
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    Book 1: 
 
    Apocalypse 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hayley Anderton & Laura Swift 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Copyright © 2022 Hayley Anderton & Laura Swift 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Cassie’s favorite kind of mornings were the ones she spent watching her best friend, Heidi, run for the bus from the warmth and comfort of the back seat. As the bus lurched out of the stop, Cassie and Eliza leaned over to peer out the window and watch Heidi run, her arms windmilling wildy. Her bag swung from her shoulder as she waved after the bus desperately. 
 
    “Do you think we should stop the driver?" Eliza asked, though she made no attempt to move. 
 
    The light of mischief twinkled in Cassie’s eyes. “But where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    “It won’t be fun for us if she sprains something. We’ll never hear the end of it. She’ll dub it a sports injury…” 
 
    “Alright, alright…” 
 
    Cassie took one last glance at Heidi sprinting furiously after the bus before weaving her way to the driver’s cabin. She arranged her face into an apologetic expression, but the driver didn’t even turn his head. He tutted, slowing the vehicle. 
 
    “It’s every bloody week,” he grunted as the doors swung open with a hiss. “Do us all a favor and get her an alarm clock for Christmas.” 
 
    Cassie smiled gratefully at the driver as Heidi came to a halt. She stomped exasperatedly through the doors, her cheeks flushed red as she gasped for breath. Her brown hair was swept across her face, and she flicked it away as best she could. She flashed a sheepish grin at the driver. “You’re a star.” 
 
    The driver mumbled something in response, unimpressed, but this didn’t faze Heidi. She made her way down the bus aisle, glaring at the first year college students who laughed at her. She wagged a finger at them. 
 
    “Just wait until your second year,” she warned. “You’ll need all the sleep you can get. Then it’ll be you guys running for the bus.” 
 
    Heidi collapsed into her seat at the back of the bus, closely followed by an amused Cassie. They’d managed to snag the warmer, more spacious back seats at the start of the term, when most students in their year opted to drive. It was a long-standing grievance amongst the three of them that none of them had a driver’s license. 
 
    “If I keep missing the bus, at least I’ll get fit,” Heidi panted, fanning herself. 
 
    “I don’t get why you don’t wake her up,” Cassie said to Eliza. “You live in the same house." 
 
    Eliza rolled her blue eyes, a habit she had picked up from her breathless, red faced twin sister. “Honestly, it’s like trying to wake the dead. She slept through all three alarms this morning, and I pulled her out of bed. She was still sleeping even after she hit the floor.” 
 
    “I need my beauty sleep,” Heidi said, disgruntled. 
 
    “Sleep doesn’t work miracles,” Cassie joked. 
 
    Heidi swatted at Cassie, almost toppling out of her seat as the bus slowed to the next stop, and the three girls spotted a familiar figure. Their friend Rob shuffled toward them, looking a little ghostly with his pale skin and skinny frame that hadn’t quite filled out yet. His dark hair was a little tousled, and his watery blue eyes begged for sympathy. The bottom half of his face was buried in his gray turtleneck jumper, and Cassie noticed dark shadows beneath his drooping eyes. He looked like he’d suffered a week’s worth of hangovers. 
 
    “Here he comes, Mr Hypochondriac,” Heidi said with an amused smile. The three girls were all familiar with the tale Rob had spun of his prior evening, where he and his girlfriend had an altercation that had led to what he described as a ‘worrying injury.’ It was no doubt the reason Rob was feeling so sorry for himself.  
 
    “Don’t start with me. I feel dreadful,” Rob groaned, flopping dramatically into the seat beside Cassie.  
 
    “Well, you did diagnose yourself with ebola last week… ” Heidi pointed out. 
 
    “-gout the week before that-” Cassie added. 
 
    “-don’t forget your shingles scare-” 
 
    “-or the spot that you thought was mumps-” 
 
    “ -the time you thought you had scurvy-” 
 
    “I’m serious!” Rob complained. “What do I have to do to get a bit of sympathy around here! I told you, things got weird last night…” 
 
    “Does this, or does this not, have anything to do with a certain love bite you received last night from Tanya? Because I can assure you, we think it’s highly unlikely that you could get tetanus from that,” Eliza said.  
 
