietly. He took two extension leads with him to plug in and run to the house and attic workshop. They reached the right spot and Kurt carefully lowered himself, slipping the ankle out sideways to prevent a knock. Sarah brought him a box cutter knife and he cut a small section of carpet and pulled it back, revealing the boards below. Without power, he could either smash a hole with a hammer, or use a special floorboard saw to cut it out which would take a while. He opted to do it the right way, a hole in the floor was a needlessly dangerous thing to leave on the landing. He didn’t want his ankle injury to happen to the others.
By the time Kurt finished, John had returned from Chris’s house and had run the extension leads to their destinations. Kurt was sweating, the awkward angle and the depth of the wood made the job much harder than it could have been. He pulled the board out and looked down into the floor void, dust and cobwebs littered the upper side of the downstairs ceiling. He took his iron spear from his wife and carefully broke through into the cupboard. The door had been removed and he was greeted by the face of a young male zombie, it could have only been twelve years old when it died. Kurt was grateful that it was not damaged on the upper extremities, no gore was visible, just a chalk white face and look of intense hatred and yearning. It reached for him. 
Kurt did his best to ignore the child corpse. He could see the fuse, but every time he got close to the target, the child’s flailing limbs caught the pipe and knocked it clear. After the sixth attempt, his patience was at an end. He lined up the tube and rammed it down. It pierced through the forehead in a splash of green, rotting blood and the child crumpled to the ground. Kurt wasted no time and jabbed at the fuse, breaking the case and knocking it clear where it fell onto the chest of the new corpse. It was good timing, another zombie had noticed the movement and came to investigate and tried to grasp the pole as it was being withdrawn. This one was not in such a good state. The flesh was nearly liquid where decomposition had set in, maggots and other crawling creatures moved within the orifices that were visible, the companions of the grave. The putrid, sweet smell was drawn up and into his nostrils and it was only their growing familiarity with this new fragrance that prevented him vomiting the eggs up all over it. He replaced the board and carpet, putting from view the rotting cadaver.
“What is it honey?” Sarah asked, seeing the paleness in his face.
“It’s nothing,” he lied. He didn’t want to dwell on it. 
She helped him stand up and led him back to bed where he slumped. Looking up at the ceiling, he found it hard to not imagine the child zombie. It was someone’s son, were his parents dead too? In a way he wished they were, the grief and pain that they would feel would be devastating. He would die if anything ever happened to his family. He’d join the ranks of the zombie horde with no hesitation, wandering the world with his loved ones, hungering together. John entered the room and took his attention away from the introspection he was engaged in. 
“The cables are in and turned on, I’ve tried the fridge but it sounds sluggish. I’m not sure if the changing voltage will damage it but we have to wait and see. I’ll plug it back in mid-morning and let it run until the afternoon.”
With the fading light, nothing remained to be done. Dinner was prepared and eaten and plans were made for the coming day. They cut the sections of tube to length, ensuring they were light enough to throw, but heavy enough to cause deadly damage to the waiting skulls below. They chose not to hammer it flat at night, instead they would do all the noisy work at one time and try to minimise the attraction for more walking dead. Goodnights were said, the fire was built to provide heat through the night and more hugs than normal were given. They were much more touchy-feely now Kurt had noticed, seeming to draw strength from the contact. He knew he did as well. They slept.
 



Chapter 19
The sense of despair and helplessness was slowly being replaced with a sense of purpose, a need for action. They had seen the worst atrocities committed by beings that had no conscience or remorse, just an insatiable hunger for flesh. Their faith in the authorities to protect them had been misplaced. In a way this was unfair because the events were so surreal, so out of this world crazy, that no one would have ever countenanced it happening. Denial of the facts would be suicide, however, it was happening and they could sit and wait, or try and help the occupants of the mystery house. 
It seemed fate was on their side, the dismal grey of autumn had broken, albeit probably not for long. The sun was a dazzling ball of incandescence, the moist ground bled mist in undulating swirls. The scene was eerie, the mist lending an almost Hammer Horror appearance to the shuffling masses of rotting dead. The fields and forests were blanketed with it, the zombies walking to and fro, there one minute, gone the next. John knew that in time it would clear and their task would be made easier, the lack of vision no longer an obstacle. He had set the vice and grinding wheel up in the attic workshop. The sun was providing a steady current which ensured the fridge was running properly, the potential damage to the motor not being an issue today. The surplus energy was sufficient to spin the wheel fast enough to file the steel. Taking the tube, he placed a folded towel on the anvil plate of the vice, as well as over the pipe itself. He wanted to deaden as much of the noise as possible, but with each blow the vibrations travelled through the fabric of the house like a tuning fork. It was pointless to worry, and through the hammering, he heard the sound of the zombies as they investigated this new disturbance, their own blows mimicking his.
“Sam, Braiden, carry on what I have shown you. Flatten the pipes and then carefully file them to a point. Use the safety glasses for the sparks and flecks of steel,” John instructed them after showing exactly how to carry out the tasks. “I’m going down the other end of the attic. If we can draw them away from the house across the road, we will be much safer if we decide to break cover and investigate.” 
It made sense to the boys and they set to work carefully, the lesson in the dangers of the tools not wasted on them. John was so proud. They had really stepped up to the plate where many would have crumbled.
John crouched and ducked through each of the holes they had made before reaching the final house. Using a claw hammer, he broke through the roof tiles, creating a section ten feet wide by six feet high. Any rain would now enter the property, but it couldn’t be helped, the pressing need to thin the horde was paramount. He clutched the roof beams and leaned forward to get a better view, which caused excitement among the zombies close enough to see. The openness of the roof worried him. He could see that it would be very easy to be toppled over the edge by an errant throw or the mistimed pull of a zombie on the chain. He decided on a framework that he would fit at waist height to the rafters, giving a solid barrier to the task at hand. He made his way back to collect the timber, saw and nails and was happy to see that the tubes were near completion, the points sharp and deadly. 
“Come here Sam. While I fix the railing for us, I need you to drill holes in the other end. This is where we will attach the chain.” John proceeded to demonstrate how to drill through the metal, taking it slow until the bit had dug in and then increasing speed to penetrate. Sam then carried on where John had left off, putting his goggles on and drilling with care and attention.
The preparations were soon complete, the timber roof frame was in place to prevent them falling. The steel tubes had been sharpened and chained to the rafters to allow them to be drawn back up after throwing. Braiden had also brought the slingshot and was itching to try the ammunition on the walking corpses below.  
“Any room for us?” asked Sarah, who was stood there with Gloria just inside the attic partition wall. She had been so quiet, and their attention had been so fixated on the panorama below, that they nearly jumped clean out of the roof in surprise.
“Sorry, we didn’t mean to startle you,” Gloria apologised.
“Blimey!” John held his chest in mock pain. “My old heart can’t take many more shocks like that!”
“I’m sure it will take a lot more than a few scares to finish you off,” said Gloria as she winked at him.
Braiden was tugging at the leather pouch, getting used to the new weapon.
“Have you ever fired one before?” asked Gloria.
“No Miss, I mean Gloria,” Braiden spluttered, it was still strange to be calling a teacher by their first name.
“Here, let me show you.” She reached out and took it from him, pulling the pouch and inspecting the rubber banding. “That’s good; the rubber is soft and supple. The last thing you want is for it to snap and take your eye out.” 
Braiden looked at the slingshot with mistrust, he had assumed he just pulled and let go of it, he didn’t want to lose an eye. Gloria took a bearing and held the slingshot at arm’s length, placed the ball in the leather cup, and pulled it back to her face.
“Now look, you use the stretched band to aim by. Hold your arm steady and when you have your target, release it gently.” She had chosen a figure in the crowd, roughly twenty five feet away. They all held their breath and watched in amazement. She took a breath, and released the cup with an almighty twang. The bearing hit the zombie in the head, grazed the skull, and took a large section of scalp with it into the distance. 
“Hmm, I think the bearing was too light or it would have broken through the skull. Do you have any heavier than that?” Gloria asked.
“Yeah, we have these ones.” He produced a ball twice the diameter and more than double the weight.
“Excellent, you should practice with the light ones and when comfortable, use the heavier ones to inflict the killing blows. I should think the, how shall we say it, older specimens may be vulnerable to the smaller balls as their bones would be more brittle,” Gloria informed them. It seemed a reasonable assumption that they would put to the test. 
“Ok, so how do we get their attention?” Sarah asked. Gloria stepped forward, inserted two fingers into her mouth, and let rip with an ear piercing wolf whistle that most construction workers would have been proud to claim as their own. They stood there, mouths gaping for a few seconds, amazed at this lady and her many surprises. 
“I think that may have got their attention, look.” John pointed, and it was plain to see that the zombies from as much as several hundred feet were making their way over. He looked over the barrier and, to their relief; the dead were also making their way around the row of houses towards the waiting trap. The way would be much safer for the potential attempt to reach the other survivors.
They stood in silence, lined up close to the timber barricade and looking down on the approaching horde. The numbers were close to two hundred, with stragglers arriving here and there. The survivors could have been stage performers, or pop stars, their adoring audience whipped into a frenzy of waving arms. The dead weren’t reaching in adulation, desperate for the faintest touch of their idol; they wanted to rend them shrieking and bloody. A chorus of pandemonium rose and hit them like a physical blow, the guttural inhuman moans shaking them to their core. 
John lifted the iron spear like a javelin and launched it downwards towards the crush of bodies. It missed completely and went down between several of the dead, the chain pulling taut as it struck the lawn and embedded itself into the ground. They watched to see if the zombies would be interested in the weapon and chain, but their attention was riveted on the live meat standing in the roof. Braiden was getting closer to the head with each shot, he picked out a wet, festering zombie and took aim. Releasing the leather pouch, the ball sunk into the jellied flesh with a small plop, much like the sound of a drop of water falling from a tap into a sink. Each subsequent shot brought him nearer to the skull, until one lucky strike went through the white eye and into the brain. With another green splash of viscous liquid, the body fell. A cheer went up from the survivors at the victory, and they commenced with the bombardment. The steel spears were raised and released, dropping with sufficient force to tear arms free at the shoulder and rip whole chunks of face clean from the heads. 
John pulled the tube back up, the chain proving invaluable in saving their scarce resources. It was clogged with flesh and viscera between the links and the pipe itself was drenched with green tinged blood. They had hurriedly put rubber gloves on to protect themselves from any possible infection that the blood and guts may contain. Aiming once more, he threw the spear. It sailed downwards and took the entire left side of the head off from the zombie. Sarah had recovered hers and launched it again, the weapon took the glaring zombie in the chest and pinned it to the ground. At times it looked like an entomologist’s nightmare, the writhing, pinned zombies resembling insects on a board. Sam was not having much luck, the weight of the steel tiring him quickly and causing him to miss often. Braiden could see the frustration in his face and, with the help of Gloria, instructed him in the use of the slingshot. Sam was a natural. The first attempt went awry while he got the basics of aiming, but his second shot was devastating. The three quarter inch bearing ruptured straight through the forehead and shattered through the back of the skull in a welter of blood and rotting brain matter. The body dropped like a stone, leaking fluid still escaping both holes. 
“Way to go Sam!” cried Braiden, acknowledging the skill of the shot. “Here, take the rest of the ball bearings. I will have a go with the spear.” 
Braiden and Sam swapped positions, and the attack continued. Sarah took careful aim and let hers drop instead of throwing it, the accuracy was much improved and the zombie was pierced through the top of its skull and down through the body cavity. Sarah and John tried to pull it free, but the spear was embedded so deep within the corpse it bounced and danced like a marionette. Slowly it came out; inch by inch, withdrawn like a huge, bloodied, splinter of metal.
Pipes lanced down in a flash, again and again, the chains glistening in the reflected sun. Bearings ripped skull and flesh before making craters in the grass underneath. The lawn was a mess of rotting meat, putrid blood and hole filled zombies. Any that had been slain were trampled by the ones that took their place. Bones crunched audibly underfoot and their innards were squeezed out of orifices by the compressive weight of those that stood on them. 
After three hours had passed, the sun had been covered by the onset of new rain clouds. They had killed about a hundred of the crowded undead, many fewer than they had wanted to. It was clear the idea of the spears had been sound, but the movement of the dead and limited target of the brains was against them from the start. If it had been normal human beings they would have killed every single one. The ability of their enemy to be ripped, stabbed and crushed and still fight on was another huge obstacle which they would need to take into account in the future. Exhausted and frustrated, they gathered up the weapons and wiped them as clean as possible of gore and blood. The disappointment was evident in their demeanour. They had been hopeful of thinning the numbers to allow a rescue attempt. Staring down at the gathered crowd who were still wailing their hunger, they knew that it would still be too dangerous to attempt the investigation of the dark house that day. They laid down the equipment and began to make their way back into the attic space, until a fresh sound caught their attention. It was quiet at first and they couldn’t be sure it wasn’t just wishful thinking. The intensity grew over the moans of the dead, it was the unmistakeable whup whup whup of a helicopter’s rotor. The blades were causing air pressure fluctuations they could actually feel as it approached, which meant it had to be large. Craning their necks, they caught sight of the Chinook as it broke through a cloud to the south of the estate, and headed directly over the roof they were standing in at a height of one thousand feet. It was a dual rotor army helicopter that was used for troop movement or heavy equipment transport, roughly twenty tonnes in weight, which necessitated the extra lift and power. 
“DOWN HERE!” Sam screamed, leaping and waving.
“HEY! HEY!” Braiden added.
“It’s no use boys. They are far too high to see us,” John explained.
“But it means the army is still active, they will be fighting back,” Sarah said offering some encouragement.
“Exactly, we just have to sit tight and wait. We can still attempt to consolidate our position and help any other survivors that we can,” Gloria finished.
They retreated down into their home, excited by the appearance of the armed forces, even from a distance. Kurt had taken a chair and was talking to the silent lady. He wasn’t asking her questions or trying to solicit a response, instead he just talked about his job, his family, the restaurants he liked to eat in, days out they had been on. He was mid-way through explaining the Durdle Door in Dorset, a stunning eroded archway set into cliffs which he had swam through on several occasions. He described the crystal clear water, the way you could see the bottom and any life that moved below as you glided through the ocean.
“How did it go? Was that a helicopter I heard?” Kurt asked expectantly.
“We killed loads Dad, but there are too many, we can’t get to that house yet. And yeah! It was a Chinook from Thorney Barracks,” Sam explained, grinning.
“It means there is still an army,” Sarah beamed. “We will be rescued soon.”
“Now don’t get your hopes up,” John cautioned. “It may be quite some time before they get control of this, until then we have to stay put and lay low. We will carry on with the attack tomorrow, my arms are aching.” He stretched his arms out and rotated them, trying to work some of the knots loose.
“Come, sit down there,” Gloria instructed him, pointing to the floor in front of her. He obliged and she started to massage his shoulders and arms, he closed his eyes and sighed with contentment. Braiden and Sam looked at each other; their arms were aching too… Nah! They thought better of it. They sat around for a while, watching the fire crackle in the fireplace. Kurt had taken up the role of chef today and was cooking chicken soup mixed with tinned vegetables, followed by peach slices in syrup. 
“I was scared and so I hid. I forgot her,” whispered the silent lady, a tear running down her cheek. 
“What was that honey?” Sarah asked as she rushed over, wiping the tear away. “Something about hiding?” 
“I hid,” she replied, this was the first time she had shown any sort of awareness or recognition. But she was gone again, the eyes drying and glazing over.
“What do you think she meant by ‘I hid’?” Kurt asked.
“I found her hiding by a car in Lavant. I helped her after the attack.” John realised he had said too much, they looked at him, waiting for him to continue. He didn’t want to, but he knew that keeping it inside wouldn’t help in the long run, so he told them of the events of that fateful afternoon. He left several details out of the story, the psychological break and the baby among them. He would carry those to the grave. Unconsciously, he had stood while delivering the tale, pacing to and fro while he flashed back to the terrible scenes. Kurt stood from the cooking and embraced his father. They had all been through so much to get here, it would mark them forever.
Kurt returned to the bubbling pot and served the portions out. The food would last at least six to eight weeks without rationing. The problem was that the weather was deteriorating with the onset of winter and like a squirrel, they would need to stockpile to survive the harsh season. This meant they needed to raid the surrounding houses, sooner rather than later. The past days had seen a growth in the numbers of dead, and this would only get worse as their food source was diminished. They ate and talked about the day. The lack of accuracy in throwing the spears was causing a lot of energy to be wasted for no gain. Kurt had been mulling the problem while they were killing the dead and during dinner. They needed to kill more with less effort.
“I have an idea, tell me what you think,” Kurt began. “We still have that heavy table top don’t we? What’s to stop us hammering nails through it? I have some long ones that would do the trick. The nails would be spaced so that they are likely to pierce the heads of the zombies below, in one drop, if they are bunching together still. It gets a bit complicated now, as we will need to fabricate some sort of boom system, like a crane arm that projects out over the crowd to hold the table top flat and steady. We will ring bolt the table top and tie the rope to them. We will have to add more ringbolts to the arms for the rope to go through. Then, like a pulley system, we will release the table top and it will drop, then we pull it back up and repeat. Hopefully the nails will do some damage to the brain. If not, we go back to the drawing board. Opinions?” Kurt looked around the room. They were trying to think through the idea.
“One major problem I can foresee is that they are all reaching upwards towards us. It reminds me of when I used to go and watch bands play, think crowd surfing. As we would leap from stage, the multitude of arms would catch you, thus spreading the weight out proportionate to the number of people,” Gloria explained. They looked at her incredulously, and then burst out laughing. She knew what they must be thinking and smiled. “I can enjoy music you know. Just because I am old it doesn’t mean I am deaf.” 
“You don’t look a day over thirty,” commented John with a grin. 
“Well, I may not be deaf but it is clear you are blind sir. I appreciate the attempt at a compliment nonetheless.” She winked at him.
Sam and Braiden were wrinkling their noses again.
“For goodness sake, get a room you two!” Kurt added, laughing even more.
A look passed between Gloria and John, questioning, longing, hopeful? Sarah saw that it was becoming awkward and broke the silence that threatened to drag on.
“As disgusting as it is, wouldn’t their arms break after a few impacts? They can’t raise them if they are shattered.” 
“That is a sobering thought,” agreed Gloria. “Yes I think you are right. We could even add weight to it which coupled with the height and gravity, would almost certainly work.”
“Excellent, we shall get to it in the morning. For now, let’s eat dessert.” Kurt handed out small bowls with delicious peach segments floating in the bottom. These simple meals were ambrosia in the current situation; let them keep their fancy French dishes.
“I’ve also painted a message on the window of the back room just in case they look out and see it,” Kurt said, heading out of the room, followed by John. 
The message was still wet, but in backwards letters was written, ‘We are coming, hold on’.
“Why did you write it in white?” John queried. “Surely it won’t be visible in the light.”
“It will be if you think about it. What is it backed by? A dark room, so it acts the same as an old blackboard from school,” Kurt explained.
“Ahhh, yes. I see now. Good thinking,” John said. They stood there for a few moments in silence, watching the windows of the mystery house before he broached the question that needed to be asked.
“Son, how do you feel about Gloria?” 
“She’s great. Sam wouldn’t be alive without her. Hell, none of us would be alive without her if he had died,” Kurt said, being honest that he would have given up at the school if they had failed. He knew what his father meant but skirted the question.
“I know. She is a real gem, but that’s not quite what I meant.” John looked at Kurt and knew he was avoiding his gaze. The loss of his mother ten years before was still raw and deep, Kurt still refused to visit the grave because of the feelings it brought forth.
“I know what you mean Dad.” Kurt bowed his head. He understood that not dealing with the passing of his mother had changed him inside. “You have to follow your heart, Mum would be happy for you both.” The last words spoken with a lump in his throat, the tears were close.
“Come here.” John embraced Kurt and they both cried for the loss of an angel. In a way they were grateful that she didn’t have to witness this unfolding horror. She was a gentle soul and it would have been very hard on her.
“Thank you Kurt,” John said with wet red eyes. “You have made an old man very happy. Do you think she...” he let the question trail off.
“She adores you Dad, she has asked Sarah all about you,” Kurt answered, wiping his eyes and trying to get the emotion out of his voice. 
“We will have to see what happens. This nightmare is maybe not the best place to start a romance anyway. Let’s head back before they wonder where we have gone,” John suggested.
“Ok.” Kurt followed.
They headed back into the warm bedroom, the scent of the candle that had been lit creating a delightful ambience. John felt as if he was walking on air, the growth of new feelings made him giddy, but guilty in equal measure. In this dark new world, companionship would be hard to come by and easily lost, he would have to enjoy it while it lasted. The memory of his late wife would always burn fiercely and his heart would always be hers first. They settled in for the night as the shadows creeped and darkness descended.
 