    Rob turned to Cassie, shooting her a wide-eyed gaze in the hope of some sympathy. She just shrugged.  
 
    “Sorry. But I do think you’re being a drama queen.” 
 
    “You haven’t even seen it,” Rob whined. He glanced around the bus and lowered his voice. “I mean, she drew blood.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s see,” Heidi invited. “You’re clearly dying to show us.” 
 
    Eliza pulled a disgusted face as Rob yanked the collar of his turtleneck jumper down. Stamped on his pale neck and framed by a purple bruise were an angry set of bite marks. Cassie wrinkled her nose whilst Heidi leaned closer to get a better look, fascinated.  
 
    “Wow, she’s got some impressive teeth on her…do you not feed her or something?” Heidi grinned to herself. “Did she bite off more than she could chew?” 
 
    Rob scowled. “I told you it was bad,” he said, pulling the neck of his jumper up and sinking further into his seat. Sighing reluctantly, Cassie slung a comforting arm around his shoulders. 
 
    "You know, most guys are thrilled when they get a love bite. You’re meant to show it off to all your seedy man friends and boast about your male prowess," Eliza scowled. Heidi and Cassie caught one another's eyes, smirking. Political and opinionated at the best of times, Eliza never turned down an opportunity to express her feminist views. 
 
    "It's not a love bite!" Rob insisted earnestly, his blue, slightly blood-shot eyes wide. “It was weird…I was into it… at first. We were kissing, and she started biting my neck - just softly at first. Until she bit down really hard. I told her she was hurting me, but I basically had to push her off to get her to stop. She’s not normally that… ” 
 
    “Feisty?” Cassie offered. 
 
    “Yes! She’s normally pretty chilled… ” 
 
    “So, what did you do? After she bit you?” Heidi pushed. Eliza had lost interest and was flicking through her history revision notes, muttering about the drama of it all. This wasn’t the first morning bus journey they’d dedicated to Rob and Tanya’s tumultuous love affair. 
 
    "I got out of there, obviously. I mean, I’m sorry, but we’re only dating casually," Rob emphasized, picking at his nails. “She’s not even apologized yet. She hasn’t answered any of my texts. I’m starting to think she’s not going to. She can speak to me when she’s ready; until then, I have my pride." 
 
    "...and a chunk of your neck missing," Heidi pointed out sweetly. 
 
    Rob looked out the window moodily at the passing landscape. The conversation clearly wasn’t going as he’d anticipated. 
 
    Cassie sighed. She fished a tube of concealer out of her rucksack and passed it to him. “If you need to, cover it up with this.” 
 
    “Thank God. I’m melting in this jumper,” Rob said gratefully. He pulled the turtleneck over his head. As his arms were exposed, Cassie’s eyes widened. The veins on his arms were dark in comparison to his pale skin, and red blotches covered his forearms. She caught Eliza’s eye, and her friend frowned. 
 
    They were clearly starting to think the same thing. Something about Rob was strange that morning. 
 
    Rob spent the rest of the journey sighing from behind his phone screen, while the three girls took out their revision guides and read over their notes (or in Heidi's case, pretended to.) When they arrived at the college, it was eerily quiet. Stepping off the bus, they didn’t have to push through the usual clusters of students, chatting and drinking coffee. Eliza frowned. 
 
    “Are we early? There aren’t many people here…” 
 
    She was right. Cassie noticed for the first time that the bus hadn’t been as full as usual, either. Heidi shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe it’s that bug Ginge got over the weekend. Knowing our luck, we’ll get it next week. At least then I won't have to go to double History…" 
 
    "It's not so bad," Eliza insisted. "History is fun when you know your stuff. Come on. We should prepare for the quiz. I’ll test you on the way to class…" 
 
    Eliza began to drag her sister into the college, talking at speed about British politicians. Heidi looked back at Cassie and Rob desperately, mouthing ‘help’ as she disappeared into the building. Rob rubbed his hands together, trying to regain some warmth in his hands as they acclimated to the cold air. He was shivering now under his thick jumper. 
 
    “I need coffee,” Rob said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Cassie and Rob pushed through the double doors into the cafeteria. Although students lounged over the large lunch tables, pouring over textbooks and eating breakfast, it wasn’t the noisy morning bustle that usually greeted them. Cassie frowned. 
 
    “Something definitely feels off,” she said, peering around at the empty hallways. 
 
    “It always does around exam season.” 
 
    But Cassie knew that wasn’t it. She’d never seen the college this quiet before, not even after their summer exams when most students skipped lessons to lounge on the fields outside in the sun. 
 
    Rob ordered drinks from the coffee vendor and they headed out of the cafeteria into the cold courtyard. Students lingered waiting for lessons to start, and Rob dodged out of the way of a rugby ball as it sailed past them. He glared at the perpetrators, itching his neck underneath the jumper as they shouted an apology. 
 
    “It’s going to hurt if you don’t leave it alone,” Cassie told him gently. Rob huffed to himself, but stopped touching his neck. 
 
    They came to a halt as they reached the tall metal gate that separated the courtyard from the math block. The gate towered over them and the other students. Rob reached for the ID pass that hung around his neck. He pressed it against the sensor, which winked green, and with some effort, pulled the heavy gate open for them. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why they need this,” Rob complained. “Who’d want to break into college out of choice?” 
 
    “At least your ID pass actually works.” Cassie’s ID hung around her neck, more out of habit since the chip inside was cracked, rendering it useless. 
 
    They reached the math campus and walked up the stairs to their classroom, where a line of students stood waiting. They scanned the familiar faces and spotted their friend Luke waiting for them at the back of the line. His nose was buried in a book, his dark blue eyes scouring the pages behind his wire glasses. He was dressed casually in the one and only outfit they’d ever seen him wear; a burgundy hoodie and jeans. He greeted Cassie and Rob in the usual fashion - by mostly ignoring them. 
 
    “How’s your neck, Rob?” he asked without looking up from his book. 
 
    Cassie turned to Rob, amused. “You really did tell everyone about this, didn’t you?” 
 
    Rob ignored her pointedly. “Thank you for your concern, Luke. No one seems to have any sympathy.” 
 
    “You think I do?” Luke said, finally glancing up from his book. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m being dramatic this time,” Rob argued. 
 
    Cassie hated to agree with him. The longer she looked at Rob, the more miserable he seemed. Was she imagining it, or did his face look more gaunt than usual? 
 
    “Take some painkillers. You’ll bounce back. Oh, and dump your cannibal girlfriend.” 
 
    “She’s not my girlfriend… ” 
 
    They filed into their classroom after the students ahead of them, making a beeline for the desks at the back. Rob, Cassie noticed, was shaking as he reached into his satchel for his work. Luke sighed. 
 
    “Would you like some water?” he asked without sympathy. 
 
    Rob put his head in his still shaking hands, his forehead beaded with sweat. Cassie and Luke exchanged a glance. They knew Rob was prone to exaggeration, but he really did look awful. When his face resurfaced from behind his hands, his eyes were red. 
 
    “I’m…I’m going to go to the bathroom.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for a response, hurrying out of the room without another word. Some of the students watched him go, sniggering at his dramatic exit. But when Cassie looked at Luke, he wasn’t laughing. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    “How should I know? He’s probably making himself sick worrying.” 
 
    “But he does look awful… ” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Their teacher entered the room cheerily and began the lesson. Luke shrugged at Cassie, and turned his attention to their worksheets. But for once, Cassie couldn’t concentrate on differential equations. She kept checking her watch and peering at the door to the classroom. Ten minutes passed, and there was no sign of Rob. Fifteen, and still nothing. Cassie forced herself to focus. He’s probably on the phone with Tanya, she told herself. But still, she was worried. 
 
    A quiet squeak of the wooden door made Cassie’s head snap up. Rob was back, and somehow, he looked even worse than before. A thin sheen of sweat covered his face, giving his skin an almost waxy and sunken quality.  
 
    But it was his eyes that had changed the most. Rob’s eyeballs were laced with red lines, and his pupils had contracted so much that they resembled pinpricks. His breathing was heavy, air rumbling in his lungs as he stood framed in the doorway. 
 