Chapter 20
They rose with the chirrup of birdsong; the dawn was just breaking through the night. In the past few days they hadn’t really noticed the sound. It had been gone from the daily routine. Now here they were, four days in and the wildfowl had already adapted and returned to normal habits. The habits of the family had also changed. They slept earlier and woke earlier, daylight now a valued commodity for the work that needed doing. The smell of cooking ham greeted them as they opened their eyes, drifting in from the pan which sat in the embers frying the meat. It wasn’t bacon, but it was close enough. Sarah had taken tinned meat and cut it into thin rashers, the heat had crisped the edges and it was ready. She served the slices to the group and they ate with gusto.
“So our first job is to get the table top across the roof spaces,” John commented, wiping grease away from his lips with a small towel.
“Actually, our first job is to get the top INTO the roof space. The attic hatch is way too small. We may have to break through the ceiling and widen the holes in the walls up there, but I think it will be worth it,” Kurt added as he washed his plate in a small bowl of warm soapy water.
“Ok let’s get to it.” John stood and headed out of the room, looking for the mahogany top. They had to come up with a plan. Kurt followed. He was still limping slightly, but the worst of the swelling had gone down, he knew he had been very lucky and vowed not to be so reckless in the future.
“Honey, don’t you think you should rest your leg still?” Sarah asked.
“I won’t overdo it, I promise. I just need to get it moving a bit, it was stiffening up just laid there.” Sarah wasn’t happy, but she didn’t push it further. 
They took the wooden top and measured it against the plasterboard ceiling, Sam and Braiden took a hammer and carefully broke a long, thin sized slit through into the attic. Rushing upstairs the boys called down that they were ready. Kurt and John fed the brown glossy wood through the hole, like a bizarre vertical letterbox.
“Ok, we’ve got it,” echoed down from Sam. The final pull drew the last of the table up through the hole.
The men followed with Sarah joining them in the attic as they measured the wood for the next obstacle; the concrete walls that were not big enough to accommodate the width. Instead of carefully drilling the mortar, they simply broke the blocks out with the sledgehammer. Looking at the sky, it would have been unlikely the solar electricity could have powered the drill anyway. Within thirty minutes, they had reached the end attic where the spears were laid. The rain had caused damage to the ceiling of the home and sections had collapsed with the moisture, exposing the bedroom underneath. The weak plasterboard had soaked the water up like a sponge and broke away from the fixings. The neatly made bed that would never again be slept in was a poignant reminder of what they faced.
“Sam, help me unbolt the chains from the rafters,” John instructed, picking up a wrench. Sam did the same, and they quickly took down the chains and moved the spears away from the hole in the roof, placing them out of the way. They still had jade coloured blood and drying gore covering them, a reminder of the previous day’s work.
“Ok lay it flat and I will get the nails,” Kurt asked before heading back to their home to search.
“Wait! You are already wincing with the ankle, tell me where they are and I will go,” Sarah demanded. Kurt knew she was right. The ankle was nowhere near ready for full weight, he would have to retire to bed soon or risk damaging it even more. He just hated lying there uselessly, while his loved ones worked and sweated.
“They are in the black box next to my large tool chest. They are separated into sections so just bring the largest nails you find. They are about four inches long,” Kurt told her.
“Kurt, there is one thing I have been wondering. What’s to stop the table from just splitting into pieces when it hits the zombies? Surely it would break along the grain of the wood with the impact,” John wondered.
“No, it shouldn’t, I have already checked. The table top is made of three parts laid at a cross section on one another, similar to plywood. It should be strong enough, we will have to wait and see.” Kurt was worried too. The height and force that would be caused when it crashed into the zombie skulls was an unknown quantity. 
“Are these the ones?” Sarah had returned and held her hands out; holding big bunches of nails pointing in all directions.
“Thanks sweetheart, they are just the ones. If you look they have ridges on the shank for holding in timber. The smooth ones can come loose over time.” Kurt showed them and they tried to understand what he was explaining, but they just looked like nails to them.
Kurt took the hammer and held the nail to the timber. A couple of gentle hits embedded the point and he was then able to let loose, striking it deeper until the head hit the underside of the table. They lifted it to check and at least three inches of sharpened steel was protruding through. Kurt continued this with nearly two hundred more, spacing them at roughly four inch centres to try and increase the chances of piercing a skull at first try. They lifted the table onto its side and it resembled a bed of nails. None of them felt the urge to try and lay on it to see how comfortable it was. John had been busy meanwhile; he had removed the protective barrier from the roof trusses and had fixed lengths of timber horizontally at head height. They projected at least ten feet out over the gathered horde. The timbers had four ringbolts already screwed through the thick wood and were ready for the ropes. Kurt used the battery drill to fix four more ringbolts to the table top. Sarah threaded rope through the hoops on the table and tied double knots to each one. She stood up and pulled with all her might. They held firm.
“Dad, we need to take the timbers down, we can’t feed the ropes through the rings out there.” Kurt pointed to the far bolts which were at least eight feet out in thin air, above a bloodthirsty flesh eating swarm of rotting flesh. 
“Way ahead of you Son,” John said as he held his hand out. They could barely see the thin strands of fishing wire that he had fed through the bolts. “Here, tie this onto the end of that rope.” 
Kurt took one of the strands of fishing line and carefully tied it to the frayed end of the rope. John did likewise, and with a slow, careful pull, the ropes started to rise, seemingly on their own. It looked like an old Indian rope trick. All that was missing was the magician and the accompanying music. It worked perfectly, and they soon had all four ends through and the deadly table top was ready to go. They lifted it and rested it on the edge of the roofline, holding the ropes tightly.
“Ok Kurt, we will pull on our ropes and the top will swing out, you need to be ready for the sudden weight,” John explained to him. “Braiden and Sam get ready too. When we have it in place, you both need to pull your ropes tight, so that it sits flat to the underside of the boom. Then we can drop it onto the bastards below! Sorry, language.”
They heaved together, and it was like John had warned, the weight pulled at them. They took a couple of steps towards the waiting air before they felt the pull of Sam and Sarah as they clutched at the trouser waistbands to steady them. When they had taken the strain, the boys took their ropes and levelled the wood out. The points of the nails poised above the corpses like the Sword of Damocles. 
“Ok, now we all need to let go at once. Do NOT keep hold of the rope or it will burn your palms off. I will count down from three to one, and when I say the word ONE is when we release. Is everyone clear?” 
“Clear.” 
“Yup.”
“Ready.”
Their muscles bunched in readiness, sweat was running down their faces as John begun the count. On ONE they let go and the ropes made a rushing noise as they ran through the rings. The result was devastating. The table top had fallen slightly lopsided where a split second separated the release, but it didn’t matter. The fifteen foot drop added to the weight of the heavy top was enough to shatter bones. The arms of the dead snapped like twigs and went flopping uselessly down at their sides. Splintered bone broke the skin in many places. Limbs that had been pierced by the nails were drawn skyward as the top was lifted, as if imploring the Lord for forgiveness. The steel spikes were withdrawn and these limbs fell too, the faces and skulls of the zombies were now exposed. 
“It’s working!” exclaimed Sarah. They pulled it to the highest point, and the count begun again. 
John shouted “Three, two, ONE!” and they released. The deadly weapon whistled as it fell, the wood breaking the air and causing a melody to accompany the destruction. The nails were indiscriminate. They ruptured eyes, faces and skulls as they impacted onto the zombies. The liquids that burst forth coated the underside of the wood and ran in rivulets from the nails as it was raised again. The bodies slumped into a heap. One had been pierced in several places, the ridged nails had caught in the bone and the body rose with the table. At the top, the corpse swung by its impaled head. The smashed arms dripping green tinged coagulate from torn flesh onto the dead who were now moving over the fallen, exactly the way it had happened yesterday. 
“Sarah, get it loose, the weight is too much!” Kurt snarled through clenched teeth. They were being drawn towards the precipice. She ran forward with a length of wood and wedged it between the skull and the timber. Carefully prying it away the nails came loose and the corpse dropped, giving much needed relief to the four. It crashed among its peers and was soon swallowed by the heaving mass of live corpses.
“Be careful!” John cautioned them. “If you feel the extra weight when we pull, we will try and shake it loose on the ground. I don’t want us pulled down there.”
“That killed at least ten of them! I will draw more in,” Sarah told them, before leaning forward and howling like a wolf. They laughed and joined in, the feeling of power rushing through them. They were no longer the hunted, at least for today. Wolf cries echoed though the surrounding houses and forests as they counted again. Even the differing height of the dead couldn’t save them. The speed at which the deadly table fell caused necks to compress into trunks and the shorter zombies were likewise ran through. The pile grew as more were killed. The multitude holes in the flesh and bone were leaking fluids onto the lawn, which due to the tilt in the ground, started to run like a small river towards the road. The process was repeated a dozen more times before the constant weight was too much for their tired limbs. One by one, Sarah took the ropes and tied them to the waiting rafters. The weapon hung in the air, poised and ready for use again later. 
“We look fairly clear. Shall we try for the house while we can? Who knows how many will be back by tomorrow,” Sam asked. The exuberance of youth was a marvel.
“I don’t know Sam, my ankle is done for now. I will probably be laid up for a couple of days,” Kurt answered while catching the look of disapproval from his wife, she had been right. Again.
“I think we should go, we might not get another opportunity to help them. You will have to stay. You will only slow us down Kurt,” John said abruptly. Kurt felt the old anger once again, they had done great things today and it still met with a dismissive tone. 
“I will wait in the front garden and clear the way in case you have to retreat in a hurry,” Kurt offered, trying to keep the anger out of his voice.
“I will be with you too,” Sarah said.
“Ok, boys I will need your help.” John looked at Kurt for approval, he nodded reluctantly. “We three will leave from the shower house, it’s the closest to our target and the stairs are already removed so we can get away more easily if the need arises. Kurt and Sarah you will keep lookout and shout if it looks like there are a lot more coming.” 
“We can handle the stragglers and buy you some time,” Sarah told him.
With a final glance down, it was determined that the crushed pile of vileness was not moving. They had been a bit too successful. The pile they had created was preventing the newly arrived zombies from moving into the killing area. The bodies would either require moving, or they would have to wait for the mass to decompose into a more manageable obstacle, who knew how long that could take. The danger of infection was something they were loath to risk and it was decided they would leave them and possibly relocate the table. It marred the mood a little, the fact that they had done so well and it was still causing them issues. They moved down into the warm bedroom which was now being called their ‘Base of Operations’, and explained the plan to Gloria. 
“I really don’t like it. The idea of putting yourselves at risk like this when we are safe…” she shook her head. “But I understand it must be done, I am just being a selfish old maid and want my new family to be ok. Ignore me.” 
John went to her and hugged her tight, “We will be fine love. There are not many of them left out there for us to worry about, but we don’t know how long that will last.”
“I know, I know,” she replied, hugging him back. “You just be safe, you hear me! I don’t want to be left alone up here, even if it is warm and you have a bigger bed than me.” She looked at Kurt, smiling.
“If we end up getting eaten, I still want my warm, comfy bed,” Kurt told her with a serious look on his face that made them all smile. It provided welcome relief from the tension that was building, and bolstered their spirits for what they may encounter out on the streets.
They gathered weapons. Sam took the slingshot and loaded his pockets with large diameter ammunition. Kurt took the hammer and Sarah took the spear from the Land Rover rescue. John took the sledgehammer as they would need to break the door in. As a normal weapon it would be useless, so he asked Braiden to carry the crowbar for him too. Braiden selected two sharp screwdrivers with long, heavy duty shanks.
“Can I sharpen these quickly when we get to the grinding wheel?” he asked. 
“Of course, we should have enough power for now. The light won’t be fading for at least an hour,” John replied. 
They left their sanctuary, hugged Gloria and the silent woman, who was now part of the family even if she wasn’t with them yet. In the far attic they filed the screwdrivers to a wickedly sharp tip, easily able to penetrate skull and flesh. Braiden tried brandishing both but it was quickly clear that he lacked the coordination with his left hand and, despite looking like a badass with both, looking good wouldn’t stop him being eaten. He slid the second into his belt as a backup and gripped the first with his right hand. Climbing down one by one, they gathered in the main hallway by the front door. 
“We will have to fight some of them, but keep your distance. Kurt, Sarah, only go after those that are likely to reach us and pose a threat. Boys, I will hit them with the hammer and you finish them off when they are down. Can anyone think of anything else?” John asked with a hand on the door handle ready to pull it open. They all shook their heads, they knew what had to be done and that every passing minute increased the danger. John looked through the frosted privacy glass to see if there was any obvious movement, but it all looked clear.
“Let’s go.” John pulled the door open and a wave of frigid air hit them. They filed out and there was no threat in the near vicinity. Zombies milled around, but they would take minutes to reach them, so they relaxed a little. Kurt and Sarah took up positions by the front door. It would remain open the whole time they were out. Kurt wedged the entrance mat under the bottom of the door to prevent an errant gust of wind blowing it closed, trapping them outside. 
John, Sam and Braiden reached the corner of the garden wall and looked around it to see if anything was close. They were free and clear for now, so with a last wave back at Kurt and Sarah, they moved off. Keeping low, they rushed across the road and hugged the wall of the terrace of six houses that ran perpendicular to their own. The one they sought was three houses down. Instead of moving down the main road and risk drawing attention to themselves by the greater number of dead who were in sight further down the estate, they opted to scout the back alley and rear carpark. If they could get in and out quietly, they may not even need to fight any of the undead.
“Follow me,” John instructed. They slid down the side wall, trying to conceal themselves the best they could in full daylight. 
Looking around the carpark, they only saw three of the zombies, all of whom were facing away from them. They wouldn’t get a better opportunity so they continued their stealthy run down the rear fences, checking for open gates. They didn’t want a repeat of Sarah’s encounter. With their backs to the gate of the house they wanted, they took one last look at the zombies who were close, none had even noticed them so they opened the gate and ducked back out of sight. 
The garden was extremely untidy, overgrown grass was attempting to grow through discarded toys. The shed roof was rotten and sagging into the dark space below. They pulled the door open, but there was nothing much of any use within. Any tools inside were rusted beyond repair. John caught sight of an object in the corner. It was a discarded lump of metal, roughly two feet long, four inches wide and half an inch thick. It too was covered in orange flecks of rust, but when he picked it up, it was still solid. He took it with them to the dirty back door, where they cupped their hands to the glass and tried to see within. The light could barely penetrate through the lace curtains and there was no movement from within that they could see.
“Stand back, I’m going to break in.” John raised the sledge hammer. 
“Wait Grandad,” Sam said then ran to the shed. He emerged with an old roll of tape which still had some adhesion. He rolled strips free and stuck them to the glass until a whole corner was covered. Taking the hammer, he gently hit the taped section. The whole window panel in the door shattered into a thousand fragments. All that was left was the tape which held the other slivers in place. 
“It worked in the movies,” Sam pondered to himself as they listened intently for any sign of danger. 
“Don’t worry Sam. It still caused less noise than me beating it down with the hammer,” John encouraged, then reached in, turned the lock, and opened the door. 
They entered and the silence was absolute. A musty smell assailed their nostrils, not dirty as such, just a lack of deep cleaning. If they didn’t know better they would have thought the home was abandoned long ago, the dust on the window sills littered with fly corpses. The dishes were washed and stacked in the drying rack. The strange disparities in the cleaning habits of these people unnerved John. 
They checked the lounge and dining room, nothing was out of place and there were no signs of life, the utility room was also empty. The furniture was sparse and cheap, showing signs of age and use. There were very few decorations and no pictures at all, which troubled John more. They went to the stairs and looked up. Dust motes were visible, floating in the rays of light that broke the gloom from the hallway window. All the doors were closed to the rooms and despite standing like statues there were no creaks or sounds from the upper floor.
“Hello, is there anyone up there?” Braiden called out quietly.
 The noise was met with the sounds of muffled voices and movement. It spurred them into action. They climbed the stairs two at a time, the thought of seeing another human was enough to cause them to lower their guard. They got to the door and Sam clasped the handle, the noises coming from the room beyond. 
“Did you see the message? We said we would come for you.” Sam was smiling from ear to ear, but John’s hairs were standing up on the back of his neck and his skin crawled. 
The door swung inwards and the smell of excrement hit them full in the face. The whole family was standing there, the mother, father and little boy, all with wet, brown stains on their trousers and dress. They had bloody foaming mouths and their chests were stained with a mixture of bile and coagulated blood. Sam leaped back as if he had stood on a hot roof. The family advanced, dribbling their insides down their chest in a thick torrent. The young boy was the fastest and he was on Sam before he knew it, clawing and trying to climb his body. The small teeth were snapping but the thick clothing Sam wore prevented them penetrating to the flesh below. Sam danced backwards, arms raised as if he had a spider crawling on him.
“Get it off, get it off!” he cried, leaping around. 
The adults would soon be upon them. John kicked backwards, dragged the boys with him as the door shot open. Braiden had grabbed the little boy by the hair. Pulling him away from Sam, he stuck the screwdriver through the boy’s ear and into the skull. He went limp and Braiden lowered him to the floor with reverence. He was crying as he did it, consumed with the knowledge of how scared the poor boy must have been in the final moments of life. Sam had recovered and raised his slingshot, bearing loaded as the mother reached the doorway. He aimed, however the adrenaline was causing him to shake uncontrollably, he had come close to death mere seconds ago. The shot went wide by inches and embedded in the wall behind her left shoulder. John had positioned himself to the right of the door and as the zombie mother stepped through, he swung with all his might, the sledgehammer shattered her forehead and crushed her brain. She flew backwards and rebounded off the wall with a sickening, wet crunch. The back of her head had left a murky green patch running down the wall from the force. The father stepped over his love. Sam took several deep breaths. He drew the leather back with a steadier hand and released it in one fluid motion. The bearing was travelling so fast that it took the entire right side of the head away in a green and crimson spray. The body fell forward into the room, shaking the floorboards, a pool of slime spreading from the open skull.
“Jesus!” Sam exclaimed, still breathing shakily.
“Good shot Sam,” John complimented him. He carefully looked around the doorway and found the way was clear. One by one, they knocked on each of the closed doors and listened, before opening to check the room within. There was no more noise, the threat was gone. They felt numb, all this effort and risk for people that were already dead.
They went into the room. The stench was vile with decomposition and shit. The stains of death were all over the bed. The family had obviously lain there as they committed suicide. An empty bottle of bleach was tipped over on the bedside table.
“They used bleach? What the hell did they do that for? Oh God, what an awful way to go.” John held his face in his hands at the thought of them drinking the noxious liquid, the excruciating pain that would have soon followed. 
“He must have made them drink it, look at the bruises,” Braiden said quietly, a faraway quality to his voice. They saw signs of bruising not caused by death, wrists were abraded and mouths had damage from the bottle being forced in.
“Mother fucker. MOTHER FUCKER! MOTHER FUCKER!” Braiden screamed and launched himself at the father’s corpse. He stabbed repeatedly, driving the sharpened screwdriver deeply, shattering ribs and spine. Over and over and over he stabbed, chunks flying free and spreading across the room. It was only the fear of the blood contaminating the boy that caused John to reach down and stop him. In all honesty he could have quite happily swung the hammer at the bloodied mess until it was pulp. Or given the power he would have brought the man back from the dead to kill him slow for the agony he had caused his own kin. It was not to be, so Braiden stood up and panted from the exertion.
“This is a dead place. Let’s just go,” John said, unable to say any more. They felt desolate and lost as they made their way downstairs. Instead of leaving via the back, they just walked straight out through the front door and into the cleansing light. 
“My dad has a shotgun. Our house is just over there,” Braiden told them matter-of-factly. There was still no undead close enough to pose a threat. The thought of gaining nothing out of this day was unacceptable to the trio.
“Lead the way lad,” said John as he and Sam followed close behind. 
They reached the overgrown garden and Braiden walked down the path, John caught sight of a glint in the foliage and reached down, pulling the shotgun free. It was laid in a pool of blood, but it would clean up fine when they got it back home. He broke the chamber and pulled two used cartridges free, throwing them into the grass.
“Are there any more cartridges inside Braiden?” John asked.
“Yeah loads, he has boxes of them, all different weights of shot. In here.” He beckoned them to enter and made his way to the cupboard under the stairs. He reached backwards and passed each box carefully. In all there were twelve boxes, totalling over two hundred shots. They stood in the hallway in silence. The drops of blood on the carpet, mixed with the general filth of the place, going unnoticed. A shuffle caught their attention as the pretty zombie with the hole in her chest walked out of the kitchen. They couldn’t even summon the energy to be scared, Braiden stepped forward and stabbed the woman straight through the eye with his screwdriver, showing no emotion in his face as she fell. Neither Sam nor John felt much either. Even the new weapon and the safety it would convey were as nothing compared to the happiness they had felt at the chance of seeing others. They left the house and made their way back to the main road that led back up to their home. Kurt was looking around the corner and waving frantically. They looked and saw a swarm of hundreds of zombies heading towards them from the road that entered the housing complex. They all groaned but something caught John’s attention. 
“Boys do you see that? Over there!” he pointed to the terrace of houses two rows down, five from their own. Either it was a trick of the light, wishful thinking, or it was really smoke drifting from the end chimney, white puffs dispersing as the wind caught it.
“I see it too Grandad, its smoke. We have to go, NOW!” The masses had passed the smoke house and were advancing with menace. The sheer number was enough to make them flee for their lives back to the safety of Kurt and Sarah.
“What’s that? A shotgun? Where are the people from the house?” Kurt asked, fear in his voice as he watched the rotting advance.
“Let’s get inside, we will explain everything later.” The tone of his father’s voice told him it wasn’t good news. They shut the door, climbed the ladder steps and drew them up and out of the way. Crossing the attics in silence, they all entered the warm bedroom. Gloria was eager for news. She looked and saw no new faces with the family, it had been unsuccessful. Disappointed, but heart soaring with the safe return of her new loved ones, they all sat and John explained the occurrences in the house, followed by the retrieval of the gun. They all looked on with sorrow in their souls, the suffering was so unnecessary, and Kurt wondered if he could have done more to save them. It would haunt him.
“What we did see is that there are survivors on the estate. The fifth row down on the end has smoke coming from the chimney. We can’t get there, however, because of the new multitude of walking horrors that have just shown up,” John finished, hoping to stir some hope, but failing. The images of the poor little boy would be in their dreams tonight. Dinner was flavourless and sleep was slow in coming for all of them as they thought of the family in the mystery house. Darkness took the dying light and their consciousness both. They dreamed of being forced to drink bleach, the maniacal face of their attacker being their most cherished loved one. It was a long night.
 



Chapter 21
They awoke with a measure of despair, but mixed in was a glimmer of hope. Their failure to find life after the travails of the past two days hard work was a blow, however the smoke trail from the chimney of a house so close gave them fresh motivation. It had appeared that the number of zombies was quite low from what they could see outside of the house, meaning that they had kept a low profile. How secure they were inside was anyone guess and it would be these questions that would play out over the coming days. Kurt walked in to find John scouting the area from the front bedroom window.
“There are a lot more of them now, we are back to square one,” John said, carefully looking through the lace curtains. 
The amount of dead in the lower floor of their house had been dramatically reduced by the cull. Their quick retreat from the horde meant that the large group that was following them up the estate didn’t have a specific location to congregate. They had spread out and commenced the pointless milling that they were now infamous for. The respite from the constant wailing and scrabbling from below was another factor in their improved attitude.
“We are, but we have proven we can take action and make a break for it if the need arises. We have plenty of stuff in the houses to continue to thin their numbers down. My point is; we don’t need to be idle and let them overwhelm us.” Kurt was hopeful and motivated. His ankle was still causing him a lot of pain after yesterday, and he would need several more days’ bed rest. He knew that he had been stubborn and foolish. This crisis would not be conquered by foolhardy actions. It would need calculation and resolve.
“I agree, that’s good thinking.” John paid him one of the rare compliments. “We should take the opportunity to gather ourselves and plan. I think it’s time that we claimed everything from the surrounding houses and take the stairs out. It will give us free run of the whole terrace.”
“Ok. We can then see exactly where we stand, what we have, and how long it will last. I think we should also prepare bug out bags,” Kurt suggested and John looked perplexed.
“What’s a bug out bag?” he asked.
“It’s an emergency bag that contains all the essentials, food, water, clothing, medicine and general survival gear. We can load the suitcases that I have seen next door with extra food and water. They all have wheels and we can drag them if we need to go on foot,” Kurt explained.
“Excellent. Let’s get some food and we can get started. You will have to rest up though, you were not ready yesterday and it could have caused problems.” There was the criticism once again.
“Well fuck me for wanting to help rescue people Dad! If we had acted sooner they might still be alive!” Kurt exploded, years of frustration coming out. “It all comes so easy to you doesn’t it? Well the rest of us don’t happen to be bloody perfect! How about you give your son some support, rather than rip him apart the whole time. I have had about all I can FUCKING TAKE!” he shouted and walked out of the room. Sarah had come to see what was going on. 
“Kurt, what’s the matter?” she asked with concern. 
“Fuck all,” he said as he barged past her.
John stood there in shock. The words had really cut deep. He had never intended for his son to feel this way. They could hear the aluminium ladder as Kurt climbed into the loft to get away from them, it must have been agony and John felt even worse.
“What’s going on?” Sarah asked John, hoping for some insight.
“It’s nothing love. I think I have just been a foolish old man. I have put barriers up since his mother passed away. I will talk to him in a bit when he calms down.” John looked small and broken. Sarah had never seen anything other than strength and self-assuredness from him. It worried her. They made their way back into the bedroom where the others were waiting, worry on their faces.
“Are you ok?” asked Gloria, leaving the cooking food and coming to John and Sarah.
“It was just a bit of a quarrel. It will sort itself in time. I think I need to make amends for some mistakes I’ve made,” John said, but didn’t elaborate further.
They ate a breakfast of baked beans and sausages, it wasn’t fine dining, but it warmed them and filled their bellies. Gloria set a portion aside for when Kurt returned, setting it down close enough to the fireplace to maintain the heat. The conversation turned to the plans for the coming day.
“We will start in the shower house, the stairs are already out and we need to get the remainder of the tools and useful items from the ground floor. If that goes smoothly, we will go house to house and do the same, removing the staircases as we go,” John told them, explaining further what he had discussed with Kurt.
“We will need someone to wait with Hope while we do this.” They had chosen to name her the previous night, tiring of calling her ‘the silent lady’. It fit in with their efforts to bring her back and keep her safe.
“I will stay with her,” Braiden offered.
“Thanks buddy. Gloria, are you happy to come and help us move stuff around from house to house?” John asked her, cringed as he spoke the words, felt the hot gaze, and turned to confirm it. She had her arms folded and a stern look in her eyes.
“I may be old but I am not useless!” she told him.
“I’m sorry, I know that. I can’t say anything right today.” His voice wavered and he looked at the floor. 
“I was only joking dear. Come, let’s get these houses cleared.” Gloria put her arm around him and led them out into the cold of the hallway. They took tools and weapons with them, but left the shotgun as it needed cleaning and oiling before it would be safe.
 



Chapter 22
Kurt sat on the ledge where the killing table was moving gently in the breeze. His legs dangled over the edge and swung back and forth like a child on a chair, it was a little risky, but he had hold of the roof structure for support. The cold was biting into the exposed skin of his forearms, goose bumps rising in an attempt to fend off the chill. He had not thought of putting a jumper on in his anger and haste to get away from the ugly confrontation. 
Sitting there, he looked down on the faces of the dead. The different stages of decomposition were evident, and he had time to think of the first attack, the sagging, liquid corpse he had killed in the stairwell. Was this where they were all destined to end their days? Even the peace of the grave was now corrupt. The family from yesterday had not been bitten or injured, but still they rose to join the ranks of the undead. He thought of his family and whether he would have the constitution to do what needed to be done if the time came. He wasn’t entirely sure he could. Men, women and children were eager to reach him as he sat there. He recognised a few of the faces, which was even more awful. Days ago they had been mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, now they were a family of the damned.
Kurt thought back to his father and their argument. He felt disgusted with himself for speaking the way he had, he knew that his father loved him dearly and only wanted to make him strong for what was to come. But the wounds ran deeper than the last week. For years he had been pushed away and isolated, ever since his mother had left them. It left a void within them both that they could have worked together to fill, but it was not to be. The gulf between them grew with each passing year. Although there was no reason to, John blamed himself for her death. The brain aneurism was unexpected, no history of brain disease existed within the family. It had just been a cruel twist of fate. She had passed peacefully in her sleep one night, John finding her cold and grey in the morning light. The doctor assured him that it was instant. That no amount of treatment or medication could have reversed the damage caused, yet he still felt responsible. Why had he not woken in the night, why had he not sensed her pain? The fact that he had slept soundly beside his dying love ate at him day after day. 
Kurt had tried to explain this to his father, but John carried the burden of guilt like a cross, mentally self-flagellating in his pain and need to suffer for the perceived wrong committed. It was this that caused the rifts and distance between them, and no amount of effort on Kurt’s part could build a bridge that spanned it. In the end, they had become like acquaintances, business like in their manner. The horror of the past few days had melted some of the ice. There was still a long way to go, but the first faint signs of the old John were there. 
The events had flung them all together and Kurt was unsure if they alone were responsible for his father’s growing feelings toward Gloria. Before this, John had not even looked at another woman and had gently rebuffed any advances from those that tried to get close. It could be he was attracted to her strength and boundless optimism in the face of remarkable hardship. Or it may simply be the fear of being alone in this new dead world, which Kurt could totally understand.
He mentally shook himself and carefully stood up, he needed to rid himself of this childish attitude and grow into the man they all needed him to be. He had family to protect, both by blood and by bonds of survival. Things were bound to get a lot worse in the coming weeks and months, the comfort of a home unlikely to last without a constant food supply. The noise from further down the attic rooms was familiar and welcoming. He had been alone for only an hour, but the company of the dead had been infinitely less appealing than that of the living. He wasn’t really ready to see anyone after his earlier outburst and climbed down into their house with a grimace of pain. He found Braiden talking to Hope, explaining how much he missed his own mum, talking about better times when she had been around and taken him to visit the beach. 
“She used to buy me an ice cream on the way back from a little van that was parked on the beach entrance. It was called Mr Whippy and the speaker was broken so the music was all off key. I always had a strawberry cone with chocolate sprinkles.” Braiden was sat with his back to the woman, watching the flames lick at the fresh logs he had placed on the embers. 
Kurt held his breath, not wanting to break the spell of what he was seeing. Braiden looked over and acknowledged him with a raised hand. He cocked his head when he saw the look on Kurt’s face, the way he was paused just inside the doorway and the fact that he wasn’t even focused on him. Hope reached forward and stroked Braiden’s hair, he flinched and spun round and Kurt was afraid that the suddenness would startle her back into her own mind. Exhaling the pent up breath he had been holding, he was mistaken and need not have worried. She continued to stroke at Braiden, a motherly gesture of solace. Braiden touched the hand as it moved and tried to engage with her.
“Hi, my name’s Braiden, what’s yours?” he asked quietly, meeting her gaze. She just smiled and carried on petting him. “Can you tell me who you are?” Braiden pressed gently.
“No, don’t push her mate. You have made a great breakthrough. Let her come back slowly, in her own time,” Kurt advised. Braiden nodded and sat still, allowing the continued contact to see if it would break the inner barriers she had erected.
Kurt was overwhelmed with happiness. He would wait to tell the others as they would all want to rush back and see the miracle. He seated himself by the fire and took the bowl of food that Gloria had left him. Nothing had ever tasted as good as those steaming beans in tomato sauce and pork sausages.
 



Chapter 23
They had stripped the shower house of all useful items and any furniture that could be broken down to fuel the fire at home. John caught the longing looks of his family as they walked past the bathroom with the walk in shower cubicle. 
“Who would like me to fill the shower at the end of this?” he asked and they all affirmed their appreciation.
They moved onto the next house and descended with care. As long as they remained cautious and quiet, they would be able to clear each house within an hour. John continued with the stair removal, and instead of setting the rest of the group on watch, he used only one at a time. This enabled the search of the home to be done and all useful goods taken and placed by the staircase alongside the demolition. They found more long life food to use, the contents of the fridges and freezers was worthless and already on the turn. The smells that escaped from the magnetically sealed doors ensured they would not try to open the next one. There were a few bottles of wine and Sarah couldn’t resist taking them, placing them by the pile in the hallway. John smiled and nodded, they could all do with a tipple after yesterday. 
They cleared each home, finally arriving at the end house they had been using for their attacks. They took all the goods they could salvage. There was an abundance of food in the house, which would buy them at least another three weeks. They gave a silent thank you to the occupants and said a prayer for their safety, wherever they were. All electrical equipment was transported upstairs from the home, stereos and televisions, as well as lamps and cooking implements. The lack of power meant they were largely useless, but better they be useless within easy reach, just on the off chance they might be helpful. John was on the fourth stair tread, and Sam was in the process of passing a multipack of crisps up, when he caught his elbow on a floor lamp they had taken. He felt it tilt and grabbed for it, but missed it by inches. The glass dome shattered on the wooden floor with an almighty crash and they all froze, hoping against hope, but knowing what was coming for them. The light filtering through the glass dimmed as the shadows converged on the doorways. The first blows were struck and the doors vibrated within the frames.
“We have to hold them back while you finish the stairs Grandad,” shouted Sam as he made for the front door.
“NO!” he yelled to Sam. “No risks, we have enough for now. Get up there!” 
Sam hesitated, ready to fight, but he knew it would be too dangerous. The shadows had grown and now blocked most of the light. There would be many flooding through the broken door in moments, so he retreated, and with a quick boost from John to reach the nearest tread, climbed the remaining stairs. Sarah followed and John quickly threw some cans and pasta up to them, before grabbing the banister and pulling himself up too. The food was thrown through the waiting loft hatch without ceremony and some of the packets split as they hit the floor. The front door squealed in protest as the weight was brought to bear. Finally the timber frame gave up the ghost, splitting inwards and spilling the Hellspawn corpses onto the floor of the hallway in a heap. They wasted no more time and fled into the loft, leaving any remaining things for the dead. They watched from the attic space as the zombies gathered at the half broken staircase, the four missing steps may have been enough, but it was not worth the risk. If they remained stuck on the ground floor it would be worth an attempt to retake the house, but not today. They were tired and fatigue was setting in, the physical as well as emotional stresses taking a toll. The biggest loss was the water which they had in the bath, covered in plastic, but John was certain Kurt could fabricate something to draw it up and reclaim it. 
“I’m so sorry Grandad, I keep doing stupid things.” Sam was crestfallen at the food and water they had lost.
“Don’t think like that Sam, you have been a real soldier since this all started. You have shown courage and compassion, I am so proud of you,” John told him, pulling him close for a hug. 
“But all that food…” Sam said into his shoulder. John pushed him away, held him at arm’s length and looked at him.
“We have killed dozens of them, we will kill more, and you will kill more. I couldn’t ask for a better man to stand with in this mess,” John told him with sincerity. 
Sam took the words in and felt more positive, the zombies were still trying to navigate the missing steps but were having no success as yet. The falling and stumbling was actually quite entertaining in the circumstances and they watched for a further five minutes. One slipped and fell, cracking its skull open on the corner of a protruding chunk of wood. It lay still, dead from the injury. They all burst out laughing at the macabre scene, the death of a walking corpse the new stand-up comedy. It didn’t bode well for the future of mankind.
 



Chapter 24
“Sam, are you awake?” Braiden whispered in the darkness.
“Mmmm,” Sam mumbled, coming out of his slumber. “What’s the matter?”
Braiden shifted position on the mattress and faced where Sam laid, only the faintest outline visible from the reflected glow of the dying embers in Sarah and Kurt’s room.
“Do you think of that family at all?” Braiden asked.
“I try not to. It’s horrible what happened to them. He must have been really scared to do what he did to his wife and kid,” Sam reasoned, still groggy from the alcohol in his system from the wine they had all enjoyed at dinner time.
“We are scared as well, but would your dad do it to you?” 
“Never!” Sam retorted, angry at the question. “Don’t say things like that.” 
“My dad would have done it. He liked to hurt people. I think that’s where I get it from.” Braiden was talking more to himself now. “I killed him,” he whispered.
“I know you did, you saved my dad from him that night. I don’t think you…” Sam was fully awake now. He shifted his own position and rested on his arm, looking down.
“No, I mean I killed him. I left our door open for them to get in. I am a murderer,” Braiden interrupted. He was struggling to get the words out, trapped between a feeling of terrible guilt and one of release, of freedom. 
“I don’t understand,” Sam was afraid. The conversation was turning dark and dangerous.
“You need to get rid of me, or I will hurt you all too. I’m just like him, just like my dad, I do bad things.” Braiden was lost in his own spiral of pity now. Sam knew the reputation of Lennie from overheard whispers.
“You are nothing like him!” Sam was angry now. He felt the pain of his new brother. “You have saved us all since it first started, me, Gloria, Mum, Dad, John and Hope. None of us would be around if it wasn’t for you. You are a hero!”
“Heroes don’t have bad thoughts like mine. I just want to hurt people all the time,” Braiden said, he couldn’t believe Sam’s defence of his behaviour.
“How many people have you hurt since this all started?” Sam pressed him.
“I used to try and hurt you all the time,” Braiden confessed, looking away despite the fact that they couldn’t see each other’s faces.
“That was before all this, and do you think you were the only one? I can name loads of other bullies at school who were just as bad as you.” 
“Go on then.” Braiden was unconvinced. He had always been told he was evil by his dad. That he was the worst son in the world, the worst friend and awful to be around, a ‘wrong un’ as Lennie put it. It must have been why his mum left him.
“Peter Finch, he beat up Carly Hutchins during break because she wouldn’t go out with him. Lloyd Easton, he threw a chair at Miss Phillips in English and fractured her arm. Josie Henstridge, she beats up boys and girls, I got a split lip off her a month ago. I could go on and on.” Sam left it there, let it sink in for a moment and thought Braiden was ignoring him when the quiet dragged on for several seconds.
“Yeah ok, but I was worse than all of them. You tried to be my friend and I beat you up for it.” Braiden felt awful about the incident. Sam had tried to talk to him, but because Braiden was in front of his ‘friends’, he lashed out to impress them. 
“Yes you did, and all I was trying to do was talk to you. But I know it was the others that you were showing off for,” Sam explained.
“Huh? Why do you say that?” Braiden was confused, how could he have known?
“Because you kept looking at them when you were hitting me and they egged you on. You wanted approval. It’s what one of my lessons in sociology taught me.” Sam wasn’t entirely sure if it was true. A lot of the grown up stuff he was learning made no sense, but the smile Braiden wore after he looked around as they cheered him on disappeared when he looked back at Sam and threw the next punch. “And what did they do when you got caught? They walked off laughing at us both.” 
Braiden laid there thinking. He understood that the other boys weren’t ‘friends’ as such. They would encourage him to do stupid things like press the fire alarm button at school, push someone down the stairs into others and he would get the blame while they got off unpunished. He just wanted to be accepted, to belong to something.
“But I was the one doing it, why have you never tried to hit me back?” Braiden genuinely wanted to know. Any time he had done something bad his dad had reacted quickly, and violently. 
“I guess I felt sorry for you. I knew your mum was gone and your dad wasn’t the kindest person.” Sam tried to be diplomatic about his home life. He held his breath, worried Braiden would get angry.
“My dad used to hurt my mum a lot too. She would try and protect me and he would punch her.” Braiden drifted back into memories of his family and the dreadful times they had endured.
“There you go, do you see? Who are you more like, your dad who hurts people, or your mum who protects them? I know which one I have seen in the past few days. You risked your own life to help people you hardly knew. Does that sound like something your dad would do?” Sam was trying to get him to see his acts for what they were, courageous.
“No, I guess not. But I still have angry thoughts and want to lash out,” Braiden persisted. Years of demoralization at the hands of his psychotic parent would take time to break.
“Oh really? And who have you lashed out at, the zombie that was trying to kill my mum and the one who killed his family? Bad people, don’t you see? You ARE a protector.” Sam was not going to let this go easily.
“If I am good, why did my mum leave me?” Braiden’s voice broke in the darkness.
“I don’t know,” Sam answered honestly, caught off guard by the sudden change in the conversation. “But you are part of this family now. I am so glad to finally have a brother. We may even find your mum when this all goes away and we start rebuilding.” 
“She’s dead, everyone is dead.” 
Sam reached out and felt for Braiden’s shoulder, it was jumping with his quiet sobs. He squeezed it and continued.
“You also realize you brought Hope back, she only responded to you in the end. That means that she sees something special in you, something good and true that she felt safe enough in your company.” Sam hoped that he was getting through but only time would tell.
“I am still a murderer,” Braiden stated.
“He was a very bad man. You stopped him hurting anyone else. That still makes you a protector.”
The talk was over. Braiden gave the hand a squeeze and gently pushed it away from him. They laid there for a while before sleep came again, lost in their own thoughts.
 



Chapter 25
Kurt was dreaming of a hot summer day that he had spent with his parents on Hayling Island. They had eaten a picnic on the beach, waves breaking and foaming towards them as the tide came in. They had taken their pet dog, a border collie called Missy. She had passed away nearly twenty years ago and was buried in John’s garden, surrounded by red and yellow rosebushes. Kurt had thrown the Frisbee down the beach for an hour, the beloved dog barking and giving chase, before returning and begging for another throw, tail swishing through the air madly. 
Kurt gradually surfaced from the pleasant memory, emerging into the terrible reality of their new lives. Laying there and looking at the ceiling, he listened to the sounds of Sarah as she muttered in her sleep before snoring quietly, returning to more peaceful dreams. The dawn had taken hold and the light was breaking through the sections of window that they had left paint free to allow observation of the outside world. The barking had followed him from the dream and he could still hear the sound of his long dead friend echoing in his mind. Kurt frowned, the tone was wrong, it was deeper than he remembered her, but over time true recollection is replaced by vivid memories. There it was again! He sat up in bed and shook Sarah awake.
“Honey, do you hear that barking?” Kurt asked, concentrating. 
Sarah was struggling to open her eyes; they were still bleary and blinking at the sudden change. The bark came again, but it was close.
“Yes, I hear it. Where’s it coming from?” Sarah asked, sitting up.
Kurt jumped out of bed and went to the small patch of glass, looked this way and that but couldn’t see anything. He left their room and went into the front bedroom and looked to the right and then to the left. There it was! A golden Labrador, its fur was dirty and matted with blood, as it moved around it favoured the front left paw and limped on the other. The dog was focussed on the end house with the killing table. It would bark furiously at it then run away as a zombie approached, after finding a safe spot it would then commence barking again.
“Oh the poor thing, look at the way it’s limping, it can’t keep this up for long. Why is it barking at the house?” Sarah asked. 
“I have no idea.” Kurt was at a loss, there were no people in there and it wasn’t barking at the zombies specifically. There were many trying to get it that was being ignored, except when they got too close.
“Dad, what’s going on?” Sam asked coming into the room.
“There’s a dog out there barking at the end house,” Kurt explained, moving aside as Sam took a look through the gap.
“We have to help him. He will get eaten if we leave him out there!” Sam looked horrified.
“We can’t Sam.” Sarah tried to be diplomatic about it. “If we let him in, there is no way to tell if he is trained or whether he will endanger us. There is also the danger that we may get attacked if we open any doors. Look at how many of them there are.” 
Sam looked again and knew in his heart that she was right. There were over a hundred spread over the front gardens of their block now. The family had been able to sleep in relative comfort last night after killing the group of zombies in order to get to the mystery house. 
“We could always let him in one of the houses that is fairly clear of them.” Sam was desperate to help, but his parents just looked at him lovingly and shook their heads. 
“We just can’t risk it buddy,” Kurt said, commiserating with him and wishing they could help. The blood was not a good sign. They had no idea if animals were affected by the change.
“KURT, COME HERE QUICKLY!” John yelled from the hallway.
“What’s the matter? Have you heard the dog too?” Kurt enquired as he reached his father, who was looking up at the attic.
“Can you smell that?” John asked, sniffing.
Kurt stepped forward and in the air flows coming from the attic hatch he couldn’t mistake the smell of gas. “It’s gas! How is that possible, we have no water or electricity…” Kurt was completely at a loss, but then a thought hit him like a hammer blow. “SHIT, SHIT, SHIT!”
“What?” John shouted as Kurt ran into the bathroom and returned with a large saucepan of water.
“THE FIRE!” 
Kurt rushed past John and into the bedroom, throwing the contents into the fireplace, the fire exploded with steam as the water instantly boiled, a cloud of warm wet air and flecks of ash surrounded him. Their carpet was covered in filth that had sprayed from the opening and the air was thick with the residual smoke of the dying fire. John had followed him in and was coughing and waving his hand in the air, trying to clear it.
“What are we going to do? We need to turn it off, now!” Kurt made for the ladder and climbed into the attic. Everyone was awake and concerned, wondering when it would ignite and consume them in a blazing maelstrom.
“Shall we open the windows?” Sarah called after him urgently.
Kurt had to think, the gas was building up minute by minute, the open windows would buy them some time but it would attract the dead. The explosion was their most pressing danger.
“Do it baby, but try not to be seen.” 
John had joined him and they sniffed the air once more, sensing a heavier odour permeating from the hole that led to the killing table house. They hurried through, coughing at the acrid smell of the gas as it burned their throat. The hole that they had cut in the roof was allowing a lot of the gas to escape. It had obviously been building for many hours for it to spread down through three houses. The dog caught sight of them and barked, tail wagging. A zombie lurched forward and Kurt nearly screamed a warning, but the dog bolted to the side with ease. The undead creature fell flat on its face and left bits of skin on the tarmac where it had landed. The dog stopped, barked, and started to wag its tail again. 
“What the hell, do you think it smelled the gas and wanted to warn us?” Kurt looked at his dad quizzically.
“If he hadn’t woken us, we may have been overwhelmed by it, or blown sky high before we had a chance to shut it off.” John looked down at the furred saviour. The mutt had sat down, no longer barking, almost as if it was getting comfortable to see what would happen to the humans next. The dog then cocked his head to one side, as if to say, ‘are you going to stand there all day or get moving?’
Sarah, Sam and Braiden had joined them, carrying weapons.
“What the hell are you doing? Get out of here!” Kurt ordered them.
“Do you think it matters where we are if this blows?” Sarah asked him, sarcasm dripping. Kurt was going to argue, but she was right.
“Dad, what do you think?” Kurt asked while taking his hammer and looking down through the attic hatch. The zombies were still mainly trapped on the lower floor, enthusiastically reaching towards their breakfast. It was clear at least two had made it upstairs and were reaching up at the hatch. They could see a tangle of broken bodies where the missing stairs were, limbs and heads still moving. They had probably used the piles of flesh as a step to reach the intact stair treads. Sam stepped forward and drew his arm back, a steel bearing sat in the pouch, and he aimed at the head of one of the corpses. 
“NO!” John shouted and caught Sam’s hand just before he made the shot. He carefully eased the stretched rubber back to the sling and lowered his arm.
“Any spark will blow us to kingdom come, we can’t be sure it wouldn’t ricochet and cause an explosion,” Kurt explained.
Sam’s face went white. He could have killed them all in his eagerness to shoot another zombie head. The rotting zombies were unfazed at their near brush with death, their moans and efforts to seize the survivors increased in ferocity. The hatch was well out of reach and they were in no immediate danger from them. The gas was ever present, the noxious smell overpowering. They could actually see a haze in the air as it rose through into the loft.
“We will have to fight our way through them to get to the gas pipe,” Kurt told them; raising the spear that Sarah had passed him. 
“Be careful for God’s sake!” John cautioned, knowing that the pipe could also be the cause of a spark, but was easier to control. 
Kurt aimed carefully and thrust downwards catching the zombie in the cheek and tearing the jaw away in one blow. It fell to the floor in a splash of jelly like liquid. The zombie’s mouth was just a row of smashed upper teeth and a large hanging tongue, which slobbered and licked the air now that it was free of the oral cavity. 
“Jesus Christ!” John said.  This new scene was a fresh nightmare that he was sure would revisit him in the darkness.
Kurt steadied his arm and didn’t miss the second time, the spear smashed through the top of the head, burst through the roof of the mouth and pierced the tongue which was still trying to wriggle and move. A third had joined the fray as the cadaver died properly. They just didn’t know how many were on the upper floor. Descending onto the landing could be suicide by teeth. They hesitated and tried to think of a way to deal with this, frustration quickly grew to desperation as their minds came up blank. A fourth Hellspawn had now appeared.
“I don’t know what to do!” Kurt admitted, defeat in his voice. Had it really come to this, surviving the dead only to be killed by an oversight? None of them had believed the gas would still be running through the pipelines. Kurt sat down, despair taking him.
“I can turn it off,” Braiden told them, standing by the hole.
“We can’t get to it Braiden!” Kurt shouted at him, shaking his head, did he not listen to anything?
“I know where the lever is. If I…” Braiden persisted.
“YOU. CAN’T. FUCKING. GET. TO. IT!” Kurt had stood and was taking his anger out on the poor boy.
Braiden welled up and his face reddened. Sarah had seen enough.
“Shut up and listen to him! What the hell is the matter with you?” she shouted inches from Kurt’s face, the shock almost as bad as a physical blow. She then turned to Braiden, her voice low and soothing, “Sorry honey, what is your plan?” Sarah asked.
“You won’t like it…” he said, wanting to elaborate but knowing they would say no.
“No, let’s have it lad.” John had joined Sarah and Sam as they waited for his plan. Kurt was at the hatch, nursing his bruised ego.
“Ok. Well. Umm, you will need to lower me on the table.” He waited for the shouts and accusations of being stupid. They didn’t manifest, they looked worried but were waiting for the rest of the plan. 
“When I am down, I just need to run inside the front door to the utility cupboard where Mr Taylor smashed the fuse. It’s just a lever by the meter in there, the same as in all of our homes. The zombies inside are looking up here and the ones outside are chasing the dog,” he continued, motioning at the events in the front of the house. An ever growing group were falling over each other to eat the poor animal that was weakening by the minute. The limp was nearly stopping him using the leg at all. “Then you pull me back up to safety.” He waited while they considered it.
“You will be in grave danger. We won’t be able to help you down there.” Kurt had stepped forward. “I am so sorry for shouting at you buddy, that is a great plan, I wouldn’t have thought of it. I personally don’t want you to risk your life like that.” 
They knew they were out of time and options, any second the fridge back in their home could start up and cause an electrical spark that would ignite the gas. Even pulling the plug out could have caused the spark and the spontaneous combustion of them all.
“Do we have a choice?” Braiden was right.
They helped him to carefully climb on the table top. It was wet and rocked with the shifting weight. Braiden knelt down and clutched the rope for extra stability, his trusty pointed screwdriver in his right hand. They carefully untied the ropes and took the weight as best they could. This time, lowering the table had to be all in sync or he would topple off and break something. Laying there in agony, Braiden would watch while the zombies advanced to devour him. When all four ropes were loose, they let it down inch by slow inch. He was looking at them as he gradually dropped down past the roof height and out of sight with a final smile. They were grunting and sweating, their muscles screamed their pain and the temptation to let go and massage their aching hands was nearly all consuming. Suddenly the weight disappeared as the top came to rest on the pile of festering bodies that they had slain previously. 
Braiden picked a spot of grass and leapt from the table, landing nimbly and looking around. None had seen him yet; their attention was totally on the dog. He tried to move away but his foot was caught. Looking down, he saw a rotting hand had grabbed his trouser leg and it held fast. He tried to shake it loose but the fingers were locked tight. Panic gripped him and he suddenly realised how dangerous this was. A face looked at him from the mass of festering bodies, it was crushed and trapped but hadn’t been killed by the nail table. It had fallen with the weight of dead flesh and joined the mound. Braiden closed his eyes and took two deep breaths to calm himself. He knelt down and rammed the point of the screwdriver in through the right eye and into the brain of his captor. The grip loosened at once and he carefully peeled the fingers away, one by one. They were slimy and cold. He wiped the rotting juice from his own hand onto the sleeve of the carcass. Fighting back nausea, he stood and scouted once more before stepping around and looking in the front door.
He moved in through the door, exaggerated the steps to make sure they were silent. The dead were only a few paces away. If he had taken eight good strides, he could have tapped them on the shoulder and said hello. Instead, he silently made his way forward and reached the door. He grasped the handle and pressed it down slowly. Watching the zombies, he gently eased the door open, but as it neared the last few inches the hinges squealed in protest. The corpses turned to face him, dozens of milky dripping eyes stared intently at their prey. They came for him.
He felt his bowels threaten to loosen into his trousers, but instead of giving in and cowering in a ball as they ate him alive, he reached in and pulled the safety handle stopping the gas flow. They were three paces away when he turned and fled. Had any noticed him and blocked the way, he would have been torn apart, but his luck was holding. The dog was proving a troublesome target and some had given up, heading back towards the house. In the garden, Braiden dodged one as it grabbed at him and stabbed another through the temple that was directly between him and the waiting lift.
They were shouting in fear for him as he scrambled up and onto the wooden top, his feet sinking into gloopy wetness and crunching in places. He tried to avoid looking at the shiny paste that coated his shoes and lower trouser legs as he held the rope for dear life. The zombies were surrounding him, they reached for his warm flesh but the pile was aiding him. He stood in the centre of the table and they were tripping over the outstretched arms, legs, and body parts of their fallen brethren. If they had been more agile, it wouldn’t have stopped them, but their lack of cognitive thought saved Braiden. He was being raised upwards, his heartbeat pounding within his chest, but slowing as he escaped danger. A flash caught his eye and he was amazed to see the dog run up the pile and leap for the table. It landed with body and front paws on the varnished surface, its legs frantically scrabbling for purchase, but it wasn’t to be. The dog slid backwards and its eyes locked onto Braiden’s as it lost its grip, a look of longing and trust as it fell. Braiden dropped to the edge on his belly and grabbed for the dog’s legs, catching them at the paws and causing the dog to yelp in pain. The table top swung wildly and he nearly slid straight off the side and into the hungry arms of the waiting dead. It was only quick thinking and luck that he splayed his legs out and caught the ropes with his toes. The dog was fairly heavy but he managed to get a better grip on the legs, and then finally the body. As he pulled it up, the agile dog climbed over his shoulder, raking Braiden’s skin. It was now safe on the platform at last. 
“I’m sorry boy, are you ok?” Braiden stroked the golden head and rubbed behind its ears. He had hurt the front legs, the dog was reluctant to put any weight on them, but it was better than the alternative. It pressed against him, nudged his hand with its head, wanting more attention. 
They reached the top, his family becoming visible and the discomfort on their faces caused him to reach for the timber boom, trying to lessen the strain on their bodies. The added weight of the dog was nearly too much for them and he could see they were being dragged forward. The dog seemed to sense the urgency too and jumped from the table, landing with another yelp of pain as its front leg hit the attic floor. 
Braiden was hanging onto the timber. “Let it go, I’ve got a good grip.” 
Reluctantly they counted down to one and let the table fall. The sound of impact was wet and squelched, the deadly table squashing the gathered zombies who would not feed this day. Braiden swung his legs up and shimmied down the wood, army training style. They reached for him, pulling him to safety and falling in a gasping, sweating, swearing heap. The dog limped over and licked at their faces, kissing them in its own way. Laughing mixed in with their panting; they hugged each other in their relief and joy. They pulled the Labrador close and hugged him too. The tail wagged with pleasure, hitting them in the face and causing more laughter.
The family gathered their thoughts and continued to pet the new addition to the group; however the dog’s exuberance was fading. The gas was dispersing through the roof and moment by moment, the air was becoming easier to breathe. It would be a while before it had all gone. They still had to remain wary of igniting the remaining vapour. 
“You were so brave!” Sarah complimented Braiden and hugged him. 
Kurt joined them and hugged them both, “I wanted to apologise again mate, you have worked a miracle today. I will cook you whatever you want for dinner.” 
Braiden laughed into their shoulders, “Thanks Mr T.” 
Braiden left Kurt and Sarah and knelt by the dog who had laid down, the exhaustion and pain finally overcoming the furred saviour. Braiden stroke its belly and the tail wagged feebly, then laid still.
“He’s dying!” Braiden wailed.
“I don’t think so. And it’s a she, look.” John pointed out. “Let’s get her home and feed her, she could probably do with a good meal and a sleep.” 
Braiden lifted her as if she would break into a million pieces and moved through the other attics, stepping with care, trying to minimise the dog’s pain. John had gone ahead and returned with a spare duvet.
“Lay her on this Braiden. You can’t climb down the steps with her in your arms. Take the four corners and lower her to me gently,” John instructed. 
“No, you pass her down to me,” Braiden said and the look on his face brooked no argument. 
He laid the Labrador down with veneration, stroked her head once more and descended the ladder. John picked up the duvet and slowly lowered her into his waiting arms. Gloria helped him take the injured dog into the bedroom, where they laid her close to the fireplace, which would be lit again once the air had cleared. Braiden picked a can of tinned chicken chunks, pulled the ring on the lid and sat down beside the filth covered dog. He placed one piece at a time on his palm and offered them to her. Lacking the energy to raise her head from the duvet, she plucked them from his outstretched hand with her tongue and chewed gratefully. After only a few mouthfuls, she closed her eyes and drifted to sleep, cheeks fluttering with her breath. 
“I wonder when she last ate?” asked Gloria. 
“If she has been hiding since this all started, it could be close to a week,” Sarah mused.
“I hate to be the one to bring this up,” John began, “But can we afford to keep her? Our supplies won’t last forever and it’s another mouth to feed.” He looked at them all. The looks on the faces gave the answer; he held his hands up in a placating manner. 
“She is one of us now. We probably owe our lives to her wake up call,” Kurt added. He understood what his dad was trying to say, but in this new world, any acts of kindness would serve as a barrier to the vileness they would encounter. 
The dog chuffed in her sleep, a quiet bark at unseen enemies. She bared her teeth and growled, hackles rising, before falling quiet once more. Her legs started to twitch, paws bending as if she was running in her sleep, escaping terrible danger. The poor creature had been on the street throughout the fall of mankind, pursued by ravenous beasts that would have eaten her without hesitation. Braiden stroked her matted fur, picking pieces of wood and leaves out and throwing them into the fireplace. It was a lovely scene, the other family members either sat, or stood, and watched. Gloria had cleaned a lot of the mess up from the extinguished fire, but without power for a vacuum, there was only so much she could achieve. They all had to reconsider their definition of clean and habitable as the days wore on. 
“Good girl, there’s a good brave girl,” Braiden crooned as he pet the Labrador. 
“Sam, Sarah, would you come with me and help shut the gas pipes off in the other houses? Kurt, do you think you can get to the valve from the hole you made for breaking the fuse? I think they are in the same cupboard, aren’t they?” John asked.
“Yeah I can turn it off. The valves close downwards anyway, so as long as I can push it with something, I can isolate it. I am wondering if we still have gas because of the gas holder in Emsworth. It supplies the local area, but I was unaware it didn’t need electricity. We can make good use of it,” Kurt explained. A gas supply would help a great deal. If they could take a gas cooker from a neighbouring house they would no longer need to rely on the fireplace to prepare meals. 
John, Sarah, and Sam were back within fifteen minutes, each gas pipe now safe and unlikely to blow them sky high. Kurt had taken the section of floor out and turned the gas valve off. The young ghoul he had slain was still there. It was now in a worsening state of decay, the flesh turning a shade of green and brown as the rot set in. His pity was diminishing with the passing of time, their experiences desensitising them to the grotesque acts that they had to endure. Closing the hole, Kurt wondered how far he would be willing to go, how much of his soul he would need to sacrifice to protect those he loved. He went back into the bedroom and saw that the dog was still sleeping soundly. 
“I know what I want for dinner,” Braiden told Kurt, smiling.
“And what might that be?” Kurt asked, wondering what he was holding behind his back. 
“Hot Dogs!” he answered, revealing a tin of jumbo frankfurter sausages and a small bag of bread rolls that had not yet gone mouldy.
“Very good,” Kurt chuckled, taking the food and putting it down on the hearth. The dog had opened its eyes at the laugh, wagged its tail once and fell back to sleep. 
The gas had finally vented through the open windows and Kurt had the fire burning ready for dinner. Boiling water simmered in a pan, the sausages cooking within. Sam had found some tomato ketchup and mustard and Sarah was dicing one of their last onions. Braiden had cut the rolls and placed a hotdog within each one, passing them out for people to select their favourite relish. 
“Thank you Braiden,” Gloria said before smothering hers with onions and mustard. 
“I don’t think people will be thanking me later,” he replied, looking at the toppings.
“I don’t understand,” she looked confused, and then it clicked. “Oh you little monster. I’ll have you know that we ladies do not suffer with flatulence!” she motioned at Sarah and Hope.
“After these I wouldn’t be so sure,” Sarah replied, eyeing her hotdog with exaggerated fear.
“I think I’ll take my chances outside,” Kurt added and they all laughed. 
Braiden had taken a single frankfurter and was blowing on it to cool it down. The dog was awake and regarded them from the duvet, the smell of cooking meat enough to draw her back from the running dreams. Offering it to her, she lifted her head and gently took the end of the sausage with her teeth before laying back down. She nibbled it in pieces, savouring each bite. She then lay down and was just content to watch them. Her inquisitive eyes moved from person to person, studying them.
“I wonder what she’s thinking?” asked Sam.
“Probably, what’s for dessert?” answered John, the dog’s tail wagged a few times as if in agreement. 
“All we have is fruit salad I’m afraid, will that be ok?” Sarah answered while looking at the dog that chuffed once quietly. It was obvious the canine had a deep understanding of their predicament. Perhaps she had learned quickly that noise meant drawing the attention of the new predators roaming the streets.
“I think she is a fan, I’ll get two tins.” Gloria moved off to collect the food.
The Labrador had been staring at Hope for nearly a minute, her head was on her paws and she looked as if she was contemplating the silent person in the room. Hope stared back, smiling in the vacant way she did since coming out of her complete catatonia. The dog stood, whined as she put weight on her front legs, and then pulled her duvet over towards Hope by her teeth. She positioned the cover at Hope’s feet and lay back down; placing her head on Hope’s bare toes like a yellow furred pair of slippers.
“We really should give her a name,” John suggested. “I have checked her collar but it only has an address from the other side of Emsworth on it.” 
“What about Molly?” asked Sam. 
“That’s not bad,” Kurt agreed. 
“Honey.” 
They all looked at Hope, had she really just said that?
“Honey,” Hope repeated and leaned forward to stroke the dog as she lay at her feet, the dog nuzzled her hand and licked her. “Good girl, Honey.” 
They were struck dumb with the sudden change. Hope was talking to the dog as if she had never been locked inside her own mind. 
“Who’s a beautiful girl then? You are, yes you are.” Hope was scratching under the dog’s chin. Honey had a look of contentment on her face.
“Hope, can you hear me?” Gloria asked, kneeling by her side. 
“You are such a good girl, yes you are,” Hope continued. She didn’t seem aware of Gloria or the others in the room. The Labrador was the only thing she saw, so Gloria stood back up and went to the group.
“I think we should leave her be for now. Honey seems to be having a positive effect on her,” John proposed. Seeing the excitement in Hope’s face, they couldn’t argue the point. 
 