    "Nice of you to join us, Rob,” their teacher greeted. “Would you like to take a seat?"   
 
    Frowning, Luke looked at Cassie. Unaffectionate at the best of times, Luke gave Cassie a pointed look that quite plainly said, well go on then. I’m not doing it.  
 
    Sighing, Cassie rose to her feet quietly, trying not to disrupt the rest of the students. But she found herself apprehensive as she stepped towards her friend. Something wasn’t right. Every instinct she had was telling her one thing. 
 
    Run. 
 
    As she took another step, Rob collapsed limply to the floor like a rag doll, where he lay convulsing and twitching with spasms that shook his slim body. His limbs flailed and his eyes rolled back into their sockets. An unearthly moan escaped from Rob's lips. The rest of the class were on their feet in an instant, confused chatter ensuing. 
 
    "Rob?" Cassie said, kneeling beside him. "Rob?" 
 
    As her hand reached out to touch him, Rob stopped shuddering at once, his limbs rigid and motionless. A deep breath escaped from his lips, and his bloodshot eyes opened, revealing blue irises and eyeballs that were spotted with popped blood vessels.  
 
    For a second, he was still. His eyes locked on Cassie’s. 
 
    As if in slow motion, he lunged toward her, a hungry moan escaping his snarled lips. 
 
    They crashed into the desk behind them, Rob’s hands snatching at Cassie’s hair as he snapped his teeth. Cassie wrestled Rob off her, squirming away from his firm grasp as his fingernails tried to scratch at her arms. His teeth were inches from her forearm when - THUNK! - out of nowhere, a chair smashed into his forehead.  
 
    Heart pounding, Cassie scrambled to her feet. Luke stood beside her, clutching a chair in his hands.  
 
    The class was in chaos. Grabbing their bags, some of the students ran for the door on legs that couldn’t carry them fast enough. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Luke asked. 
 
    “I…I think so,” Cassie managed. She was shaking. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” Luke growled. His eyes flicked to Rob, who, dazed, was starting to get clumsily to his feet.  
 
    “W-what? We can’t just leave him.” 
 
    Luke shouldered his rucksack and fixed Cassie with a serious gaze. “There is something seriously wrong with him. He could have killed you.” 
 
    He passed Cassie her bag, forcing her to take it. “We’re going.” 
 
    He grabbed Cassie’s arm and steered her toward the classroom door. Screams filled the air behind them. Glancing over her shoulder, Cassie saw that Rob had made a fresh attack. This time, the victim put up less of a fight. She watched Rob sink his teeth through a girl’s flesh, tearing a chunk of skin from her face. The girl let out a blood-curdling scream as Rob devoured it greedily.  
 
    Cassie felt her mouth drop open. She barely had time to register what was happening before Luke pulled her away. 
 
    They fled down the emptying corridor, their classmates hurrying into other rooms. As they skidded towards the stairs, the pair caught snippets of high-pitched speech and commotion from the end of the corridor. Cassie wasn’t sure where they were headed, or what they intended to do next. All she knew was that they shouldn’t stop. She wanted to put as much space between her and Rob - no, that thing - as possible. 
 
    Luke and Cassie hurtled down a flight of stairs. A door to their left flung open, and two students ambled toward them. They were splattered with dark patches of blood, which was also smeared over their gaping mouths. As Cassie and Luke thundered past them, the pair sniffed the air and snarled menacingly. Cassie forced herself to ignore them, but she didn’t think she could stop running even if she wanted to. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she shouted. She cast a glance over her shoulder at their sinister pursuers.  
 
    Luke didn’t respond. 
 
    They burst through the main doors and ran across campus towards the metal gate and sanctuary of the courtyard. When they came to a halt, Cassie flashed her ID over the sensor. The light stayed red. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Cass, hurry - ” 
 
    “My pass doesn’t work.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My pass doesn’t work!” Cassie screamed in frustration. “Where’s yours?” 
 