Chapter 26
“Sam, where did we put the windup radio? We should see if anyone is transmitting,” Kurt advised. It would give them something to do, there were only so many games of Monopoly that they could stomach. One thing that had shocked them all was that without electricity, many of the things they had used to take for granted were gone forever. No more TV, no more computer games, no Kindle books, only the ever trusty paper versions. It was these small adjustments that would take time. Sarah still found herself unconsciously reaching for her phone to check for Facebook updates.
Sam returned and was furiously twisting the generator lever on the back of the small radio. Turning it on, they were met with a hiss of static. Twisting the dial it was clear the biggest stations had disappeared, probably into the stomachs of the ravening dead. On the AM frequency they tuned and tried all bands and were close to giving up when they picked up a lone female voice. The sound quality was poor but they weren’t hoping to hear any popular music today. They gathered around the small plastic radio, eager for news and some hope in these dark times. 
‘There has been no news from the government since the Prime Minister was evacuated following the attack on the Houses of Parliament. We have learned that the senior members of the cabinet safely reached the emergency bunker deep below the streets of London before they went dark. We have tried to reach them via the World War II exchange network that is here with us, but so far have been unsuccessful. The bunker is only a few hundred yards away, but with thousands of the cadavers visible from our windows, we cannot try and reach them on foot. At present we seem to be within the power grid that supplies the bunker, how long this will last we can’t say but we will bring you any updates that we receive.’
“So the Government may still be functioning through this. I wonder how they are directing the military,” John wondered aloud. The broadcast continued and for the first time, they heard the zombies credited for what they really were.
‘The risen dead have spread across the face of the planet. There is nowhere that has been unaffected. Our last communication from Porton Down suggested they still had no physiological explanation for the reanimation of dead flesh. The victims are still suffering tissue degeneration symptomatic of decomposition, albeit at a much slower rate. Tests have shown no sign of electrical impulse in any of the victim’s nervous systems, no heart activity, no breathing. They are immune to pain and only succumb to massive brain trauma. Stories of them eating the flesh of living humans has also proven troublesome, the digestive system simply excretes the eaten flesh with no absorption of nutrients. In essence, they defy all natural laws of existence, and this is causing the experts to rethink their whole strategy for a biological solution.’
“Well at least it only takes the death of the whole world for the authorities to admit the truth. If there is a God, He will punish those bastards safely tucked in their bunker while people suffer and die out here,” Kurt said. His hatred for those in power stronger than for the rotting husks outside, they had no control over their impulses.
‘The Daresford Institute continues to analyse the pulse that has triggered this apocalyptic event. Their instruments have failed to explain where the anomaly came from during what should have been a routine particle experiment. Current hypotheses are in two categories. The first hypothesis is that the pulse has triggered an electrical surge that has awakened the dead.  In simple terms, it is like the reverse of an Electro Magnetic Pulse that results in the destruction of electrical components, it has instead, shocked them back to life. Most of the researchers have moved away from this theory after the recently deceased have been observed returning to life without the external stimulus of the pulse. The second hypothesis is looking at a purely conjectural sphere, the afterlife, or the great beyond if you will. They are attempting to see if the pulse has resulted in a tear between the known universe and some other reality or dimension. No technology has existed that could prove or disprove this unknown, but readings on one of the test machines has led to the discovery of a new avenue of research which is being pursued as we speak. The scientists have debated the option of recreating the experiment to see if it would close any theoretical tear in the fabric of our existence. At present, they are cautious of this approach, in case it exacerbates the problem even further.’
“I don’t believe it, how is this bullshit even plausible? Tears in reality and parallel dimensions, it’s got to be simpler, it just has to be.” Kurt was at a loss, he had been preparing for some sort of virus or other explanation, but this was beyond his comprehension. There would be no vaccine, no quick fix. They could be scraping and struggling for the rest of their lives. They had secretly hoped for better times to come, what they were getting was the epitaph of mankind.
‘We are afraid that we have no new information to give to you in relation to the Armed Forces. The first response was to set up garrisons outside of major population zones to process the refugees who would be displaced by the dead. London, Manchester, Birmingham, Portsmouth was among those selected. It became abundantly clear that those who could escape had already done so, and the decision was taken to perform sweeps into the area, gradually increasing the search grid until they met resistance that prevented further incursions. From what we understand, they had limited success and were forced back within an hour to their bulwark where they suffered massive casualties. The Navy and Air Force provided cover with missiles and artillery fire, but it wasn’t enough. One soldier who we managed to contact was quoted as saying: “They didn’t take cover, shells rained down on them and they just kept coming. How do you run away from something that just doesn’t stop?” Any remaining forces are consolidating their position and attempting to form sanctuaries, which will be announced when we have the information. At present, we have had no news from senior military officials for two days, and attempts to contact them have proven unsuccessful.”
“So that is what we were hearing the other day,” John pointed out. “The artillery was trying to protect our boys.” 
They all said a silent prayer for the fallen troops, the heroes had given their lives to try and protect the innocent victims of the horror. The day was giving way to dusk. They were all suffering from sensory overload, the life threatening gas leak, to the newfound puppy and then the joy of someone broadcasting on the radio, followed by the shocking news that the cause was likely something out of a bad science fiction film.
The intrepid family tried to put a brave face on things, but the only one that wasn’t affected by the gradual crumbling of their existence was Hope. She was having a great time fussing over the dog. Her mind was only acknowledging the Labrador; the rest of the group didn’t even exist. 
A plan was forming to try and contact the occupants of the other house. It was therapeutic for them, keeping them thinking and preventing the feeling of desolation breaking their will to live. Kurt found himself thinking of the first home that had been searched, only to find the family slaughtered by their patriarch and turned into the horrid travesty of walking decay. A few days ago Kurt had felt revulsion at the fathers’ actions, now the darkness was swirling inside his head. Would they have been better off if the dog had not appeared, the gas suffocating them as they slept peacefully, or an instant of searing pain before oblivion with an explosion? 
“So I was thinking we can’t go out safely at the moment. Their numbers are growing again so we could do with destroying some more,” John said. They no longer said killing, it implied there was some life force present, which was clearly not the case.
“So how do we speak to them?” Sam was dumbfounded. There were three terraced rows of houses standing between them.
“It will involve breaking through the gable end of the shower house. That’s the section of wall that the roof sits on. From here we can mount a mirror and try flashing Morse code with a torch to see if they understand it and answer. If that fails we will have to try something else, any ideas?” John continued.
“I have an idea… but you won’t like this one either,” Braiden said and they all looked at him.
“Go on,” Gloria encouraged.
“We have the wall that starts from the end house and runs down to the bottom of the estate. If you are careful, you could walk down it and then break through each homes first floor to continue, leapfrogging through until you get to their block,” he explained.
Kurt thought for a moment, it would work. The wall provided a barrier to the main road that ran parallel to the estate that led to Rowlands Village. It was brick on edge, which meant it was at least twelve inches wide and over seven foot high. The zombies would barely be able to reach them, but they would have to overcome that problem if it ever became necessary. The walls themselves were close enough to reach the upper window of the rear bedroom and front bedrooms with a small ladder. They would just have to smash and clear the glass before climbing up, running through, and out of the other side. If they could move fast enough or a distraction could be set up, they could do it. 
“That’s a really good idea, however we will only consider it if we have no other choice. I want you all to think of ways we could minimise the risk when we are out there and vulnerable to being pulled down while running along the walls,” Kurt told Braiden and looked at each of them. 
“Thanks, I’ll think of some good ways we can do it,” Braiden said, blushing.
“There is a small bathroom mirror which we can use in the attic. I’m not sure what the chances are they will understand Morse code. They can’t even look it up on Google, so I give us a twenty percent chance. It’s the simplest and safest way,” John added.
The radio played and was recharged each time it died. The contact with another soul, despite the bleak nature of her broadcast, was proof that there were others alive, a chance at continuation of their culture and race. Honey was regaining some strength and ate more of the chicken chunks directly from a bowl instead of out of Braiden’s hand. The water bowl had been refilled several times and when she finished, she stood up and walked around in a circle, then moved off into the other rooms limping.
“Oh bugger, she needs to go to toilet!” Sarah exclaimed, standing up and rushing after Honey. 
“Just open the back door and let her into the garden, unless she knows how to flush,” Kurt was laughing, how had they missed something so natural?
“There’s a large tray upstairs, let me get it quickly.” Braiden scurried up the ladder into the dark loft. He cursed when he kicked something metallic in his bare feet.
“I’ll find some paper,” Gloria offered.
“Too late. She’s just been on the bathroom floor; at least we can wipe it up,” Sarah called out. “There’s a good girl, you tried to hold it didn’t you? Yes, you did. We are just too stupid aren’t we?” Honey wagged her tail to agree and made her way out of the bathroom, Sarah followed her back into the bedroom, scratching her belly when she lay down. In seconds she had closed her eyes and was sleeping soundly, the warm fire and full stomach the perfect medicine for a canine. They would have to watch her front legs, but apart from the limp, there didn’t seem to be any major damage. The lack of any veterinarian care would be as dangerous to animals as no hospital care would be for the remaining humans.
The boys didn’t want to leave her alone, so they brought their mattresses into the room for the night. John had moved his pillow bed into Gloria and Hope’s room. He was happy for the company as Hope could not be coaxed from the reading chair with her furry friend so close. Kurt dreamed of his childhood pet Missy again, but this time, there were two demanding mouths eager for the Frisbee.
 



Chapter 27
John was drilling the section of wall out that they would use to put the mirror through. The side walls of the rows of houses were in a perfect line, which meant they would have to mount the mirror at least six to eight feet out before the reflection would shine through the smoke house’s front bedroom window, possibly allowing communication in a very slow manner. Kurt joined him and carefully fixed the delicate mirror to a section of board that would then, in turn, be fixed at the correct angle to aim where they required it. The torches and batteries that they had accumulated were stacked on the workbenches of the room. A Maglite torch had been selected because of the ability to focus the beam, which would reach the people in the other home.
“Fix that through there Son,” John instructed and Kurt drilled the mirror beam into place. They measured the angle and distance of the mirror mount before taking the beam back down and fixing the polished surface into place. The first attempt was off, but with some adjustment, the second try gave them a clear line to the house. It was dark and forbidding, rekindling memories of the mystery house. The chimney was now still and no smoke billowed into the clear sky. Watching for a while, they had to crowd together to get a decent look through the small mirror. 
“I just don’t know,” John stated staring hard. He was a lot more cautious after the recent blind optimism and the near fatal encounter.
“What do we have to lose? If they don’t answer in Morse code at least they may be able to flash a reply and let us know if they are there,” Kurt suggested but John continued to look at the windows. 
He started to imagine the house was a living, sentient being. The upper windows became eyes and the front door was its mouth. He expected to see the door open and rows of vicious razor sharp teeth to be ready to tear flesh from bone. In his mind, the windows then transformed into the rear window of the car from Lavant and he could see the baby being torn asunder, even though he had been spared that ordeal originally. The back seat and baby carrier were inexplicably transparent for the repulsive replay.  Sudden contact on his shoulder caused him to flinch.
“Dad, are you ok?” Kurt was looking at him, “You went really pale.”
“Memories, memories I wish I could forget. Ok, let’s do it.” He pushed the images from his mind and picked up the torch, pressing the power button and shining it around the attic to see if the beam was thin enough. “Here goes nothing.” 
John flashed twice in quick succession every five seconds for ten minutes before taking a break. Sarah had decided to go and make them all coffee, it was fine without milk, but they found they couldn’t get used to tea that way. Kurt took over and John sipped at the steaming mug, gripping it tight to absorb some of the heat in his freezing hands. The hole in the wall was causing a gentle breeze to circulate in the attic, so Sarah had also brought gloves back for them all. 
As Kurt continued to flash, the light played on the glass and reflected back at them, causing them to miss the first reply. It was only when Sam pointed it out that they realised they had lost focus and had started talking to one another about lunch instead. They were spending a lot of time discussing food and other menial tasks now that they were trapped. Life had become much simpler, despite it being far more dangerous.
“There it is again!” Sam gasped, pointing at the reflection. Sure enough, the single flash came back to them, diluted and from what must have been a normal torch. 
“Oh Christ, here give it to me.” John held out his hand. “I didn’t actually expect them to answer so soon. Let me try to say something.”
He flashed a quick sequence that spelled: H E L L O.
“Ok, now we wait and see what happens,” John said.
A single flash came back but no more. Disappointment threatened again and their minds immediately switched to thoughts of how to navigate the walls and separating houses. They missed more flashes, but John caught the final few and it was clear the others knew Morse code.
“What I saw spelled L L O, they know Morse code!” John explained. They all cheered and hugged each other. This small victory had left them exhilarated. He started to communicate to the others.
“H I.”
“H I.”
“I   A M   J O H N.”
“P A U L.”
“G O O D   T O   M E E T   Y O U.”
“Y O U   T O O.”
Even in these few words their spirits had lifted, there was living, breathing humans a stone’s throw away from where they were. There would be a celebration tonight.
“H O W   M A N Y   A R E   Y O U?” John carried on, each short sentence taking minutes because of the breaks and pauses. 
“F O U R.” 
“There are four of them,” John informed them all. They were on tenterhooks trying to imagine the group, how many children, how many women and men?
“E I G H T.” 
 “G O O D.”              
“A R E   Y O U   S A F E?” John inquired.
“Y E S.”
“D O   Y O U   H A V E   S U P P L I E S?”
“Y E S.”
“That’s good. At least they are secure and provisioned,” John told them and the flashing conversation continued.
 “A R E   Y O U   A R M E D?” The stranger asked.
“Y E S.”
“W H A T   W I T H?”
“They are asking about our weapons,” John commented, frowning. His senses were telling him something was off here, but the rest of the family were still smiling from ear to ear. These new people had made no effort to reciprocate the concern about the welfare of the group. 
“W H A T   W I T H?” was repeated.
“Ok Mr. Pushy, you want to know what we have?” John said to himself.
“T O O L S   A N D   B A T S.” John wasn’t about to tell them of the shotgun.
“G O O D.”
“Y  O  U  R  S?” John asked, seeing how they fared in the weapon stakes.
A minute passed without reply. 
“I’m a bit uneasy about this. They haven’t asked how we are or answered about their own weapons,” John explained. 
“Hold on, are we just misreading these messages? Without seeing facial expressions and hearing it actually spoken, it could be they are totally innocent,” Sarah tried to rationalise and it was true. Morse code was an antiquated system and meanings can get lost in translation.
“H   E   L   L   O.” The stranger messaged.
“W  E  A  P  O  N  S ?” John pressed the point.
“Y  E  S.”
“Let’s play them at their own game,” Kurt proposed and John flashed the question.
“W  H  A  T   W  I  T  H?”
No reply.
“W  H  A  T   W  I  T  H?”
Nothing.
“Let’s try and ask a friendly question and see if we can trigger a better response,” Sam suggested. John was unconvinced but he tried it anyway, hoping against hope that it was just a misunderstanding.
“D O   Y O U   N E E D   A N Y   H E L P?”
“N O.”
“Right, I am ending this here. I don’t like it and I think we should just keep to ourselves for now,” John said and the initial euphoria at finding fellow human survivors was no longer evident.
“B  Y  E.”
“W  A  I  T.”
“B Y  E,” John repeated, ending the communication.
John stood up and made to walk off, but more flashes piqued his interest. He was tempted to ignore it but watched the message as it came through, a cold sweat breaking out on his brow. The rest of the family waited patiently to hear what the message was, and he almost lied to them, but this was not the time for it. 
“H O W   M A N Y   W O M E N?” The strangers had asked.
“I’ll check the gun,” Kurt said quietly.
The time had come for them to shake off the malaise they had been settling into. Putting aside the dangerous situations they had been through, a great deal of their time was spent inactive and sedentary. The shocking realisation that other survivors may not be benevolent had woken them all up. 
“Why didn’t we just keep our heads down?” John berated himself. He prided himself on the common sense approach he took to life, yet even he had to admit the isolation had made him careless. The chance to speak to the others had caused him to drop his guard and now there were humans that could mean them harm. If it wasn’t for the protection the zombies afforded them, they would be in imminent danger. He couldn’t even believe he classed the zombies as protection. The world was getting crazier by the day.
“Don’t worry Dad, none of us could have seen this coming,” Kurt tried to console him.
“Well I bloody should have!” John yelled, taking them all by surprise. “I’m smarter than this.”
“It’s not just you in here though is it? We all have as much right to make mistakes and take decisions.” Kurt was on the defensive now. His father was beginning to sound like a dictator.
“And maybe that’s the problem, too much talking and emotion in our planning. We let that dog in without thinking it through and it was only luck that she hasn’t attacked any of us yet.” John was in full rant now. His face was reddening by the second.
“Her name is Honey and, in case you’ve forgotten, she saved our lives!” Kurt was equally furious. The authoritative demeanour when John got like this was like a red rag to a bull.
“Oh don’t be so pathetic, we would have woken up and smelled it anyway. The dog is just an extra burden on our resources,” John said dismissively and started to walk away. 
“Don’t you turn your fucking back to me!” Kurt shouted and stepped forward, grabbing John by the shoulder and spinning him around. 
“You better take your hand off of me, boy,” John growled.
“Or what?” Kurt squared up to his dad, noses inches apart, and eyes locked and glaring. It wouldn’t take much for one to throw the first punch and then their relationship would be forever tainted.
“STOP IT!” Braiden screamed, the sound so unexpected and their rage at each other so intense, it made them both jump. “Her name is Honey, you got that?” 
Braiden was staring at John so fiercely he looked away to break the gaze.
“Yes, Honey. Got it,” John murmured, the anger gone and replaced with guilt and embarrassment. He was still trying to come to terms with Kurt’s comments in their previous argument and here he was making things even worse. 
“And don’t you try and fight him. It’s just… just don’t.” Braiden was staring at Kurt now. He couldn’t articulate how their actions had terrified him with barely repressed memories of his own fathers’ cruelty.
“Sorry Braiden.” Kurt looked away too. 
John and Kurt stood there like naughty schoolboys who were being punished by a teacher. Sarah wouldn’t have been surprised if Braiden started wagging his finger at the pair. 
“Now apologise to each other!” Braiden instructed them.
“Sorry Son.”
“Sorry Dad.” 
“Good.” Braiden gave a stiff nod just like Gloria would and Sarah started laughing. It was so funny watching this young boy dress down two grown adults, she just couldn’t help herself. The rest of the group looked at her as if she was crazy and she stilled her giggles when Braiden turned his disapproving stare at her.
“Sorry Braiden.” Sarah was chastened too.
“Now what are we going to do?” Braiden asked, relieved that they had stopped arguing. The intervention of Braiden had caught them off guard, but they paused and thought of what was the best course of action.
“I don’t think there is much we can do about them, although we must definitely be on guard now. The zombies can’t get to us but the people don’t suffer from the same limitations,” Kurt suggested and John agreed. 
“I think we should try and block up the staircases of the other homes, the same way you did here Kurt. That will make it more difficult for them to sneak up on us. The end house with the zombies will have to be left alone, but I doubt they will come through there. We should also make up some sort of doors in the attic to block the holes when we aren’t using them. That will leave them the choice of breaking in making a lot of noise, or trying to get in through the windows,” John said and they all agreed that it would be safer.
“We can keep watch through the night like we started to do when it all happened,” Sam added. It would be difficult to see them in the dark, but they would be coming through zombie infested roads and gardens. They would have to use some sort of light or risk attacking during the day when they would be visible to everything in the area, human and festering cadavers alike.
“Up until now they have kept a low profile or they would have been surrounded by the zombies, so they are unlikely to try anything. We managed to destroy enough of the dead to mount a rescue attempt, so we need to be ready if they do the same,” Kurt reasoned.
“With the shotgun we have some protection should they make a play for us.” Gloria had joined them and the gun was cleaned and oiled, broken and cradled over her arm with shells loaded in the chambers.
“We should really get our bug out bags ready now too. Sam, can you get any large rucksacks and roller suitcases you can find? Your dad and I are going to do some work on the staircases.” John looked at Kurt, he knew that he had been taking his frustrations out on those around him, but that didn’t excuse his behaviour. Spending a couple of hours working together would be good for them both.
“I will help Sam start putting some kits together. We will concentrate on the rucksacks for absolute essentials and use the suitcases for extras that won’t mean life or death if we lose them,” Sarah said. 
“Braiden would you mind wrapping up warm and watching the house for us? I just don’t trust them and want to be secure before tonight,” Kurt asked and Braiden agreed, heading off to find a warmer jumper.
Honey had joined them and seemed a lot better. Her limp was still causing her pain and she stunk to high heaven, but it would require a lot more water to clean her than it did them. They had planned to wait until they had gathered some rain water in one of the bathtubs once it ran dry of drinking water, and using that for the purpose. One was getting close to the bottom and the hole had been formed, ready for the rainwater pipe to be cut and redirected. Following Honey was Hope, and her appearance was astonishing. Up until now she had remained in the reading chair, but she had not wanted to be parted from the dog. 
“Good girl, pretty girl,” she whispered, reaching down and stroking the tangled fur.
Honey looked at them all, licked Hope’s hand, sneezed once, and then returned to the warmth of the fire, closely pursued by the previously immobile lady. It was quite surreal and they didn’t know what to say for a few seconds. 
“Let’s get it done,” said Kurt and they all moved off to begin their work.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 28
“Braiden, thanks for keeping an eye out,” John said, collecting tools and materials for the reinforcement work. Braiden nodded, pulling the thick jumper down over his head and climbing the ladder to mount his vigil.
“I shall hover around, keeping an eye on you all,” Gloria informed them, hefting the gun onto her shoulder. 
“My Guardian Angel.” John smiled at her, she winked back at him.
 “Sweetheart, there is still a lot of tinned food in the other houses that we found, would you take as much as you can and bring it back? Try and get a balance of foods, meats, fruits and vegetables,” John asked Sarah as he started to ascend the ladder, closely followed by Kurt.
“No problem,” she replied.
“I’ll follow Braiden to the shower house and get it from there Mum,” Sam offered.
“Thanks, I’ll be right behind you. I want to get some bags to sort it all into different food types,” Sarah said, digging through a pile of things they had brought up with them, certain there were some heavy duty canvas bags in there somewhere. 
“Honey, you keep a close eye on Hope for us, ok?” Gloria scratched the dog under the chin. Honey closed her eyes and sighed with animal contentment. 
“We will be close by, don’t worry,” Sarah added, rubbing Hope on the back expecting no response and receiving none.
They all had a purpose, the homes representing an ant colony, or like beavers working away industriously for the protection of their loved ones. John and Kurt were blocking access at each stairwell. The missing steps could still be overcome by normal people but blocking the top, in the same way they had done their own house, would stop easy access. They then took some more floor lamps and mounted glasses precariously on top. Any attempt to break through the floor would result in the glass falling and shattering, thus alerting them to the danger. Gloria was alternating between Kurt and John, and Sarah and Sam, peering through the windows and watching for movement other than the mindless staggering of the leaking husks outside. Braiden was staring at the mirror, watchful for any opening of the door or shadows in the windows. 
At the house on the end of the terrace, the sounds of moaning from around the killing table were gradually silenced and the ropes tied to the rafters whipped around a little before pulling taut. All this went unseen by the family as they remained fixated on their personal tasks.
Hope sat in the reading chair, alternately stroking the dog and then sitting back and watching the flames as they lapped at the burning logs, lost in corridors of her own mind. The creak of the ladder and the shadowy figure that appeared in the doorway didn’t register with her, she remained oblivious. The overpowering stench of body odour that wafted through on a current of air was insufficient to rouse her, but Honey had woken and growled deeply in her throat. 
“Well hello there,” came a gruff voice that was choked full of inhuman desires and needs.
**********
Braiden was so fixated on the house; he failed to heed the approach of cautious footsteps from the attic access. The man had seen Braiden the second he set foot inside the attic of the killing table house. He was backlit by the daylight. It looked as if he was at Heaven’s door, waiting to welcome a deceased loved one at the proverbial ‘light at the end of the tunnel’. The man was no loved one, not even close. It was only the creak of a loose joist that made Braiden turn and look, but it was too late. The heavy hand closed on his mouth and a thick, strong arm encircled his throat, cutting off the airway. The man lifted Braiden and his feet kicked in the air, struggling to find a surface to rest upon to lessen the pressure on his neck. Stars started to blaze in his vision from the deprivation of oxygen to his brain. In his last seconds, Braiden was acutely aware of the rank armpit stink and the filthy hands that his tongue was being forced to taste as he was strangled.
**********
“So what’s your name then?” asked the man as he entered the room cautiously, keeping a close eye on the dog. “Where are your friends? They aren’t here with you. Maybe you lied when you said there were eight.” 
Hope just sat there, happy in her ignorance of the stinking, filthy intruder. He hadn’t washed for a week before the outbreak and the subsequent zombie slaying was still evident on his clothes. Dried, brown, crusty patches were now overlaid by the fresher putrescence of those destroyed around the killing table. Noxious smells were so normal to the man that he didn’t even notice the pervading stench he gave off as he moved, each draft of air mixing and spreading the concoctions on his clothing. 
“We are going to have a great time tonight. Well, I am. You, not so much.” He smiled and Honey stood, her hackles rising and teeth bared. Her haunches were vibrating, muscles bunched and ready to attack him. The man had an iron bar in his left hand and a knife in his belt, both were stained and dripping with mucus and clotted, green blood.
“Come on then puppy dog. Let’s see how you feel after some of this,” the man menaced as he swished the bar in warning. It had the reverse effect, Honey leaped and bit down on the arm holding the weapon. The pain caused him to yell and drop it. Her sharp canine teeth were unable to penetrate the thick, waterproof coat that he was wearing, but the bruising would be severe by the morning. Roaring in agony, he swung his arm using the weight of the dog to his advantage, slamming the Labrador into the wall, where she yelped in pain and fell to the floor. Her side was damaged and added to her previous injuries. She was trying to limp away, walking sideways to minimise the pain.
“You fucking mutt, I’m going to stick this in your fucking neck!” He pulled the knife free and advanced on the dog that had now fallen to the floor and whimpered. The energy in her weakened state was all used up. The man pinned her down and swung the knife in a downwards arc, aiming to hit the floor underneath the dog to make sure it was finished. A blow to his side caused him to stagger, the knife embedded only inches from Honey’s face. She could only look at the partial reflection of herself in the impaled blade.
“Don’t you touch her, don’t you touch my baby!” Hope screamed and attempted to swing the fireplace poker again, the piercing shrieks like a banshee as she attacked him.
“Oh now we are getting somewhere,” the man laughed and tried to grab her wrists to take the metal poker, but the crazed woman’s strength was incredible. He wrestled it free. Her nails raked his face and tore deep gashes in his skin, forcing him to try and stab at her with his new weapon, but he couldn’t get the momentum behind it and it missed.
“You bitch, you’re dead!” He tried to maintain his bravado but she was relentless in her ferocity. When she wasn’t scratching and punching, she tried to bite his face. Only quick reactions prevented her clean, white teeth from fastening onto his beaked, pocked nose. The potential rapist swung an arm back and punched her full in the face, yet it had no effect. Hope’s head snapped back with the power of the blow, but there was no pain when she met his gaze once more, only a new level of hatred. 
“Leave my baby alone, don’t you hurt her, I won’t let you!” She screamed even louder, small fists flailing and connecting with his face and arms that he tried to defend himself with. The kicks and punches he threw back made no difference and only served to drive her even more berserk. Eventually he fell to the floor under the assault, curling into a foetal position. Hope’s feet kicked again and again at ribs and spine and he was screaming, terrified at this small blonde woman who was slowly beating him to death in the upstairs hallway.
**********
Darkness was taking Braiden away; even the first shrill screams seemed to be coming from miles away. He felt like he was sinking into the ocean, but the water was warm and comforting.
“Put him down you bastard or I will blow you in half!” yelled Gloria, who had hurried up the steps at the first shriek and found Braiden, slumped in the powerful arms of this long haired stranger. 
“You will kill us both with that shotgun you silly old cunt,” sneered the man, but he lowered Braiden, determined to have a living human shield between himself and the gun, not a dead body.
“You really are as dumb as you look aren’t you?” Gloria sneered back, hiding her terror, refusing to give the man any indication she wasn’t in total control. It was only her will that prevented the gun from waving wildly in the air; instead it was still and deadly. “At this range the shot won’t spread, it will just blow a clean hole through you about two inches wide.”
The sneer faltered a little and he seemed to be thinking of his options. “The gun will blow you clean off your feet. Put it down before you hurt yourself and I won’t hurt you,” he said, trying to reassert his dominance. Gloria simply laughed in his face, grateful when the rest of the family arrived. Kurt had ducked out of sight, heading off to help Hope. They all had weapons ready. Sam moved to the side, slingshot drawn but not aimed directly at the two. The way he was shaking, he was just as likely to hit his brother. 
“I shoot every weekend, you fucking imbecile. I could blast your ears off one by one if I wished.” Gloria winced inwardly at the use of profanity, but she needed to seem capable and tough, a match for the huge hulk in front of her. He looked backwards, at the hole in the wall where they had mounted the mirror, and considered the drop.
“Oh please, go ahead. I will enjoy seeing you with two broken legs and being eaten, one bite at a time,” she smiled what she hoped was a suitably evil grin. It did the trick. The man slumped his shoulders and dropped Braiden, who fell to the floor clutching his throat and coughing. 
“So, what now?” the intruder asked, glaring at them.
“Get on the floor, face down,” Gloria instructed and he looked as if he was going to make a play for the gun. The large black bores of the shotgun’s barrels focused his mind and he reconsidered, and lowered himself down on the boarded floor. Gloria approached and he glared at her with a look of pure malice, she had no doubt what he would like to do to her. The heavy wooden butt of the shotgun cracked against his forehead. His head dropped like a stone, unconscious. 
“Are you ok?” Sarah asked anxiously as they all rushed to Braiden. John had gone to join Kurt now that this brute was subdued.
He massaged his bruised neck and tried to talk. “I… I…” was all he could manage, it came out as a croak.
“No, don’t speak sweetheart, save your strength,” Sarah said and cradled him in her arms.
Gloria and Sam took the man’s tattooed arms and tied them at the wrists with some duct tape that was on the worktop. They then did the same to his legs, then finally lifted them and tied the feet to the wrists, effectively hogtying the assailant. It was for their safety, and only when he was suitably trussed, did they feel comfortable.
**********
              Kurt climbed down the ladder and found Hope still beating the prone figure on the floor. The intruder had been reduced to mewling whispers. Her energy was expended and her blows were without the strength of minutes ago, but the damage was already done.
              “I’m sorry. He was hurting her. He shouldn’t have hurt my baby,” Hope said to Kurt, looking at him and actually seeing him for the first time.
              “No he shouldn’t. Are you ok?” Kurt asked, seeing the blood trickling from her nose and the swelling eye. He was sure that she would retreat internally once more, but to his amazement, she continued the conversation.
“Yes, I’m fine, but Honey is hurt. HE HURT HER!” she yelled and stomped on the man again, causing yet another cry of pain.
              Kurt was convinced the invader posed no threat at that moment, but he took off the man’s shoes and threaded the laces out before tying the scumbag’s hands behind his back. The movement of the man’s injured joints caused him to shriek and try to pull away, but he had no fight left in him and Kurt bound him quickly. 
              Kurt found Hope lifting Honey onto their bed, but seeing the poor animal and her new injuries, he didn’t complain. Hope stroked the matted yellow fur and when she touched certain areas of the dog’s side, Honey whined with pain.
              “She bit him when he tried to hurt me, then he threw her into that wall,” Hope said, crying, and pointing at a patch of wall that now had dirty streaks on it. “You will be ok baby. We will make you better, I promise,” she cooed at the heroic dog.
              Kurt prayed that there was no internal damage, or there would be nothing they could do. It was in fate’s hands now. He picked up and rubbed the uninjured paw, Honey looked at him from her position and the brown soulful eyes were full of canine love.
              “Rest easy girl, we will take care of you now,” Kurt told the brave animal while Hope wiped her tears with a sleeve. “I’m Kurt, pleased to finally meet you,” he said.
              “I’m… Paige. Thank you for looking after me while I was… away,” she blushed.
              “You are very welcome. Keep an eye on our hero while I deal with this sleazeball,” Kurt hardened, an example needed to be made.              
 



Chapter 29
The two intruders were taken through the attics and into the house with the open roof, and then tied to heavy oak chairs with ropes and tape. Everyone agreed that the further the intruders were from their sanctuary while they decided their fate, the better. The hulk of a man had been dragged unceremoniously through each attic, still out cold, so they were uncaring of the bumps he endured. Paige’s beaten victim was also pulled up into the attic with a great deal more vocal resistance, though none of the family cared for his protests. Once they had been secured and sat there, shivering in the frigid air, Gloria wrapped herself in a blanket and likewise seated herself, gun aimed at the pair with safety catch off. 
“You go and finish what we started. I will cover these… gentlemen,” Gloria instructed and the rest moved off to comply. The attack had caught them all off guard, but it wouldn’t happen again. The conscious man just sat there, trying not to move or pull too much on his restraints to minimise the pain of his whole body. He felt as if he had been run over. 
Gloria appraised the pair. One was freakishly large, not a body builder by any stretch as there was far too much fat, but the arms, shoulders, and chest were heavily muscled beneath it. His belly was round and protuberant, the result of years of drinking in local dives. He had long, brown, greasy hair that hung over his face, concealing the features. She had seen all she wanted to of that face when he held Braiden. It was the face of a predator with soulless eyes like those of a shark. His visible skin, as well as parts of his face, was covered with fading tattoos, most likely from prison, judging by the poor quality. His friend groaned softly. He was much thinner and smaller, five foot eight compared to well over six for the brute. His face was pinched and scarred; there was an uncanny rat like semblance to it, with a protruding jaw line and sharp nose. Neither looked like the type you would want to meet in a dark alley, or even a well-lit public place for that matter. 
Gloria checked the gun once again, knowing the miscreants were secure but still fearful of what they were capable of doing. Her mind was torn between mercy and the turning of the other cheek. As a born and raised Christian, it was how she had lived her life. But these specimens were less than animals and she knew that the new world would be a better place without having to contend with evil such as this. 
“Can you loosen my hands?” whispered the rodent faced man. “It’s so painful.” 
Gloria ignored him and aimed the gun in their direction, signalling her answer. It was enough to silence the whining. The cold was biting through the blanket and it must have been even worse for the pair tied to the chairs, although after what they had planned to do, they were lucky to be alive. The deviants’ coats and jumpers had been removed and thrown out of the roof hole while they were checked for weapons. The thin layers they had been left with would not be sufficient to ward off the near freezing temperatures if they were kept in the attic for any length of time. 
“Any trouble?” John queried as he entered followed by Kurt, Sarah, and the rest of the family.
“A little snivelling from that one, but apart from that, nothing. The big, dumb one is either still out cold or he is pretending and seeing if he can seize an opportunity. I suspect the latter by the way he has been trying to slyly get out of his bonds,” Gloria said. 
The long haired rogue looked up and glared venomously at the group.
“Ahh there he is. Did you have nice dreams?” Gloria taunted, trying to remain cool and aloof, as if this kind of scenario was normal to her.
“Fuck off slut,” he rasped; the heavy purple bruising from the butt of the gun was accompanied by a growing lump. It only served to make him even more evil looking.
“I’d shut my mouth before you get fed to our friends down there!” shouted Kurt. 
The man mountain turned to face him. “You don’t scare me. If you were going to kill us you would have already done it. You tied us up because you haven’t got the guts and don’t know what else to do,” he taunted and he was totally correct. The initial desire for bloody vengeance had gone, they just weren’t that kind of people, and each of them realised this was a new problem. Somewhat naively, they had assumed people would come together in joyful cooperation to save their race in the face of overwhelming horror. The reality was far worse. It now seemed that the most likely to survive and thrive in this world would be the violent and compassionless. How did the saying go, good guys finish last? Never had it been truer, but dating had been replaced by zombie apocalypse survival. They couldn’t let this play out with the captors calling the shots so John thought quickly and came up with an idea.
“Don’t worry, we may still kill you. You think because we don’t stink of shit that we are weak?” John had put on a front as well. It may be that they would need to become like the filth that sat in front of them, though they would fight it every step of the way. “We are going to have a little question and answer session. Every time one of you gives a wrong answer or talks shit, we will move you closer to the attic hatch. If you push us too far, you will be going through it and meeting our house guests. Do you understand?” 
Rat and Hulk looked at each other and they both laughed, Rat less so because each chuckle caused pain to burst through his ribcage and spine. 
“Fine.” John and Kurt moved behind the pair, held their breath and dragged each chair a foot closer to the opening and its threat of waiting arms and teeth. Kurt was lumbered with Hulk and even using the chair legs as leverage, it was quite an effort to move him. God, he really didn’t want to come up against this freak if the roles were ever reversed, Kurt prayed.
“So by my reckoning, another eight outbursts like that and they will be ripped to pieces, what do you think?” John asked Kurt, encouraging him to play the role.
“It may even be seven if we pull too much. I tell you what, to make it fair, I’m adding a new rule. If one of you answers wrong, then both of you will be moved. Let’s call it equal opportunities questioning.” Kurt moved back to the front of the chairs. 
“So, question one. Which one is Paul and where are the other two of you? We have searched and they aren’t here.” John stood before them inquisitorially. He knew that arrival to the hatch was inevitable, and then they would have to give up the pretence of being killers, but it was necessary to try and glean any information they could. Hulk was stony faced and seemed resolute, but Rat was sweating and his eyes were giving away his uncertainty. 
“Ok, your choice,” Kurt said and started to grab the back of their chairs.
“NO, WAIT!” shrieked Rat.
“Shut your fucking mouth or I’ll cut your throat!” growled Hulk. Despite the previous threat, they only dragged him backwards a foot, leaving Rat where he was. The look of relief on the little rodent’s face was a picture. They had him.
“I’m Archie. That’s HP, short for Harry Peterson. The other two are back in the house. We were only supposed to have a look around and report back but…,” Rat said. They all knew what the ‘but’ meant, if there was an opportunity to hurt and rape, the treacherous animals would have taken it. 
“You fucking grass, you know what we will do to you now!” threatened HP as he was dragged closer to the hatch. If looks could kill, they would all be melting piles of scorched flesh; thankfully he lacked that power and just carried on scowling.
“I asked for all of your names, who are the other two?” John leaned the rat’s chair back, ready to move it, but Archie’s will was broken. They could ask him anything and he would answer truthfully to save his own hide. John had met men like this before and he despised them, cowards and perverts only concerned about themselves. He would have preferred to be dragging Archie to the hole because at least HP had mettle. 
“The others are Phil and Edmond, but he prefers Eddie,” Archie rambled as if they would care about the preferred name of the vile scum.
“Who was talking to us through the mirror?” Kurt asked.
“That was Phil. He was in the Navy until he got discharged for beating up an officer. He is hung over and didn’t want to risk the journey to get here while he is still half pissed.” Archie was telling them everything.
“You fuck, I’m going to flay you living when we get back,” HP shouted and was rewarded with a further shift of his chair. In their anger, John and Kurt had positioned it so that he was now only two paces from the hatch. They had to be a bit more careful or the questioning game would cease as they run out of room.
“Why did you come for us, why didn’t you just hide and wait for rescue?” John had been desperate to ask the question since they had been subdued, but had held back until Archie mentioned risking the attack.
“Because we aren’t snivelling pussies like you. Who gives a fuck if there are loads of those dead creeps around, it’s not like they can out run us. We just walk round them,” HP said and they ignored the insult. Kurt wanted to explain the reason for the killing table and the failed rescue attempt, but it would be anathema to men like this. The two low-lifes would probably laugh even more to find out the family had had risked their lives for strangers.
“How did you all end up in the house when this broke out? Why weren’t you at work?” Kurt asked and knew immediately it was a silly question. People like this don’t work, they take from good people. HP just laughed, however Archie treated it as a valid question.
“We don’t work. We deal drugs and burgle houses. I haven’t had a job since I was seventeen.” Archie was in full flow, trying to please them.
“You dozy twat.” HP just shook his head, feeling the same disgust as John had earlier. Archie was a pathetic excuse for a human being.
“What have you done for survival, Phil said you had plenty of supplies?” Kurt continued the questions.
“Yeah we have just taken stuff at night from the surrounding houses. Anything we want,” Archie answered and the way he said the final bit, a look passed over his face. It was a sickly expression, one that spoke of unspeakable things and Kurt wanted to know more.
“What did you mean by ‘anything we want’?” Kurt got up close to try and intimidate him, but the memories were still flashing through Archie’s demented mind.
“Don’t you fucking dare tell them!” HP warned and John pulled him all the way to the hatch, the threat wasn’t working as intended anyway so John tried one last throw of the dice. Craning his neck, HP could look over his shoulder and see the waiting demons. The sight of flesh had excited them and they groped wildly at him, his fear won and he was silent.
“I asked you a question!” Kurt shouted at Archie.
“What?” He was momentarily confused at where he was, but it came flooding back. “Oh, I meant food and stuff, equipment, you know. That kind of thing.” 
Kurt was unconvinced but he had a fairly good idea of what he meant. 
“Do you have any guns?” Gloria asked, emphasising her own for their benefit. She hoped for a no.
“No, but we know where some are,” Archie answered and Gloria felt renewed fear. If the criminals were unarmed then the family could fend off an attack, but with firearms, they would be helpless.
“You are dead,” HP said to Archie without emotion and they knew he was serious. His eyes dared Kurt to tip him back in the hole, but Kurt wouldn’t and this told HP all he needed to know. A dark grin appeared on his face at the knowledge.
“Tell me where they are, now!” Gloria aimed the gun straight at Archie’s chest.
“Southampton. It’s where we get our supply of drugs from. I can give you the address if you want?” Archie added, giving them the details which John noted on a bit of paper, knowing they would do nothing with it. 
Without showing it, they all breathed a sigh of relief. Southampton was over thirty miles away at least, and in one of the most densely populated cities in the country. Millions of the undead would be roaming the streets. The chances of this group collecting the guns were slightly lower than a snowball surviving in Hell, but the implausibility hadn’t occurred to Archie.
“That’s good,” Gloria finished and sat back down, covering them with her weapon.
A look passed between the family, they had found out the names of the enemy and confirmed how many they had to guard against. They had shown their weapons and knew they had the upper hand on that front. John shot a look at Kurt which said ‘what now?’ and Kurt took the lead.
“Now, if we choose to let you go, instead of feeding you to our friends below, can we trust you to keep to yourselves or should we just kill you now?” Kurt tried to add menace to his voice but only Archie was still falling for it.
“Yeah we will keep away, they can trust us, can’t they HP?” Archie babbled, seeing only the possibility of continued life, not the fact that they were being released because the family couldn’t find it in them to kill helpless men, even men as horrendous as this.
“HP, you are you going to play nice?” John asked, knowing this was not going to be the end of it.
“Go fuck yourself,” he replied.
“Do you want me to use this?” Gloria shouted and stood up, marching over and putting it against his barrel chest.
“PULL THE FUCKING TRIGGER THEN. GO ON!” he roared, calling the old lady’s bluff. Although she was sorely tempted, it wasn’t in her. Gloria lowered the gun and a maniacal look came over HP’s face. These people were ripe for the taking, they just had to play it clever when they came back, he thought.
“YOU ARE ALL DEAD, MAYBE NOT TODAY, BUT SOON. WE WILL FUCK YOU BLOODY AND THEN KILL YOU, JUST LIKE WE DID TO THAT FAMILY ACROSS THE ROAD!” HP screamed and laughed like a lunatic.
“What the hell are you talking about?” John demanded. 
Archie had been emboldened by his friend’s outburst and their captors’ lack of action. “That was a fun night. We did her and the kid while the dad watched. Then we fucked him after. They didn’t much like the taste of bleach though. They kicked and gurgled a bit while their guts came up. The pathetic dad didn’t even struggle after his family were dead and we made him drink it. It was a bit disappointing,” Archie laughed. The true evil of the men was revealed, their faces were barely human as they regaled them with the horrific story. The family didn’t know what to do. They had assumed the father had killed his family and then himself which, however abhorrent, they could at last partway understand. This new revelation was nearly enough to destroy their will. How would they be able to live alongside such malevolence? Would they even want to?
“You fucking animals!” shouted Sarah as she slapped Archie. The depraved criminals had the upper hand and they knew it, so he just laughed harder. Braiden walked over to HP while the rest of the group reeled at the images they were conjuring in their minds.
“What the fuck do you want, you little shit? You won’t be so lucky next time. You will be arse raped before I strangle you,” HP roared with laughter.
Braiden leaned in, close to HP’s ear, “You think so, do you?” he whispered. Braiden then smiled and pushed him in the chest. 
HP’s eyes nearly tore at the sides of his face as they opened wide in shock. Gravity and the little shove from Braiden caused him to tilt backwards towards the hatch. Unable to move his body or legs, he just gaped as his view changed from Braiden’s face, to the roof, and finally the hatchway and waiting zombies as he fell. The action had been so swift, the family was caught by surprise, even as his upper body vanished and was closely followed by his legs and feet. The dead were unlucky and bore the brunt of the weight as the child killing beast fell, decaying bodies crumpling under the burden. HP was unluckier, however. The angle of his fall, coupled with the zombies, meant he had landed with his bruised forehead and face pressed to the ground on one end with his bound knees at the other. The heavy chair provided excellent protection from the zombie teeth, and his back and buttocks were out of reach. The exposed sides of his face, head, and lower legs were not so lucky. The ravenous dead commenced peeling the flesh away in great strips with their sharp teeth. The inhuman shrieks started, and would go on for some time, as they gnawed on him. It was a slow way to go out, even for someone as deserving as he was. Braiden watched from the hatch, satisfied justice had been done.
John was horrified by Braiden’s actions, but for now he decided to press the advantage it gave them. “Not so funny now is it?” he shouted in Archie’s face, the gurgled shrieks of his friend being consumed below echoing in his head.
“Don’t kill me, I will stay away. I’m sorry for what I did, really I am,” Archie was blubbering, tears and snot ran down his face from the fear and he voided his bowels, which only added to the vile smell he exuded. Sam vomited when he caught the scent. The chaos was almost too much. 
Kurt decided to get him out of there as soon as possible when he saw Braiden look over with dark intent in his eyes. He took his knife and cut the bonds, pulling Archie to his feet and dragging him to the ropes.
“Fuck off, now! And if I ever see you again, you will get it worse than him!” Kurt motioned to the attic hatch which still carried the ever fainter cries of HP as he succumbed. Kurt was glad when the rat faced bastard swung out and shimmed down the rope so fast he must have badly abraded his hands. He watched Archie leap over a few waiting corpses and run off gibbering into the afternoon light. Struggling to hold down the bile that threatened to jettison from his stomach, he turned to face the group. Braiden was looking at the floor and attempting to apologise as John berated him.
“Dad, shut up and leave him alone. Was what he did wrong? Before all this? Yes. Now, I’m not so sure. That fucking creature, I won’t call him an animal because animals don’t kill for fun, tortured, raped, and killed women and children. I only wish I had it in me to do it, but by God, we all better get prepared to kill. This fucking world will get a lot worse than this, I can assure you,” Kurt told them all and reluctantly they all knew it was the truth. Everything about the old ways was gone. Civilised behaviour would mean death where men like this were concerned. Weakness would be exploited and turned against them.
“I know it’s bad to kill, but I just kept seeing that mum and kid in the hallway. I’m sorry. You must all hate me now. Maybe I should go too,” Braiden said quietly, and then began to walk off to gather his belongings. 
“Oh no, you don’t. Son, you are the bravest of all of us. You have the safety of this family in the front of your mind. I don’t even want to think of what they would have done to us given half a chance. Now you have given them reason to fear us. And, if we ever come against people like that again, we need to make them fear us or we will be killed or worse.” Kurt embraced the boy and was quickly joined by the rest of them. The deed was awful but necessary, and their morals needed to change quickly in case the three remaining wanted revenge. 
Behind them the sounds of HP being flensed to the bone continued. Their decaying house guests were grateful, judging by the tearing and chewing noises that flowed through the hatch.
 



Chapter 30
After raising the killing table and securing the ropes, the physically drained survivors had retired for the day, unwilling to do anything else. The evening meal was a drab affair. Their internal struggles to adapt to the events of the past hours were likely to haunt them in their sleep and food was not on their list of priorities right now. The noises of the dying scumbag had penetrated their subconscious. It would only take a single mistake for them to be at the mercy of the walking dead and they each wondered what their death would sound like. Braiden and Paige were the only ones who enjoyed the meal. It was the first time she had eaten in a week, or at least been aware of the food that was passing her lips. 
“So where are you from?” Braiden asked her, trying to stimulate the group. The morose faces of his companions were beginning to affect his own emotions.
“Me?” Paige replied, seeing how silly the question was when the rest of the group was closely acquainted. “I’m from Chichester. I live near the Hospital… sorry, lived near the Hospital.” 
“What do you do for a living?” he continued.
“I am, or was, a secretary at the hospital. I worked in the reception for the X-ray department,” she told him.
“So you are a doctor then?” Braiden questioned. 
“Goodness no, I wish I was or I wouldn’t have been driving such an old, unlockable car through Lavant when I hid away. That day, I had to go and collect notes from a local surgery, which is something that doctors never do,” Paige laughed, but Braiden didn’t understand what the car not locking had to do with the conversation. 
John was hit by a thunderbolt of understanding. The only old car he had seen on the road was the car with the infant. He was not there when she had her brief moments of clarity and mentioned the baby. He was only now seeing the true anguish that she was hiding from. John saw that Braiden was about to ask her about it, so he changed the subject, afraid they would lose her if she wasn’t ready to deal with the guilt and bereavement. 
“I bet it was an interesting job at times, all those people you were helping.” John tried to steer it towards more positive discussion. After bringing it up, he thought of those people now, and the probability they were meandering around and ingesting people. It did the trick and she brightened with the memories of her office and work colleagues who had made the job a joy to do.
“It was crazy some days. We had the accident and emergency department down the corridor and any patients that needed treatment had to be slotted in around the booked appointments. It was quite a juggling act I can tell you.” She smiled and her beauty shone through. The sight of their silent friend now joining in and grinning lightened the mood and everyone felt the weight of the world dropping from their shoulders. Now that they had survived both the dead and the living, there must also be people like them out there. They just had to find them. Together they were strong and resilient, with more likeminded folks they could forge a new society.
The full bellies and improving frame of mind gave them a second wind. With the help of Paige, they gathered all the required supplies. John and Kurt completed the blockages to the stairwells and Gloria roamed back and forth ensuring no further surprises befell them. The final hour was done by candlelight and it was both eerie and a novelty, they felt like the Victorians who had existed like this their whole lives. Their eyes were gradually becoming accustomed to the lack of electrical illumination and their night vision was improving day by day, it could prove invaluable.
“Without power, we can’t build a door to block the attic. Any ideas?” John asked Kurt as they returned to the warmth of their home. 
“Let’s just take the concrete blocks and lay them against the openings. They are heavy enough that it would take them too long to get through without us knowing. We can do something more final tomorrow,” Kurt suggested and they moved and stacked them against the holes. 
They all gathered back at the bedroom. Paige had found a packet of dry powdered custard which she had mixed with water and was now simmering on the fire. The vanilla scent made their mouths water and they savoured each spoonful when it was served. 
“The bug out bags are all done. They have enough water for two days each and there’s more in the suitcases. I thought about putting a tent in there, but with a choice of houses for us to bed down in, I decided against it. I have loaded the lightest food in the rucksacks and heaviest in the roller suitcases,” Sarah explained. 
“Thanks love, we are as safe as we can be right now,” John told them. “But we need to decide what we are going to do if we need to run. Do we use the Land Rover, van or car?”
“The van would be the best choice. It is three quarters full of diesel and is a reliable old girl. She hasn’t let me down yet. It also has only three windows so it is more secure in the event of an attack, plus it can carry all of us in addition to the gear. None of the others could do that,” Kurt said.
“It wouldn’t hurt to try and take the Land Rover too, it may help us with the off road capability. The van wouldn’t cope with it would it?” John asked.
“Probably not. Ok, we will try and take both if we can, but the van is so much closer for us to reach,” Kurt compromised.
“When it is clear, we should cut a hole in the roof to use for access. We wouldn’t need to set foot on the ground that way,” Sam suggested.
“That’s a great idea, we can load some gear in tomorrow and use the window to reach it. That will give us a quick escape route. After today, I don’t think we can count on this place forever,” John said sombrely. This refuge had ensured their survival in the initial stages of the outbreak, but it was rife with weaknesses. 
“Where can we go if we have to evacuate?” Sarah asked, knowing there was nowhere truly safe anymore. 
“I think our first attempt has to be Thorney Barracks. If the Army still has a presence there we could help them and survive there. Failing that, the only other place that makes sense is the nunnery in Hunston. It is made of heavy stone and has at least two acres of land that is protected by a huge stone wall, thirty inches thick and nine feet high. It would give us room to grow food and the wall forms part of the house, so there is only one way in or out.” John had been thinking about this for some time, but Kurt found the glaring flaw.
“What if someone is already there? We can’t take it by force and it may not be sufficient to house too many people. Even if they were willing to accept us,” Kurt detailed his concern.
“What about Arundel Castle?” Sam asked and they looked at him. “It’s only a few more miles and it couldn’t be taken by a billion of those things. The walls are impenetrable. Once the drawbridge is raised, or destroyed if it doesn’t work after all these years, we are completely isolated. The grounds are at least twenty acres with water fed directly from the local lake. It has massive fields within. We could grow more crops than we could ever use. There is also a hidden tunnel that the castle used to employ to get runners out in times of siege. If we could find that, we can get in and not even worry about any dead at the gates,” Sam finished, out of breath. He saw the look they were giving him and shrugged. “I went on a tour with school. They gave us lots of information. I think I’ve still got a pamphlet in my bedroom.” He ran off to find it.
“I think we have a winner. If the other two options don’t pan out, we head for the castle. What do you all think?” Kurt asked as Sam came back into the room with both the information sheet and a school project that he had done as part of history lessons.
The high walls and construction were designed to repel invaders. The main building was at the top of steeply banked hills, which would be awkward for a normal person to traverse. For the rotting dead, they would more than likely topple and fall before they made it a few paces up. The entrance was via a massive oak door, cut into two sections and mounted on giant iron hinges. The access bridge was also mounted high on the grounds by means of a winding road, and this is what they would hope to remove, cutting themselves off.
“So we know where we are going, we just have several hundred thousand mobile corpses between us and our destination,” John finished, the true scale of the task was clear.
“Paige, are you still ok sharing a bedroom with myself and John?” Gloria asked.
“That’s fine, I am more than happy with it. Apparently I have done it for a week already,” She added, smiling. 
The conversation was finished and the group went to bed, their thoughts returning to the near miss today and what was to come. None of it was likely to be easy. Their lives were going to be fraught with danger for some time to come, if not forever more. 
John sat in a chair at the door of Kurt and Sarah’s room, absorbing some of the radiated heat of the fire as it left the room. He watched and listened for several hours until Gloria woke at her usual time and relieved him. She kissed him lightly on the mouth and held him close; the contact was well received after the day they had endured.
 



Chapter 31
Paige was mixing ingredients in the pan for breakfast and Gloria was watching out of the windows. The night had been uneventful. The murderers had not made an appearance and were probably planning their next attack. None of them truly believed the death of HP would scare them off, they would just be more cautious in the future. Once the concrete blocks had been removed from the dividing wall in the attic, with Gloria covering in case someone laid in wait behind it, Braiden went to the end house and started to call the dead in. It would provide a safer environment for Kurt to reach the van roof and cut the access hole in the steel top for them to use.
“Hello, breakfast is served, come and get it!” Braiden shouted, waving his arms around to draw more attention to himself. “Fresh meat, get it while its hot!” 
The dead made their way from whatever they had been doing and gathered at his feet like a flock of worshippers at the Altar of Flesh. Their adoration didn’t extend to a benevolent being in the sky, but to the juicy organs, muscles, and blood they coveted beyond all things. It was another good behavioural observation, the fact that they could literally herd these beings where they wished and they would follow unerringly. 
**********
The sun was shining and when they opened the window that looked out upon the van’s roof, they could see the moisture evaporating from the absorbed heat.
“If we give it another half hour the roof will be dry and a lot safer,” Kurt told John, who agreed. They gathered the bug out bags, suitcases, and other supplies they would carry and stacked them in readiness for loading. The angle grinder was set up and plugged in, and with the sun being as bright as it was, they were unlikely to get a better day for solar power with which to cut the roof open. 
“Looks like Braiden’s trick is working,” John pointed. It was true. The dead were shuffling or crawling down the alleyway towards the sound of the clarion call.
“At least it means we can clear the way when we need to leave. I don’t want to know what the villages will hold for us, but we will cross that bridge when we come to it,” Kurt said.
“I pray the Army are still on Thorney, it will give us so much more protection if they have civilian refugee centres set up,” John told his son.
“I hope so too,” Kurt agreed, watching the evaporation of the water into misty up draughts.
**********
“Paige, would you like to take a shower?” Sam asked, as the newest member of the group cleaned away the dishes.
“You would like that wouldn’t you?” she asked him with a mischievous grin and winked at Sarah. 
“No! I was just… I thought… erm,” he blustered, going red in the face, while Paige laughed.
“I’m sorry sweetie. I was just messing with you. I would love a shower, but I thought the water was off?” Paige said, cuddling the blushing youngster.
“It is. We are using the baths for water storage,” Sam quickly explained what they had rigged up and set a pan of water to heat on the fire, eager to make their new friend welcome.
“He’s a smashing kid,” Paige whispered to Sarah. “I can’t believe what you have achieved here, some of the comforts you have managed to secure.”
“Yeah, he is,” Sarah answered looking lovingly at her gangly son. He was all skinny arms and legs, no finesse or coordination, just like a newborn gazelle as it flops around. What a thing to have to grow up in, she thought to herself, mourning the lost innocence of his youth. “We have some good heads in our camp. I really think we can make a go of this if we find somewhere safe.” 
“I’m going to continue to roam around a bit, checking the other houses for now, holler if you need me,” Gloria informed them as she climbed the ladder after her brief check in with Sarah and Paige. It seemed her old creaking bones had recovered and she was feeling younger by the day. The joys of an active, terror fraught existence were making them all fitter and stronger.
“Will do,” Sarah called after her.
John and Kurt returned and dried the dishes before putting them away in their ‘new kitchen’ they called it, a single chest of drawers containing cutlery, pots, pans and assorted cooking equipment. The clothes had been dumped at the bottom of the wardrobe to make space.
“The water is ready!” exclaimed Sam. He poured the final pan into the bucket before climbing into the attic, little muscles straining as they carried the fifty pounds of warm, steamy water.
“This is going to be heaven,” Paige said dreamily as she took the offered blue towel from Sarah and followed Sam.
“I am going to miss showers when we have to leave,” Sarah said sullenly, the road would be hard and unforgiving. Survival would come before creature comforts and luxury, the extent of their ability to wash was a dozen packets of wet wipes they had found in a cupboard. The Ritz it most certainly was not.
“It may not come to that. I think Braiden may have saved us all by killing that guy. They think they know what we are capable of now.” Kurt tried to reassure her but the niggling doubt remained. That type of person thrived on pain and would see retribution as absolutely necessary. The only thing that would stop it entirely would be if they launched their own attack and killed them all, but for now that was out of the question.
Honey watched them from the bed. She had made it through the night and if there had been any internal bleeding, she probably wouldn’t have. She was in a deal of pain, but after eating her meat, she had been alert and watchful. She was chuffing every now and again, wagging her tail when people stroked her, careful to avoid her injured side.
“You are such a good girl, aren’t you?” John scratched behind her ears. His complaint that she was a burden was completely wrong and he was happy to admit he had been a moaning old fool. The dog was unaware of the insult that had been levelled at her, she just enjoyed the attention.
**********
Gloria was alone with her thoughts while watching from a window, observing the exodus of cadavers as they made their way to Braiden. The fact that they had let one of the men go was playing on her conscience. At first it had seemed the Christian thing to do but after mulling on it, she wasn’t so sure. 
“What would Jesus do?” she muttered to herself. It was a good question for normal times with morality and civil order, but did it really apply when the spawn of Hell roamed the planet? 
“Where are you? What should we do? Please give us a sign,” she beseeched the unknowable and was not surprised to receive no visitation or epiphany in the upper bedroom with its awful, green painted walls.
“Thanks for nothing,” she said with sadness in her heart. Turning to continue her patrol, she heard a clunk and spun on her heels, just in time to see the ornament of a child rock on its side before lying still. It was likely just vibrations from all the work that they had been doing, but she could have sworn it was perfectly upright when she entered. Looking around the room, nothing else seemed out of place.
“Are you trying to tell me something?” she asked no one and laughed at her own silliness. 
“Gloria, you are getting old and addled in the brain! Get on with looking after your new family,” she told herself. The ornament rocked again, settling onto the porcelain front face down, which brought memories of HP back. Was this a sign? Was it a way of saying that HE approved?
“The Bible does teach wrath and vengeance… maybe this is a battle between Good and Evil?” she asked herself, going in circles with moral conundrums.
“Don’t be so bloody daft, woman!” Gloria walked out of the room shaking her head.
**********
“Careful,” John told Kurt. It was pointless advice; the last thing he would do was fall from here. The van was a hi-top version that allowed more headroom and space inside and stood nearly nine feet from the ground. It would be a mortal mistake if he was to go over the edge. 
“Pass me the grinder. I will cut it as quickly as possible and then we will head back inside while Braiden draws those that come to investigate back round the other side of the house,” Kurt explained and took the proffered tool from his dad. 
Pulling the goggles down to protect his eyes, he picked a section of panel that was without a metal support trim, and started the abrasive wheel with an ear splitting whine. It was so loud in the silent morning that he considered turning it off, but the job needed to be done, so he put the blade to the metal. Sparks flew and the opening was formed. The two and a half foot section he had cut dropped into the rear of the vehicle, pushing smoke out in a great puff. Kurt checked to see that none of the hot embers lay inside the vehicle and risked causing it to burn out before they could use it to escape. It appeared that they were ok; moving all of the contents out of the van when the apocalypse broke left nothing much to catch fire. 
“Here, pass it to me.” John took the grinder as Kurt climbed back in through the window. The first inquisitive zombies were returning to see what was causing the din.
**********
In the attic, pulling out the slingshot, Sam asked Braiden, “Mind if I practice?”
“Course not, fire away,” he answered and started to do an Indian rain dance, whooping and dancing on his toes in a circle causing them both to laugh. 
Sam pulled the bearings out and laid them on a small table to his side. The weight was causing his pocket to tear and he would end up leaving a trail like Hansel and Gretel, except his trail would be metal balls instead of breadcrumbs. Thinking about it, they could be on to something. In films and cartoons, a floor covered in balls or marbles always ends in hilarious slapstick comedy. Real life was not quite so funny and it was unlikely the zombies would pinwheel their arms and pull funny faces before hitting the ground.
The first zombie fell, brain mashed by the bearing passing through, then another and another. Men, women, and children were targeted and Sam averaged three kills out of five shots, which was amazing considering the curvature of the skull and possibility of a deflection. Moaning and movement behind caught their attention and they both went to investigate. It was the teenage need to revel in all things gross and they were not disappointed. HP was flailing in his chair, his body and upper legs were in perfect working order. His skull had been stripped bare and was just a red mess, his jaw had been chewed off and only the protection of the thick skull bone stopped them eating the soft grey material inside. His feet were gone, as were most of the lower portion of his legs, only the well chewed tibia and fibula stuck forth from the remaining flesh. He looked like a red skulled pirate with peg legs, but infinitely more dangerous. Any parrot perched on the shoulder would be eaten in a scattering of multi coloured feathers, no crackers for this Polly.
“Can I have that?” Braiden gestured towards the slingshot.
“Sure,” Sam replied and passed it to him along with a heavy steel ball. “Shall we just leave him there? He is an asshole.” Sam only swore in front of his brother, and even then, only minor swears.
Braiden considered it. Sam had a point, but it would be a cruel twist of fate if zombie HP were to get free and take his revenge somehow. No, he had to die the true death, and after Braiden explained his fears, Sam agreed. It was a stationary target; Braiden drew the rubber back, aimed, and let it go. The bearing hit the hallway floor and ricocheted back at them, missing their own heads by inches, and shattering a roof tile. 
“Oh shit!” Braiden yelped and jumped back laughing. “Maybe you should do it.” 
Sam took the slingshot and made the shot, not missing from this range. The crimson skull hit the ground hard as the back of the head imploded, causing the zombie’s struggles to cease. A growing pool of dark, moss coloured blood was encircling the head. The increased activity had brought the culprits back from their roaming. 
“We best get back to keeping them occupied,” Braiden said. Leaving the hatch he started to sing an awful rendition of the chorus of Whitney Houston’s ‘I will always love you.’
“AND IIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEEIIIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEIIIIIIIIII WILL ALWAYS LOVE YOU!” he screeched, doing an excellent impression of nails running down a chalkboard. The zombies were unfazed and their renewed efforts to reach the pair pleased him.
“I’ve got a few fans here I think, pity they aren’t paying,” Braiden stated and they both chuckled.
“Boys, we are done for now. Come and get warm for a bit,” Gloria called through the hole to them and they happily scurried off to rest in front of the glowing fire. 
The afternoon wore on and they loaded the vehicle without incident. The rotting corpses had mostly remained at the hole in the roof, desperate to catch a glimpse of the new star. 
“I am worried about the lack of protection in the van and on the top. We aren’t all as light on our feet as you son,” John said to Kurt. It was true, the small distance between the window and the roof was tricky.
“Ok, let’s not waste time then. I can thread the small bore iron tube we have and make a small handrail that we can drill straight into the main body of the van roof. There are some self-tapping screws in my box that I use to fix pipes to metal on site, they will do the trick. It’s only got to hold while we climb on and off. As for protecting the glass, we can just drill through the door structure and bolt these through the pipe and metalwork. They will act like bars on a cell. If we get bogged down, they won’t save us though, they will just buy us time,” Kurt detailed his idea and drew a quick sketch of what it would look like. It wouldn’t be a tank by any stretch, but it would be better than driving along in a car, the windows would be far too vulnerable. Kurt had a strange vision of the survivors as lobsters in an aquarium and the zombies looking in, pointing and selecting their chosen meal for the evening.
They all joined in, fetching, cutting, threading or filing the pipes and joining them together. Sam was in charge of drilling the holes at either end of the glass reinforcing bars, and Gloria carried on with her role as soldier on guard. 
“We will need another good day of sun if we are to drill through the doors Dad. The power is failing and I’ve only managed to get through half of the pipes you gave me,” Sam explained, dusting the iron filings from his sleeves. “I want a shower now too, is that ok?” 
“I think we could all do with one, what do you think?” Sarah asked and no one complained. Sam had taken on the role of water heater and was happy to be bringing even a small measure of happiness to his family. 
Sarah stood in the shower cubicle; the gentle flow of warm water caressed her skin and ran into the waiting drain. The grainy feeling and dirt was washing away with each moment, and she started to feel human again. Movement at the door caused her to jump, but it was only Kurt, who stripped off his clothing.
“I have told Sam to keep the water coming,” he said, climbing in to join her. 
“What do you want mister? Hmm?” she asked as he squeezed shampoo into his hands and rubbed it into her hair, lathering and cleaning it deeply while massaging the scalp.
“Mmmmmm, don’t stop,” she purred. “You could do that all day and I wouldn’t get tired of it.” 
The water slowed to a drip and Sam called down, “Be right back, hold on.” 
Smiling at each other they embraced. Although both were aroused, this was just about taking a moment for themselves, the opportunity to hold each other and de-stress from their ongoing plight. Shampoo was pushing into Kurt’s ear and the sound of Sam’s voice was muffled when he returned and filled the bucket. The water cascaded once more, and against their cold skin it stung a bit, but it was glorious. Once Sarah was clean, she helped Kurt to wash. It was the most natural thing in the world, couples had been doing it forever and these small pleasures would aid in keeping them sane.
“Thanks Sam, cap it!” shouted Kurt, and the water stopped immediately. They used a rubber beaker to plug the drilled holes when people were finished, instead of letting it go to waste, it would sit waiting for the next person.
They towelled each other dry, faster than usual because the air was frigid and their breath plumed from their open mouths. 
“I’m sorry I didn’t kill that guy. I feel so weak,” Kurt told her and lowered his gaze. She held his face and lifted it, meeting his eyes.
“We are not like them and we never will be. Does it make us weak that we love? Possibly, but next time we will have to end them. It won’t be murder, it is self-defence. I am ready to do it. Yesterday I wasn’t, but Braiden was nearly killed and we were lucky. Second chances are few and far between.” She kissed him and their tongues met, pushing and tasting at each other. 
“I want you,” Kurt husked as she broke the embrace.
“Tonight, ok? We will have to be quiet. I need you too.” Sarah kissed him again, and then got dressed.
They passed John as he made his way across the attics and he grinned at his son and daughter in law. He had felt like that too once, and who was to say he wouldn’t again. Gloria flashed in his mind and the familiar glow of desire bloomed.
John had trusted Gloria with some of the details of the Lavant attack. He gave no specifics except that Paige may have lost her baby, which explained the random comments she had uttered. Gloria’s heart ached with pity and sorrow for the poor girl, who was slaving over the fire, whistling and cooking their evening meal. Unsure of how to approach, she decided to just try and be there for the young lady.
“Sweetheart? If you ever need to talk about anything, please don’t hesitate to ask, ok?” Gloria offered.
“Ok, thanks,” Paige replied merrily. It was clear it would be some time before she could even start to accept what had happened. Ultimately, it would either come out or destroy her, pain like that could not be held back forever.
Gloria stroked the back of her hair down and left her cooking, whistling the tune to ‘Happy’ by Pharrell. She felt knots of apprehension at the thought that this lovely person would be unable to process her tremendous loss, and that they would lose her again, permanently. 
 



Chapter 32
The day started with radiant sun, but the horizon was blanketed with dark grey clouds and the wind was slowly carrying them closer. They took the chance and finished the repairs to the vehicle just in time, as Braiden’s previous rain dance was answered with a vengeance. 
 Back in the warm bedroom, the family watched as the heavens opened. Rain hammered down onto the roof and the windows didn’t escape. The fierce wind drove water against the glass like a machine gun, rat-a-tat echoing throughout the upper floor. The atmosphere was affected by it and they found it difficult to get motivated. Even the zombies outside seemed slower and more miserable than usual, one would occasionally slip over on the wet ground, but even this was not enough to generate much laughter from the family. 
“Kurt, what the hell are we doing? Let’s get that pipe in and start filling the empty tubs. It’s not fresh water, but if we boil it, there is no reason we can’t drink it,” John announced, standing with purpose. Kurt wasn’t motivated, they grey day and constant drumming of the water was sapping his spirit.
“Ok, let’s do it,” he said then stood, resembling Sam when he was asked to do chores, shoulders slumped and totally without interest. Sarah smiled at the sight and now knew where her son had inherited it.
“Tell me what you need,” John said, looking at the tools and pipe they had laid on the bathroom floor. 
“Hacksaw first, that one.” Kurt pointed and his dad passed it over. The hole in the wall provided enough room for him to reach through to cut the rainwater downpipe. It came apart with a wild spray and ran down his arms, soaking his jumper. “Bloody hell!” he threw the hacksaw across the room, pulling his jumper off.
“Calm down, it’s only water. What’s the matter?” John took the item of clothing and hung it up to start drying. 
“I keep thinking if we had killed that murdering bastard we would only have two to contend with. I let him go after what he had done! Fucking pathetic.” Kurt shook his head in disgust at his inaction.
“I would be worried if you could kill without thought. Braiden worries me, the way he has shown no remorse for the other night,” John said.
“We have been through this Dad. Braiden has been beaten and abused for his whole life; he has lived with that sort of person. If we can trust anyone’s judgement on what they are capable of, it is his,” Kurt repeated for the last time. “We need to be prepared to act like that. He has risked his life to save us all and has only shown aggression to those who did harm to others. Think about it, would you want that monster coming back?”
“No, no I wouldn’t.” John imagined the damage HP could have caused if left unchecked.
“Pass me the saw, let’s get this finished,” Kurt asked. He took the small section of pipe he had put to one side, cutting it to the right length and attaching it with glue, which could seal in wet conditions. A waterfall of rainwater poured from the end and hit the bath, splashing in all directions. It was a wonderful sight. It would take little time to refill the deep container, so rather than let it run out of the overflow pipe; they decided to top up the other bath that had been used up. 
“Could someone grab the buckets, please?” John shouted through the attic hatch and the sounds of movement came back. 
“Here you go Grandad.” Sam had fetched them. Braiden was right behind him. The boys had become inseparable through this.
One by one, the buckets were filled and then transported to the next house before being poured in the bath. In less than thirty minutes, they had two full baths and the water still poured in. The overflow pipe was not sufficient to take the excess and water started to pour over the sides, covering their feet.
“Shall we do something?” Sam worried.
“It’s not worth it mate. I’ve already glued the pipe and we don’t have a spare if it breaks. Look, it’s just going through the floor in the corner.” Kurt pointed and the water was indeed finding its own way down, running down a duct. “The house will start to smell a bit funky with mould, but compared to the smell of those things, it will be like perfume.” Kurt was satisfied and they left the water to continue flooding.
**********
Days passed, the radio revealed nothing new to boost their morale. The world was gone and only small pockets of resistance held out against the zombie horde. The Government was still silent, and there had been no contact with the Command of the Armed Forces for many days. Occasionally they would hear the dull boom of a Howitzer firing a shell from Thorney Barracks, which always brought a smile to their face. Their reasoning was that someone somewhere was calling for the artillery support, so logically there were still some fighting men left. If only they could reach them.
Their guard never dropped, and at least one, often two of them, would be roaming the rooms of the extended house looking for signs of the villains. They cooked, ate, drank, slept, talked and existed. They didn’t class what they were doing as living, as there was so little to do and after several days, they were starting to go stir crazy. Small arguments started and further frayed their nerves. Living under the same roof, in the same five rooms was taking a toll.
The weather was getting colder and the wood pile was dwindling. It would last at least another six weeks, but then they would be in December and the temperatures would be in the negative degrees centigrade. They could reclaim the timber from the roof structures of the other homes, but at the rate they were burning it, this would not see them through until the spring. The food would be running out around the same time, they would need to raid the area to replenish their stocks. Water was the one commodity they had in abundance, but slowly starving and freezing to death was not something they relished doing. The conversations moved to the option of leaving while they still had the milder autumn weather and plenty of strength. One look outside the window was enough to give them pause, it was a sound idea, but required a solid plan to work or they would be dead within a mile.
“I have been looking at some of the stuff you have laying around and thinking about the Chinook that flew over. I may have an idea,” John said to Kurt and the group looked on, eager for anything to break the monotony of their day.
“Ok, go on.” Kurt too, was intrigued. 
“We mounted the mirror from the roof timbers and I was looking at how strong the beams might be. If we were to attach some steel ring clips along the length of the roof, and mount that long section of pipe,” John had walked into the store room and indicated a section that was twelve-foot-long and an inch in diameter. “We could possibly join another piece hanging downwards, perpendicular from it, and mount a blade to cut through the zombies.” 
“I don’t follow Dad, we don’t have a blade for one thing, and how would it work?” The description was proving difficult to picture for Kurt.
“Ok,” John said rubbing scratching his head and thinking. “Ah! Imagine a pendulum from the old horror films.”
“Right.” Kurt was picturing it.
“The section in the roof supports the vertical pipe that hangs downwards with the blade attached, like a pendulum. We then swing the tube from the loft and it cuts back and forth, splitting zombies apart on the downward stroke.” John was making it clearer and Kurt started to understand. “Think of an upside down capital L, with the blade bolted at the top of the letter. When gravity takes hold, it will be in the upside down position and the steel blade will be at cutting height.”
“So you said helicopter, but it would work as if it was laid flat, the prop mounted in the attic and providing the pivot.” Kurt was getting excited.
“Yes exactly! If we could get enough momentum, it would be like walking into a meat grinder.” John was gathering tools and fittings to make a start.
“But wait, we still don’t have a blade, unless you plan on attaching a couple of kitchen knives,” Kurt said.
“Take this,” replied John, passing the rusted piece of metal he had found in the rear shed of the mystery house. “We will grind the edges to a blade when we have the sun for solar power, and then drill it and fix it to the bar.”
“Whoa, that’s got some weight to it.” Kurt had to admit, it would be good if they could get it attached. 
“Exactly, now you are seeing the potential. The added weight of that will cause the downward arc to be devastating, hundreds of pounds of torque dicing through our rotting friends.” John was more animated than at any time in the last week or more.
“Ok let’s try it. We will struggle to grind it down today at all but we can attach the steel pipe work.” Kurt hefted the orange, flaking lump of steel under his arm and took the drill from his dad. Sarah and Gloria were on guard duty and it was like a game of snakes and ladders. They would climb a ladder, move along and then descend the next one, looking out of the windows, the only thing missing were the reptiles. Kurt had to admit Sarah’s legs were looking very good from all the steps. Daydreaming for a moment, his dad cuffed him playfully around the back of the head.
“I saw that, you pervert!” John laughed.
“What?” Kurt feigned ignorance, tried to look innocent, but he couldn’t help but laugh, it was little moments like this that would help them keep their sanity.
The clips were mounted on the roof timbers in a straight line. They then hung the long section of tube, complete with a bend and threaded end, ready for the bladed piece to be coupled to it. Kurt took the end and it spun freely, he saw that this would work brilliantly. They just needed a decent run of sun to power the bench grinder and drill. Kurt tried the tool but it spun sluggishly, and when they tried to file the edge of the steel, it just stopped dead. 
“We will try tomorrow. It’s England; we are bound to get sunshine,” John said sarcastically and they left the equipment ready for tomorrow. 
**********
True to form, the following day was overcast with a smattering of rain, nowhere near the deluge of the previous week. The grinder was still weak, but at the height of the day there was enough sun to power it with sufficient force to not stop it when pressure was applied.
“This is going to take all day,” Kurt said miserably, noting the slow abrasion and shaping of the metal as it was filed. 
“Did you have any other plans?” John asked.
“I was going to take the dog for a walk but the weather is crap,” Kurt joked.
“Just call me when your arm gets tired and I will take over for a bit,” John offered.
What should have taken an hour took four. The clouds were growing darker, threatening more rain. The blade was finally complete, and the holes were drilled to mount it on the waiting tube. The combined weight was heavy but manageable, until they tried to lower it down and join it to the other end.
“We can’t quite get it from here, we need to be closer. Sam, are you there?” John called out.
“What’s up Grandad?” Sam shouted back through the hole.
“We need some weight up here, bring Braiden and your mum, Paige too,” he replied.
The others arrived and John had found a piece of ply board to use. He laid it down and pushed it out through the hole a couple of feet, motioning for them to come over, he explained his plan. “The pipe is too heavy to lean out and join together. I need you to stand on that end, while we step out and tighten it up. For the love of God, please do not move,” he emphasised. They pulled faces as if to say ‘do we look that stupid?’
The extra extended distance allowed them to thread the pipe. Using a wrench, Kurt tightened it into the bend. The pendulous blade was positioned from head height down to chest height, using the full length. It was a decision they had made due to the varying heights of the adult and child sized ghouls. Their initial pity for the plight of the young dead was fading day by day, survival required they appreciate that four-foot-tall angelic children could kill them just as easily as a six foot bearded adult. Climbing back into the safety of the attic, Kurt saw that the weight of the steel tube was borne by the closest bracket and it threatened to pull loose, the wood creaking and screws protesting.
“Hold that!” Kurt told them. They each took the strain of the weight while he fixed more supports in place. 
“A real work of art,” John stated as they all admired it.
Kurt clamped mole grips to the pipe. This provided a handle with which to rotate the new killing machine.
“Can I have a go, please?” Sam asked.
“Ok, but be careful. Do not hold the grips; it will break your wrist.” Kurt demonstrated what to do, pushing the tool firmly each way, but not holding it at all. 
The momentum began and the tube started to rock to and fro, but then abruptly stopped. John looked down to see that a woman had been struck, her head split and the blade embedded deeply within the skull. The shape of the blade was tapered and it worked as intended. The body slumped and dropped free, leaking brain matter onto the path, freeing the pendulum to begin again. 
“It works!” John cheered. “Ok Sam, do it again!”
This time, Kurt and John gripped the round edge of the pipe and added their strength to get it started. Twice more an unfortunate zombie walked into the arc and stopped the blade, limbs and skull fragments flying. On the fourth attempt, they managed to get more force before any corpse could interrupt the flow. 
“Good Sam, go! Keep it up,” Kurt encouraged. The pliers were only moving a matter of inches in each direction, but the tube outside was swinging with an air cutting swish. Sam was concentrating so much on the tool, his eyes had crossed and his tongue protruded through his lips. Kurt nearly laughed, but he knew how dangerous the task was, so he looked to Braiden instead. 
“The stage is yours, Whitney,” Kurt said to the youngster.
Braiden begun his favourite song rendition again and Sam had crested the pipe, it settled at the top, hung there for a second, and finally begun its downward descent. Its power was phenomenal and they could feel the air displacement from their vantage point. Sam simply had to rotate with the pipe now to keep the momentum going. The first of the Whitney fans was approaching and the blade didn’t slow at all. The downward arc of the blade cut him in half vertically through his head and torso, the two sides of flapping meat held together by the hips and legs as he flew off with the upward swing. The body landed fifteen feet away from the strike zone and leaked the putrefying internal organs and greasy, murky, emerald blood all over the street. Intestines uncoiled and pooled on the dark tarmac. 
“I told you it would work!” yelled John. “Way to go Sam! Die you hellspawn bastards!” 
Sam, facing the wrench, had his arm held out straight and barely needed to touch it. The momentum of the pipe was doing most of the work. He hardly added anything to the fulcrum as it spun. 
It was a massacre. The dead flocked towards them and were instantly blended by the heavy plated steel blade. Arms, heads, and random pieces of flesh went flying to join the growing pile. The blade caused a foul mist, coloured black-green, to spray. The outer wall was coated in running rivers of vile blood. The sound of contact was akin to a butcher’s block, the splintering of bone combined with the rending of meat and sinew. Kurt took his son’s place when Sam’s arm tired, and the blade rotated with renewed speed. The steel tube was a blur in the afternoon light with brackish green reflections flashing from the freshly filed blade. The pile of bodies was growing high, newer cadavers rolled down and spread out from the mountain of rotting meat. The flood of zombies had slowed to a trickle. They must have butchered well over a hundred and fifty as the final victims were feeding themselves into the blender. 
“Look at that, the area is nearly clear of them.” Gloria looked out as the blade started to settle, gravity taking hold. Eventually the pendulum lost its motion and laid still, ready to return to destruction at any time.
“We need to be especially vigilant now. I think we made ourselves clear with those living bastards, but if they wanted a better time to come after us, this would be it,” Sarah’s logic was sound.
They took one last look at the hacked remains and the massive pool of viscous blood that had spread to twice the size of the piled corpses. 
“Who’s hungry? I’ll put the dinner on,” Kurt offered and they all headed home.
 



Chapter 33
The second day yielded less success from the propeller than they had wanted. They decided to rotate the blade in the opposite direction because of the stacked pile that lay to the left. They didn’t want to repeat the mistakes of the killing table. If the dead couldn’t make their way into the sweep of the blade, it would be useless. The final willing victims came blundering into the arc, eager to feed, but were sent spinning away in differing states of separation instead. The count had reached eighty and, despite the god awful singing of Braiden, they were now clear of zombies in the immediate vicinity.
“See what you’ve done, your singing has scared them all away,” Sam joked. Braiden bumped into him with his shoulder, grinning.
“I could have been a worldwide smash, just like Rihanna,” Braiden fired back. 
“You still could be, I expect she is wandering around now munching people,” Sam suggested. “The world will need someone to sing ‘Umbrella’.” 
“Under my umbrella, ella, ella, eh, eh,” Braiden crooned through the hole, but none came. “Bah, everyone’s a bloody critic,” he muttered. It was an interesting problem for them to have, they could see the dead and it was unlikely they couldn’t hear him, but they still ignored the noise. 
“I wonder if they are intent on something else, maybe there are other people down those roads that we can’t see?” Kurt asked, gazing out. The houses prevented most of the estate from being in view and if the dead had a fresh scent of food, perhaps they would remain fixated on it to the exclusion of all else.
“Whatever it is, we are wasting our time here now. Let’s go back in the warm and see what the numbers look like tomorrow,” John suggested and they all moved off. “Good work Rhiannon.” 
“It’s Rihanna Grandad!” Sam said, grinning.
“That’s what I said. You’re going deaf in your old age.” John mussed his hair and they ducked through the attic wall.
Paige sat in front of the fire, adding logs and stoking the flames, whistling Umbrella. Just like the final song you hear on the radio on a car journey, the few shouted lyrics in the loft had brought back the memory and it was firmly embedded in her head.
“Ok, I think the time has come to decide what we are going to do. The blade machine has allowed us to clear the surrounding area and it’s really starting to turn now. I can feel it getting colder by the day.” John was keen to make a decision one way or the other. “The main problem I see is that we need a certain amount of food to keep us alive, seven people and one mutt eat quite a lot. If we raid the surrounding houses there is no guarantee that there will be enough to sustain us through the winter,” he continued and nobody could disagree with the observation.
“I have figured out our heating problem. If we could get a gas cooker from the next terrace over, we could use that for warmth and cooking too. It would be easier than leaning over the fire and singeing our eyebrows every time we want a tin of soup,” Kurt explained. He had been thinking through what they had seen and each of the six homes on their row contained electric versions. 
“Of course! If the gas is still on why not use it? That gas holder will have enough to last us for years if there is no leak,” John said, slapping his thigh.
“I’ve always wanted a range cooker,” Sarah added.
“You can have whatever you want, as long as you carry it back here,” Kurt teased.
“Bastard!” she replied, laughing and throwing a pillow at him.
“Excuse me, my Dad is right over there,” Kurt pointed in mock outrage.
“Not guilty.” John held up his hands in a ‘not me’ gesture. “Your mum always said you were the milkman’s.” 
“He must have been a handsome devil then,” Kurt responded and they all laughed.
“Ok, so let’s vote. We raid the local houses for food and get a cooker, and then see the winter out here. Hands?” John asked and everyone put their hand up. “Unanimous verdict, we stay.” 
A small cheer went up in the room, the decision was made and each of them felt as if a weight had been lifted. The food would still be an issue, but with their ingenuity they had already proven that they could destroy enough zombies to make their job safer. If the criminals could roam freely through small concentrations of the walking plague, then so could they.
The sound of smashing glass made them all flinch. It had been close. John rushed to the window and looked out through the small unpainted patch, the garden and remaining fencing was bathed in a beautiful kaleidoscope of reds, yellows and oranges. At first it didn’t register, but then he saw the faint strobing of light behind one of the surviving wooden panels. Stepping around into view was a man they didn’t recognize. Clutched in his hand was a bottle with a burning rag pushed down the neck. He wound his arm back, threw it and the rotation was like a slow motion Catherine wheel; spinning until it disappeared through the broken window below them and shattered in a fresh roar of flames. The loud clanging of the ladder announced the arrival of Gloria who had been patrolling the houses. She was ashen and out of breath.
“Fire!” she gasped.
“We know, they have just lobbed Molotov’s through the downstairs windows!” John shouted and they all looked at the floor, expecting to fall through to a blazing shrieking death. 
“No, next door is on fire too,” Gloria informed them and panic spread through the group. They had survived the multitudes of shambling death only to fall to an arson attack. 
“Burn you bastards!” yelled the familiar voice of Archie from outside and he started laughing maniacally. 
“MOVE!” shouted Gloria, barging through and throwing the window wide and aiming the shotgun.
“Shit!”
Archie yelled as he dived for cover behind the fence panel. His companions had been expecting this and hid behind sturdier barriers than the thin shiplap wood. 
Gloria steadied her arm and pulled both triggers in quick succession. The gun bucked, issuing an ear splitting crack which made their ears ring in the confines of the room. The panel tore into splinters and the scream of pain that accompanied the exploding wood was like music to her ears. The wood, despite it only being an eighth of an inch thick, along with the distance between them, meant that it wasn’t a fatal shot, but buckshot and slivers of timber were buried within his flesh. Gloria broke the gun, pulled the cartridges and threw them, smoke drifting into her face causing her to squint her left eye. She chambered two fresh shells, but the murdering scumbag had already staggered to his friends, crying into the night.
“Show me your faces you bastards!” she screamed and fired one more shot where she guessed they were, but it returned no yells of pain as the other panel buckled. Looking down, the first streams of smoke were starting to rise through the carpet. It was clear from the reflections playing on the grass in the back garden that the fire had taken hold. 
“Gloria, get away from there!” John shouted and pulled her backwards, causing her to stumble into his arms. 
“Kurt, get that stairway cleared, we need to get downstairs!” Sarah called from the bathroom where he could hear water splashing. She appeared with a bucket, closely followed by Paige, Sam and Braiden. Honey was barking at the floor, her keen sense of smell telling her that there was danger below. 
Kurt was already at the blocked stairway, sledge hammer in hand. He raised it high and brought it down with sufficient force to break two of the stair treads, which went clattering into the zombies underneath. He repeated the process until a sufficient sized hole was formed. The heat of the kitchen below the master bedroom was free to circulate upwards and it stung their eyes. With a better view of below they could see there were only two corpses to deal with, the rest were in varying states of dismemberment at the end of the row of homes. 
“Kurt, step aside,” Gloria said and stepped forward, pulling the gun tight into her shoulder and firing. A neat hole was punched in the forehead but the back of the skull exploded outwards from the buckshot. Falling to the floor, there was only a huge cavity behind the facial muscles and bones, the rest of the head was pulverised and dripping down the beige walls. 
“Sam, Gloria, cover me,” Kurt shouted as he dropped the ladder and leapt down two steps at a time, risking another ankle injury. He cast a quick look around but the way was clear, only the conflagration in the kitchen posed a deadly risk. John had followed him down and they shielded their faces, trying to get a better view of the fire. They had been fortunate, the fact that they had taken a lot of the flammable materials upstairs and broken it down for firewood, meant that the fire was unable to spread very fast. The leftover kitchen units were ablaze and the wooden floor was roaring away. Had the dining set, cabinets and other shed contents still been downstairs, they would be fleeing an inferno. Sarah joined them and carried two full buckets handing one to Kurt, they both prepared for the heat, took a pace forwards and threw the contents at the burning floor. The first two were absorbed with a great deal of steam and hissing. The fire still raged, unaffected. Huge tongues licked the ceiling, which was breaking away in pieces and exposing the timber floor joists that supported the upper level.
“Braiden, Sam, Paige, get water and cover the bedroom floor, flood it completely and it will help us down here,” John yelled and reached to Gloria as she lowered the next buckets down. They disappeared immediately and set to work.
“Kurt aim for the kitchen, let’s damp it down and force the fire back,” Sarah yelled, struggling to be heard over the burning and crackling. 
He nodded to her in understanding and the buckets were used to better effect. The charred black cabinets were smouldering but extinguished for now. The main body of the fire was the remaining petrol from the Molotov’s on the floor and door frames. The ceiling issued blistering steam that forced them back into the hallway to gain their bearings. They could only hope that the water spilling down from the second floor, acting as a sprinkler system, would buy them enough time to get it under control. The home next door would be nearly impossible to save, but they could do something to slow it down at least. 
“Braiden, check next door, if it is safe to do it, take one of Kurt’s spears and break through the bathroom ceiling. Then use the pipe to shatter the bath, it will drop two hundred litres on top of that fire. Then get back and use the blocks to cover the hole, we can’t have it spreading if we lose control of it,” John suggested. 
He knew it was a long shot because the furniture and kitchen were intact next door. They were going to lose the water anyway, so it was worth a try. The steam pouring through the doorway and up the stairway was lessening and they braved the kitchen, tossing the water across the floor and having more success. The petrol was mostly gone and the burning floor was gradually diminishing with the combined efforts of Paige saturating upstairs, and the trio heaving bucket after bucket at the source. 
**********
Braiden ducked through the hole, coughing and struggling to see. The attic was acting as a chimney, drawing the clouds of smoke and water vapour through to the hole in the end house. If John had known, he never would have suggested it, but Braiden was here now so he may as well try it. Dropping lower, he crawled forward and the air was somewhat cleaner closer to the floor. The houses were all laid out in the same style, and he knew the exact spot where the bath would be beneath him. Stabbing at the old chipboard floor in the attic, he quickly opened a hole wide enough to punch through, exposing the fully laden tub.
The fire was already on the upper floor, he could see the carpet catching light. The flames were rising through any hole they could find to reach the oxygen of the first floor. He carefully manoeuvred the pipe through the hole and rammed it down, once, twice and the third time it pierced through the acrylic lining of the tub. Two more strikes had caused a crack that ran end to end, and the entire contents spread out and met the burning embers of carpet and floorboard in an unequal battle that did nothing to minimise the fire. The ground floor was a raging inferno that would, any second, be consuming the upstairs and attic. 
“Sod this,” Braiden exclaimed, and made to shuffle away back to their house and block the door, but was too lightheaded to move. His vision swam and he slumped onto his side, the rank air of the loft had lost most of the oxygen as the fire fed. He was looking at the attic hatch as his eyes finally closed, and the first creeping tendrils of flame came for him. 
**********
The fire was out but they would keep a close eye on the steaming embers through the night. It wouldn’t take much to reignite. Gloria prowled the bedrooms scoping for movement, windows wide open to allow the smoke and steam to clear. It also allowed her to see the surrounding area more easily. The sounds of wailing from Archie were gone. She knew it was either from being taken back to their hovel, or they had silenced him, with a hand across the mouth or a more permanent solution, she could only guess. 
“How does it look?” John asked, meaning the firebombing trio, as well as the fire beside them. The night was brightly illuminated by the incandescence of their neighbouring abode. The flames poured from the shattered windows and climbed the brickwork, eager to reach the roof.
“Not good, but I haven’t seen them since I shot Archie,” she responded.
“Shit!” John cursed one of his rare swear words. “It looks like Braiden didn’t have any luck.” 
“Where is he anyway? We need him to help us keep the walls and joists wet in case the fire tries to jump through the masonry to us,” Kurt asked and they each looked at one another, the truth dawning.
“Oh my god!” Sarah shrieked and ran for the ladder, reaching the attic in three huge steps.
“Sarah, come back!” Kurt screamed after her, he could see the vast clouds of blackened smoke swirling above them. “Fuck!” 
He ascended and was blinded immediately. The air caused his eyes to sting and tears coursed down his face. He kept low and followed the coughing as Sarah made her way to find Braiden. Using his hands to guide the way, he felt his wife’s boot as she backed towards him out of the hole.
“I’ve got him!” she wheezed, close to collapse as well. 
“Get downstairs, get some air!” Kurt choked, pulling her back and grabbed the boy’s leg she had left. 
He tugged and the light body of Braiden slid across the floor, pulling dust along with him. Backing away, he found John reaching frantically and with one final heave he had the boy at the hatch. 
“Take him,” Kurt’s voice was barely a croak, but John heard and pulled the lifeless figure down onto his shoulder and carefully climbed down. 
Kurt stayed in the attic. He dropped his head through the hatch and gulped down cleaner air, the burning in his throat would be causing him discomfort for a while.
“I need to block the hole or we all die,” he gasped. Sam nodded and followed the rest of them into the bedroom where they had taken Braiden. 
Kurt took a deep breath and moved one block at a time before hurrying back to the hatch for a clean intake. The one minute task took more than five and was made even more difficult by the fact he had to work with his eyes closed. The ever growing heat from the neighbouring house reminded him of the impending danger. The final concrete block was added to the barricade and the smoke was finally cut off, filtering through the gaping hole in the other roof instead. Kurt rushed back down, desperate for news on their surrogate son.
“He’s not breathing, no pulse. Get back!” Sarah pushed them all away and they could only watch, helpless.
She tilted his head and administered two breaths, watching for the chest to inflate with the life giving air.
“One, two, three, four…” Sarah counted all the way to fifteen, and then gave two more puffs.
Kurt had entered the room and the tears on his cheeks were not only due to the burning, acrid smoke. Everyone was crying and comforting each other while Sarah desperately tried to bring Braiden back. She checked his pulse again and listened for signs of breathing, but all was quiet. She turned to Kurt and the look of desolation and loss on her face caused his chest to ache.
“Oh baby, come here,” Sarah stood and flew into Kurt’s arms, sobbing at their loss.
Only Paige and Honey seemed undaunted at the events, the dog was going from person to person, licking their hands. The young lady knelt by the dead boy and lifted his head onto her lap.
“Now then, we need you to come back. Do you hear me, stop all this silliness.” Paige stroked his filthy forehead, straightening the hair out of his face.
“Sweetie, he is gone,” Gloria tried to tell her.
“No he’s not,” she answered matter-of-factly. “He just needs to wake up.” 
The other members of the family didn’t want to press the issue. It wasn’t helping with her own psychological problems, but they would not push, they were too distraught.
“See how upset you are making everyone, come on now. You have saved us all and now we must save you, ok?” Paige asked Braiden. 
Honey had lain by the side of the boy and nuzzled his neck, licking the face and leaving clean patches where her tongue had been. She started whining gently, trying to pull at him with her paw.
“You can’t go. I can’t live if you leave me too.” Paige was beginning to break.
Honey stood and furiously licked Braiden all over the face and then barked incessantly until Paige stroked her head. The dog cocked her head and looked quizzically at the boy, whose arm had started to twitch, clenching his fist. Gloria stepped forward and raised the gun.
“Stand back sweetie, he has turned,” Gloria said.
“But he hasn’t been bitten,” Sam protested.
“NO, LOOK!” Sarah shrieked, pulling the gun away from the boy’s head. The chest was rising and falling, weakly. “Let me see.” 
She dropped to her knees and felt for a pulse, it was weak but steady. Braiden’s chest was rising and falling with greater urgency and Sarah turned him on his side just in time. He retched and vomited on the floor. His chest heaved, great wracking coughs issuing forth and more bile trickled from his mouth, his stomach already empty.
“Oh baby, you are ok. Take deep breaths, that’s it,” Sarah advised and rubbed his back as he lay on his side, wheezing.
Paige had her hands to her cheeks and the tears were running freely, she was shaking with a mixture of emotions. John and Kurt embraced and pulled Sam in with them, three generations of the Taylor men crying like babies. Gloria remained resolute, her eyes were full of tears but she would cry quietly later, until then she had to keep them safe. To this end, she continued the watch from the windows, but the only activity was a few zombies who had come to investigate the glowing night sky.
“The attic is clear of most of the smoke, we need to get up there and soak the rafters or the fire will spread from next door before we can get out of here,” John told them from the hallway.
Braiden had been lifted and laid on the bed, still struggling to breathe. The miracle was that he was alive at all; only the open roof prevented the concentration of smoke to build to a degree that would have stopped Kurt and Sarah affecting a rescue. The bedroom floor squelched with each step, the water soaking their feet. Kurt grabbed the buckets and filled them from the bath with difficulty. There were only a couple of inches left at the bottom. It was covered in floating ash and assorted dust from the fire fighting, no longer suitable for drinking. They would need to stock up from the neighbouring house that wasn’t ablaze, or use their provisions that were in the bug out bags and suitcases in the van. 
“How long do you think we have?” Kurt asked as he climbed into the loft.
“An hour, tops. See the fire trying to get though the blocks you laid out?” John pointed and small flames were curling through the cracks. “The fire is already at the roof, splash the rafters now, get as much as you can on them.” 
They soaked the roof timbers and it was already warm enough that the water quickly evaporated. A lot was wasted as they tried to cover every nook and cranny and John ceased their efforts, seeing it was pointless.
“We are wasting time now, let’s just get out of here,” John told Kurt and they headed down to the others.
“Grab everything you can. We are going to head across to Sonya’s house, that one there,” Kurt showed them their destination. If they hadn’t been so lucky with the pendulum, they would be navigating a swarm of the dead, but luck was on their side. 
“Want me to check downstairs, Dad? Make sure the way is clear?” Sam offered. 
“Gloria would you go too? Cover Sam so he can kill them quietly,” Kurt requested and she nodded, locking the shotgun. She aimed down through the gap as Sam climbed down, being careful to keep him out of line of fire. He then took the gun from her as she joined him and was happy to pass it back, it was heavy and loud. He preferred the steel silence of the slingshot.
They gathered anything of value, including some extra water and stored it in the fire blackened kitchen, ready for a quick run across the unprotected gardens and in through the back door. Their hearts were heavy as they made to leave the safety of their home, where they had lived, laughed and loved both before, and after their world was engulfed by the plague of the undead. Gloria poked her head through the smouldering doorway and could only see three of the walking corpses. They stood only feet from the burning building, transfixed by the fire in much the same way that the family of survivors had taken solace in the warming fireplace in the bedroom. The bodies were steaming, the moisture of the flesh rising in waves as the flesh bubbled and blistered. The first of the three ignited. The clothing and fats were no longer able to resist the proximity of the heat and blazed into a swaying pyre. Gloria thought back to images she had seen of spontaneous combustion, where poor souls had been burned to ash after seemingly inexplicable scorching consumed them. The zombie showed no signs of pain, standing there like a candle wick as the fire rendered down the body in a dripping pile of bodily juices. The other two were so close, the added sparks of their fellow cadaver was enough to cause them to burst into incandescence. The smell was beyond imagining, the scent of burning flesh that was deep into degeneration. Boiling vomit would have been more pleasant.
“Ok, go,” said Gloria, and she stepped out with Sam close behind. 
The others began racing across the short distance. Kurt swung the sledgehammer into the lock section of the wooden door, which ripped the latch free. As the door hit the wall and the echo reached the others, the zombies turned towards them. The first to catch fire was too far gone, nothing remained in the joints and how the brain was still even functioning was terrifying. It collapsed into a pile and laid still. The remaining two had some movement and their arms raised at the survivors as they approached, eager for a searing embrace. They left a trail of body pieces behind them as they got nearer. Sam wasted no time, loading the slingshot and firing two shots at the hellish creatures, which fell to the parched grass and made their own outlines with fire, like burning crime scene tape. With the most imminent threat gone they carefully searched their new sanctuary. They went room by room to make sure there were no zombies present, then finished loading it with their scavenged belongings. Braiden was supported by Paige and they limped over, Honey keeping them under guard and watching the night carefully.
“I’m going to move the van. Get inside, I’ll be right there,” Kurt told them. He turned over the engine which started at first try. He was grateful to have such a reliable vehicle and moved it away from their house, which would soon be on fire too. Parking close to the door, he made sure the cut out in the roof was positioned near an upstairs window.
“Thank god they didn’t notice what we had done to the van, it would have been easy to throw a Molotov at it and destroy our means of escape,” John said, watching Kurt enter the home.
“I don’t even want to think about what could have happened, let’s get upstairs,” Sarah suggested and they were only too happy to follow.
The broken door was closed and blocked as much as possible, but they would use the crowbar to take out the stairs once again. It was the only way they could ensure they would have time to react in the event of another attack.
The home smelled musty, although underlying it was a floral scent. Sonya had loved to put potpourri in glass dishes around the house. It was such a change from the awful smells they had been used to, that they savoured it, inhaling deeply through their noses. The smell of their smoke damaged clothing and skin quickly diluted the sweetness, and the moment was gone.
“Let’s all sleep in the same room tonight. I want to know we are all together. We will move out in the morning at first light. I know we will be more visible but I don’t want to be out there in the dark with them until we learn more about how they act,” John said.
Sam collected the mattress from Tori’s room, Sonya’s four year old daughter. The wall paper was Walt Disney, with Bella, Snow White and assorted other cartoon beauties smiling angelically at him. The toys were still strewn over the floor from the last play they would ever likely see; dust would claim them in time. He shuddered at the fates of these wonderful people and prayed that they had been reunited and were safe somewhere right now. The sickly sweet, but dark and brooding room, told him otherwise.
“Fucking bastards!” he whispered to himself in the darkness, aware that he would be told off if caught by his parents, but feeling it summed the bad guys up. Thinking of the likely deaths of Sonya and Tori made him realise how close they had all come to dying in the most awful ways imaginable, either burned alive or eaten alive. Now they had to escape and find new sanctuary, or fail and join the ranks of the damned.
They gave Braiden the most comfortable bed and Honey joined him, a yellow furred guardian. It was unclear to them if he would suffer any lasting damage to the lungs, but it was a moot point as none of them possessed any medical skills to help either way. The family watched in awe and sadness as the fire jumped from one house to the next, raging through the floors until the flames leaped from breaks in the roof tiles. The loss of their home hit harder than they had imagined it would, they wept quietly as it was destroyed. Family pictures and fond memories that had taken years to accumulate were incinerated in less than an hour.
Sam stood at the back, alternating between checking his brother and watching their last links to their old life disappear. It was a sad time in some ways, also strangely exciting. He felt as if he was being reborn, like a butterfly that was emerging from a chrysalis, ready to explore the wider world. Braiden was injured, but he had shown such guts and bravery over the past few weeks that Sam had grown to love and admire him. The situation had thrust them together and their animosity had blossomed into a strong brotherly bond, each finding something from the other that completed them. Deep down, he knew that Braiden would give his life for their family, and Sam hoped that he would be able to make the same sacrifice if the need ever arose. Braiden coughed violently again and Sam took the glass of fresh, cool water and held the straw by his mouth. Braiden took several long swallows and smiled at Sam, talking was agony and he would avoid it for now.
“You kick ass, you know that?” Sam whispered to him. Braiden smiled and nodded. “Get some rest.” Braiden closed his eyes and Sam left him in the capable paws of Honey, re-joining the others at the window.
The heat of the burning houses had radiated to their new abode, which was just as well. Sonya had blocked all of her fireplaces and used them for decorative purposes only. Pretty ornaments adorned the space that once held the fire grate. 
“There are plenty of duvets and sheets to keep us warm. If we had thought about it we could have brought the sleeping bags from the van, but it’s too late now,” Kurt said, returning after finding the linen cupboard and carrying a huge pile. 
“We should all get some rest now. If we can we move out first thing, I don’t want to be here if they find out we survived,” John explained.
“But what about Braiden? He needs to recover, it won’t be good for him to be out there,” Sam stood up yelling, defensive of his injured sibling.
“We will see how he is in the morning and decide then, ok?” Sarah tried to be the peacemaker but even she wanted to be gone from here, leaving the evil behind. Sam was placated for now and John offered to take first watch.
“I will take the second Grandad,” Sam offered, seemingly back to his old self. 
Sam positioned himself by the door and watched as John sat by the window, his body silhouetted by the fire outside. The houses were crumbing into themselves with the heat, the roofs caving in and sending massive clouds of sparks into the night sky. It would have been beautiful to watch, but several more of the dead had arrived and set about burning themselves to death. John watched, fascinated. Sam dozed off, the last image he saw was Honey lifting her head, sniffing suspiciously and then returning to sleep.
“Sam, wake up,” John whispered, shaking him gently.
“Ok Grandad, I’m awake.” Sam sat up and rubbed his eyes, which caused some irritation from the smoky sweat he managed to rub in.
“You ok?” John asked, seeing the redness and the rapid blinking.
“Yeah, fine, get some sleep now.” 
“Ok, Gloria normally wakes up in a couple of hours anyway, so she will take over and you can get some more rest.” John hugged his grandson and then lay in the space by Gloria. 
Sam went over to the window and saw that the final house was roaring. Their pendulum lay at a strange angle on the pile of corpses after it had fallen free of the attic, the steel clips breaking away as the timber burned. Their home was a smouldering pile of embers, glowing red with small sporadic fires breaking out. The brick walls had collapsed in sections, but the rear master bedroom wall and chimney still stood, smoke issuing from the flue as if they were still safely inside and cooking dinner. 
John was fast asleep and snoring softly, he had placed a protective arm over Gloria, which she had responded to by holding his hand. No one else stirred and Sam was torn between staying here in safety, or executing the plan he had been working on since they were forced out of their home. He was still only fifteen and he tried to convince himself that he was being stupid, to keep his head down and just behave. Braiden had sown the seeds of rebellion, not misbehaviour, because that wasn’t in his nature. The ability to make choices that his parents may not like was a different matter. It would be for the benefit of their group. 
Fingering the lighter in his pocket that he had found on the hallway table downstairs, he carefully climbed over sleeping feet and legs towards the door. A cough caught his attention and he nearly died of fright when he saw Braiden looking straight at him. He pulled a puzzled face at Sam.
“I’ll be straight back, ok? Keep quiet,” Sam whispered and was met with a look of concern. Braiden would keep the secret and nodded in agreement.
He went to the stairs and climbed down the treads that had been left, stepping on the sides to minimise the risk of creaking. Taking the crowbar from where it had been left after its use, he jumped down the last five missing stairs with catlike grace and landed silently. Walking to the front door, he stood there for several minutes. His mind raced with thoughts of what he was attempting to do. If anything went wrong, he would die, that was a certainty. The second he set foot outside, he was at the mercy of the walking dead, but Braiden had leapt from the house to help John who he hadn’t even known. His choice was made and he turned the thumb latch, pulling the door inwards a few inches to survey the garden. Nothing moved and it appeared to be empty, he looked out and took in the surroundings; they were clear. Their previous endeavours had paid off, as much for the psychopaths as for themselves unfortunately. The noise of the fire was still assailing the still night and a lot of the remaining corpses had decided to investigate this new phenomenon in their dreary, skulking existence.
Putting the catch on the door, he pulled it shut and stepped out into the bitter night. The heat of the fire was not radiating to this side of the house and he wished he had put a jumper on to fight the chill. Keeping low, he ran alongside the garden walls, vigilant for any movement that would signal a zombie. The end of the terrace approached and a couple of shuffling figures were making their way up the road, heading for the glow. Sam dropped down, held his breath, sat with his back against the brick wall and listened as the footsteps got closer and closer. He was terrified he had been seen and looked fearfully at the top of the wall, fully expecting a rotting creature to loom over and grab at him. The footsteps receded however, as they continued on their journey, and Sam let out his breath into his sleeve, worried that the exhalation would bring more unwanted attention.
Slowly, Sam knelt up and glanced over the top of the wall, only the top of his head showing, like a submarine periscope breaking water and turning left and right. He was alone except for a large concentration of the dead gathered down Dymoke Street, a side road that circled the estate. They were surrounding another terrace of houses, exactly the same as Sam’s house had been. There were no visible signs that the people were trying, or even able to fight back. The chimney was without smoke so they must be in the dark, freezing cold and scared. Sam would bring this up when he got home, if he made it home. His mind was wandering again as teenage minds are wont to do, but he didn’t have the time or luxury of daydreaming. The way was still clear and he hugged the end of the next terrace, small bushes lined the property which gave him some good camouflage. Shooting a look down the next alley, there were a few undead milling around, although none that were close enough to be a risk. He crouched and ran, using the small walls as cover, hoping to avoid being seen at all. The fourth and final terrace was passed and he stood on the corner, observing the windows of the house that contained the bastards that had tried to kill them on two occasions.
“Fuckers!” Sam growled into the night, a white cloud of breath bursting forth. These people deserved far worse than profanity, and he was going to give it to them.
“Well, hopefully,” he admitted to himself.
The house was dark and forbidding. Nothing moved and he started to question if they had even returned here, or whether they were out in the night, coming for him! He spun around in all directions, but there was nothing.
“Dumb ass, don’t spook yourself,” Sam told himself off, the last thing he needed was to be creating fantasy boogeymen out here, when there were already several thousand real versions in the local area.
“Get moving,” Sam ordered, psyching himself up for the short run to the house, which worked. He sprinted across and slowed at the front door, still seeing no signs of movement. Thinking quickly, he knelt down at the door and carefully lifted the letterbox flap, wary of rust that would give him away in a squeal of metal. He put his ear to the small hole and a rancid smell washed over him. It was the stink of cigarettes, alcohol, sweat, rotting food and other unknowable scents. He nearly put it down in disgust, but the mission took precedence over his sensibilities.
“Sam Taylor, covert operative,” Sam whispered with a Hollywood flourish.  “Idiot,” he muttered, shaking his head at himself. He was trying to make this into a game and that would be a dangerous mistake to make.
“Ow it hurts, no, no NO! Leave it in there!” Archie’s muffled shout came echoing down the hallway and through the opening.
“Shut your fucking mouth you pussy. Do you want to bring them crashing through our door?” Another voice hissed with menace.
Sam had heard enough, Gloria had hurt them and they were here, licking their wounds and planning who knows what for the next attack. Men like this would not worry about the dead walking, they would feel disrespected and bloody revenge would be without mercy if they could get past the gun.
“Thank you Lennie,” Sam said, grateful to Braiden’s evil father for the only good act he had ever carried out, irrespective that the reason he had the gun was to threaten people. He would likely be cursing from Hell that it was helping these good people. 
Sam let the flap close gently and jumped the small garden wall with ease. He approached the next house and tried the front door but it was firmly locked. He tried the next and it was the same, the fourth down the row was unlocked and Sam entered, listening for any signs of life, or death. The house was settling in the cold, wood was contracting, causing faint creaking noises which he was familiar with. Satisfied that the way was clear, he closed the door and opened the fuse cupboard door. The gas meter and fuse board were within and the plan was working just as he had intended. Leaving it open, he climbed the stairs and pulled the attic hatch down, it was one of the models with the ladder already attached, which made his job much easier.
In the loft it was black as the darkest corner of the ocean depths and he had to use the lighter to see by. Assorted discarded goods lay around, an old TV, the tube type that was obsolete now, a floor standing fan, boxes of books and old video cassettes. One caught his attention and he smiled, Dawn of the Dead, by George Romero.
“Who knew it would turn into a documentary?” Sam said to himself and moved over to the corner of the roof that separated the properties. 
He put the lighter away and was plunged into the void once more. He reached out and ripped the waterproof roofing felt apart in huge chunks, exposing the tiles underneath, or on top of depending on the perspective. He pushed firmly; the tile lifted free of the timber batten and he caught it before it could slide down the roof and smash. Slowly and methodically, he removed a section that he could climb through, placing each tile within the attic in a neat pile. He could now reach the neighbouring roof and commenced the same task, but this time he was burrowing through the tiles so that he could step over the dividing wall and get into their attic. It was a much slower process than breaking down the doors, yet it had the benefit of being quiet and discreet. In less than twenty minutes he had breached the property that adjoined the rotten home of the murderers. He opened the hatch and climbed down, heading for the meter cupboard. 
“This is it, you do this and you do it all the way.” Sam was trying to mentally prepare himself for the path he was about to take, there would be no undoing it and he would have to live with his conscience.
“Fine,” he said through clenched teeth and used the crowbar to break the gas pipe cleanly off. The gas gushed into the cupboard and Sam beat a hasty retreat, climbing upstairs and over into the next loft, where he proceeded to do the same until all three homes were filling with gas. He stood by the front door that was unlocked and debated whether to do the same with the final two homes, but decided against it when the smell of gas threatened to make him pass out. He stepped out into the night and was grabbed from behind. Terror trapped his voice and he could only thrash around and wait for the first bite to tear his young flesh. He screamed internally, his short life flashing before his eyes and the thought hammered home that he would now be a danger to his loved ones when he became a walking corpse.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Jesus Christ you could have been killed,” Kurt whisper screamed into his ear from behind as he pulled him to the cover of the wall, noticing the dead that had followed.
Paige was with him and she held the shotgun awkwardly. She had little experience with firearms, only shooting a few shots at an uncle’s farm years ago. This was more than the rest of them could claim. Gloria had been reluctant, however understanding the gravity of the situation, she let her take it. Gloria was exhausted. They needed speed which, in her tired state, she lacked.
“I was so worried you bloody fool!” Kurt was babbling now, emotions taking over.
“We should go you two, we have company,” Paige said, looking over the top of the wall. Two of the zombies were closing in on them and more were following, if they ran they could easily outpace them and be back in safety within three minutes.
“No, I have to finish what I started!” Sam was resolute and quickly explained what he had done. 
“You could have been blown sky high!” Kurt was aghast.
“No Dad, I know gas safety, you have taught me that much from your job.” Sam was calm and would finish what he had begun, even if it meant escaping again. They had to pay for their deeds and hellish, crushing fire would be a just judgement.
“That doesn’t excuse what you have done. We were beside ourselves when we couldn’t find you after Braiden woke us,” Kurt said, so thankful to the young boy for rasping out a warning as they slept.
“And what about what they have done? They have killed innocent people, children for fuck sake!” Sam countered. Kurt was going to tell him off but he was right, this was dog eat dog now, survival of the fittest and they had nearly died twice at the whims of these savages. 
“Ok, let me think.” Kurt was wrestling with his morals although he knew that was a luxury he could ill afford. Sam stood, aiming the slingshot and pulverised the closest zombie in a spray of skull and brain matter. The other was getting closer with each passing second. 
“Times up Dad, there are more of them coming.” Sam looked at his father, penetrating his soul.
“I will do it,” Kurt said quietly, his son couldn’t be expected to carry this burden at such an age. He was the protector and had been woefully inadequate so far, the incident with Archie still needled him every second of the day.
“We will need cover, follow me,” Paige urged and they followed her to an adjacent house and the door was locked tight. 
“Mind out of the way,” Kurt told them and drove a kick at the lock but it just bounced off and he fell on his bottom. Even in the dark they could see his cheeks flush with embarrassment.
“Use this Dad.” Sam passed the crowbar as Kurt stood up and he jammed it into the frame and levered for all he was worth. The lock gave way and they bundled inside just as the closest vile husk reached them. Sam turned round and from the hallway, the zombie was like a mounted target at a firing range, but closer by far. The steel bearing ripped through the right eye, crushed the brain and the carcass fell backwards to the ground that Kurt’s butt had vacated only seconds ago.
“Good shot,” Paige complimented him and he looked away shyly.
“So what’s the plan Dad? I have an idea if you don’t mind?” Sam asked.
“What did you have in mind?” Kurt prompted.
“You guys find something flammable to wrap around this while I shoot out all the windows, the distraction of the breaking glass will take the zombies away from us.” Sam handed them a bearing and continued, “When we have enough broken windows and the gas is mixed with enough air, we light the bearing, fire it through the window and boom!” 
“The house will give us some protection from the blast as well,” added Paige.
“Why not just use the shotgun?” asked Kurt.
“Each shell is far more valuable that a ball bearing Dad.” Sam tried not to sound like he was talking to a toddler.
“Good point, let’s get upstairs to get a better firing position.” Kurt hadn’t taken it the wrong way and they rushed up the stairs. The front door was locked again by the safety chain, but it wouldn’t hold for long if several of the horrors put their weight against it.
Sam opened two windows as wide as they would go; one gave him an angle to shoot the evil residence and the other to pepper the windows of the homes that were full of gas. He chose to break the glass of the neighbouring homes first so the bad men had as little warning of what was coming as possible. He shattered two windows of each house and then it was time.
“Have you got it Dad?” Sam asked and Kurt had wrapped an old handkerchief around the ball and sprayed it with hairspray. The flowery fragrance was a welcome change to the stink of their clothing and bodies. “Ok, let’s scare them, see how they like it.”
Kurt didn’t want to say that they were unlikely to be worried by a few bits of broken glass. As the first bearing smashed through the window, the zombies were making a beeline to this new activity. The sounds of beating from downstairs ceased and their guests also started to head for the savage’s home. Another window was broken and they could see movement in the shadows. Either Phil or Eddie was surveying the damage and in the darkness he wouldn’t be able to see them. It would appear the windows were breaking for no reason. Sam fired a final ball, making sure it didn’t hit the target but close enough so that he knew what it was.
“Shit.” They heard the figure curse and duck out of the room, shouting to his companions. The zombies were all around the house now and had begun their attack, seeking the fresh meat within.
“Sam, pass it here and get behind the wall, but be ready to light the bearing. There’s going to be some fireworks,” Kurt told him, took the slingshot and passed him the lighter. Sam and Paige ducked down out of sight, invisible in the night. The face returned to the window and looked down onto the converging zombies. Knowing they were trapped now, he held his hands to his head in disbelief. He looked around, desperately seeking a way out, unaware that the real danger was just about to begin. Kurt hesitated, the zombies would more than likely finish the job after seeing the man and catching the scent. He could take them back and hope that the screams wouldn’t reach them, but some humanity remained. The explosion would be a mercy for the vile excuses for human beings in the property. 
“Its murder,” Kurt told himself. 
“You’re fucking dead, DO YOU HEAR ME?”  Screamed Phil or Eddie. 
“NO, YOU’RE FUCKING DEAD!” screamed Kurt back at him and the head swung towards him. “Now Sam.”
Without hesitation, Sam ignited the bearing which burned with a blue flame from the hairspray. A look of confusion fell over the face of their attacker. He had no idea what was coming, he even started smiling as if to say, ‘A burning slingshot? What the fuck is that going to do?’ Lifting it, Kurt aimed at the open window of the neighbour’s house and the smile faded in an instant. The first faint wisps of gas had reached the nose of their attacker and Kurt let the bearing fly. It flew like a small meteor through the dark sky, leaving an indelible, fiery streak on their vision as it flew home and the gas erupted. The houses looked like they were taking in a deep breath, the walls swelled outwards with the instant pressure of the explosive mix contained within as it ignited. The fire belched from every opening and the roofs lifted off two feet, spewing tiles and even more fire around the base. The fireball reached high into the sky and the burst of heat was enough for Kurt to stagger backwards. The brick walls exploded outwards and the windows for over a hundred yards shattered from the concussive shockwave. Kurt had to shield his face from the sharp shards that blew in at him. The killer was engulfed by the fire as it penetrated the wall separating the houses and caused a chain reaction of demolition. The roofs crumbled into the upper floor which crushed down onto the foundations in a pile of smoking debris ten feet high. The gas had quickly burned itself out and only the hiss and fire of the ruptured pipes remained, like pressure hoses of flame from hell, heralding the arrival of the demons to carry the bastards to the Underworld. 
Kurt felt neither exhilaration, nor pity. They deserved to die for their actions, he just wasn’t happy to have been their executioner. The night was broken by screaming and the figure that had been standing at the window was not dead, his body was burned and half crushed by the rubble. His face was peeling from the fire that had tasted his flesh and his legs were pulped by the roof timbers. The dead who had been sent flying were on their feet and they wanted barbecue. Their eyes met and there was no malice there, merely an entreaty for mercy. He could see the advancing horde and didn’t want to die like that, a feast for the bellies of rotting monsters. 
“Sam, come here quickly,” Kurt called out and Sam came at a run. “Can you hit him from here?” 
Sam followed the noise and saw the broken figure.
“I can try Dad,” Sam offered, seeing the destruction he had been the catalyst for. He too couldn’t imagine leaving the murderer to die like this. 
Their humanity had been stretched, but would never break to the point they could seek gratification in the suffering of others. Sam aimed carefully and the scorched face was thankful as he took aim. The bearing was wide by inches and only caused chips of brick to pelt the damaged skin, which brought on more screams of pain. Sam reloaded until he saw it was pointless, the back of a zombie had blocked the shot and the screams reached a new pitch as the man was cleaved and torn by eager mouths. 
“You tried Son. He wouldn’t have done it for us.” Kurt patted Sam on the back in sympathy. 
Sam nodded, but if truth be told, he wasn’t sure if he had missed on purpose. His subconscious mind may have twitched his hand at the last second. 
“We should go now, while they are occupied.” Paige ushered them from the scene and noises of death. The fire was taking hold from the broken gas pipes and the pile of debris would soon be a funeral pyre for the psychotic inhabitants. Leaving by the back door, they stepped into the night and headed home. No words were spoken. They were lost in their own thoughts. The undead were too transfixed on the fire to see the survivors as they rushed from garden to garden, using bushes as cover; they wanted cooked meat this night.
At the front door they were greeted by the others who were crying again. The rollercoaster of emotions were taking their toll and Sarah nearly put Sam over her knee to spank him. Instead, she squeezed him tight and he could barely breathe. 
“Thank you both,” she sobbed to Kurt and Paige.
Even Braiden was out of bed and their eyes met and he nodded to Sam. He mouthed ‘good work’ and Sam smiled back in answer. In a hugging pile of humanity they headed back up to the safety of the bedroom, secure for the first time in weeks.
 
 



Chapter 34
Gloria guarded her new family through the remaining hours of night, observing each one in turn. She noticed they were without dreams this eve. The amount of energy they had expended fighting for survival left no chance of the mind conjuring pretend threats in their sleep. The sun begun its ascent in the breaking dawn light and it was a beautiful thing to behold. The vista was changing from black and grey to full colour. The leaves on the tree were a brilliant shade of green, the sky was crystal clear blue and the small clouds were shining yellow as the sun illuminated the cumulus vapour. It was the knowledge of their victory over the forces of evil that had given her such a bright outlook on the day. She had prayed for guidance, and the smiting of the butchers, coupled with the safe return of her charges, was proof positive. She was under no impression that the fight would be an easy one, but if they could stay true to each other and help people, they could make a new civilisation out of the ashes.
“Morning, love.” John came over to the window and hugged her tightly, the room was cold now the fire outside had died down, so he took a blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders. Small pockets of flame still simmered in the pile, but nothing remained of the terrace that had given them their first chance at survival.
“So what’s the plan?” Gloria asked, pulling his arms tight around her, glad of the warmth and contact. 
“We wait here for a couple of days while Braiden recovers and then we make a break for it when we are at full strength. We have several routes to reach the Thorney Barracks road but I expect a lot of the way will be blocked by those things and abandoned cars,” John explained.
“Do you think we will make it?” she asked him. 
“You’re damned right we will.” Kurt had joined them, embracing them both in a bear hug. The room was stirring now, their heightened senses causing them to wake at the conversation.
“Good morning,” Braiden wheezed at them from the bed. He leaned over and took a sip of water for his injured throat. Honey licked him and he held out his glass for her to take a drink. More water seemed to splash over Braiden from the lolling tongue than went in her mouth, but it didn’t bother him.
“That’s gross,” laughed Sam as Braiden took another sip from the glass. He closed his eyes and made a face as if it was the nectar of the Gods.
“Ah, the adventurer is awake,” Sarah commented with a stern look on her face. She was still angry with him for risking his life, but paradoxically, not for assisting in multiple murders. 
“Sorry Mum.” Sam looked away. He knew they were all disappointed in him, although he had the best of intentions.
“Well you should be. We nearly lost you!” The last was sobbed and she grabbed him in her arms again, still raw from the feeling of helpless terror she had felt between finding him gone, and his safe return by Paige and Kurt.
“He did what he thought was right and we are all safer because of it,” Kurt acknowledged and went to his wife and son, “But you ever do anything crazy like that again I will tan your backside.”
“Ok Dad,” Sam agreed.
“So we are all agreed that we try for the Army Barracks on Thorney Island?” John asked the group now that they were all awake. 
“I think it’s our closest and safest option. They will be well armed and trained, we could do worse for a place to hold out and rebuild,” Kurt agreed.
“Don’t forget those people in the house we saw,” Sam said, he had mentioned the large concentration of walking corpses last night, but they were all so tired and frazzled that it had been forgotten.
“We don’t know if anyone is in there, but I agree we need to try and take a look.” John nodded to Sam.
“What if they… what if they are not friendly?” Paige asked with concern. She meant to ask what if they were bloodthirsty psychos like the ones they had just blown up.
“We will be armed and if we get a bad feeling, we leave immediately,” Sarah explained and they had their plan, there was just the small detail of executing it in a world filled with reanimated cadavers.
Their world was gone, devoured in bloodied insanity and terror. The new existence they faced was bleak and fraught with danger at every turn, but they had each other and the will to survive against all odds. There were others out there, which was a certainty. If they could find them and unite under a common cause they could, in time, reclaim the world for the living. Billions had died. Many more would join them in the coming years as the battle raged for supremacy. The Hellspawn held dominion across the earth for now, they didn’t suffer from emotion, or doubt, or ego. They were single minded in their pursuit of flesh. It was their strength, and at the same time, a weakness. The family had exploited their inhuman desires and destroyed large numbers of the dead. The fight was only just beginning.
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