    A look of horror dawned over Luke’s face as he fumbled around his neck. “I left it in the classroom…” 
 
    Their pursuers were almost upon them, letting out an unearthly moan. Cassie could almost hear them gnashing their teeth as they dragged their feet across the dry tarmac. Swinging from their necks, Cassie noticed, were ID badges; coated in blood, but still intact. Before she could think about it, she sprang towards them. 
 
    “Cassie!” Luke shouted. She heard him curse before running after her. 
 
    As they drew nearer, the creatures emitted a deep, hungry sob that sent a chill up Cassie’s spine. Holding her breath, she lunged towards the nearer of the two and yanked the ID card hard, snapping the strap. Teeth almost grazed her skin as she pulled her arm away. 
 
    “Got it!” she shouted to Luke, dodging the hungry grasps and hurtling back towards him. Cassie wiped the blood off the pass with her sleeve. She slapped it against the sensor, which flashed green, and they pushed all their weight against the gate. 
 
    The gate groaned and opened - finally - for them to both slip through.  
 
    Not fast enough. 
 
    One of their pursuers had caught them, and his arm snaked through the gap between the gate and wall. With a snarl, he pushed against the gate, fingers curling around the metal. Blood smeared over the silver paint.  
 
    Cassie and Luke pushed the gate with all the strength they could muster, and finally, with a bone-splintering crack, the gate closed. As it did, the trapped arm flopped to the floor, ripped clean from its owner. 
 
    Cassie slumped against the wall. “What,” she panted, “is happening?” 
 
    Luke wiped his glasses. 
 
    “Welcome to the apocalypse.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Who became Prime Minister in 1973?” Heidi whispered to her sister. “Was it Heath?” 
 
    “No one became Prime Minister in 1973. You mean 1970. You should have revised for the test,” Eliza hissed back before returning to her paper. Heidi groaned, slumping in her seat. She earned a glare from her teacher, Alison, in response. She twiddled her pen. 
 
    “Stupid history. What do we need to learn about the past for?” 
 
    “Because history tends to repeat itself. Such as you failing your history exam again because you didn’t revise,” Eliza said, barely moving her lips. She’d mastered the art of talking in class without being spotted. Heidi began to doodle absent-mindedly on the corner of her page. 
 
    “I knew I should have taken math instead. I would do literally anything to get out of this class right now.” 
 
    As if on cue, a loud crash sounded from the corridor, quickly followed by the pounding of feet speeding past their classroom. Heidi frowned. That was the third sign of something abnormal outside their classroom in the past ten minutes. She looked towards Alison, who seemed just as confused. The class began whispering amongst themselves as she opened the door and peered out of it in interest. Apparently seeing nothing of interest to report, Alison went to pull her head back into the room. But before she could, a scream erupted from her throat. Instinctively, Heidi sprang up from her chair. 
 
    Alison stumbled back from the door in shock, slamming it shut with shaking hands. She turned the handle so that the metal lock slid quickly into place. Then she backed away to the windows in horror, staring at the door. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Heidi demanded to know, watching Alison gape, horrified, at the classroom door. Her fingers fumbled for the cross hanging around her neck, and she held it in her trembling hands. Alison had either not heard Heidi, or couldn’t bring herself to speak. Heidi moved out from behind her desk. 
 
    “Don’t go near that door,” Alison warned, finally managing to find her voice. Heidi turned to look at Eliza, who had abandoned her essay and was getting to her feet. Eliza shuffled to stand beside her sister. Though twins, they looked nothing alike. Heidi stood taller, while Eliza hunched her shoulders, making herself appear much shorter. Heidi’s brown hair was hacked short, while Eliza’s yellow hair spilled onto her shoulders. With their long blonde hair, it was often she and Cassie who were mistaken as twins.  
 
    As they approached the door together, Eliza reached for the bobble that was often around her wrist to tie her hair off her face. That’s how Heidi knew she was ready for any action they might face. 
 
    Their classmates began to protest as the pair approached the door. Heidi peered through the glass window of the door and saw an empty corridor. She was about to move away when a sudden thud against the door made her stumble away in horror. 
 
    Blood splattered across the glass as a body was flung against it, crying out as it was forced against the door by an unseen attacker. The person yelled out in pain, and Heidi saw a frenzy of limbs struggling against one another. A young face - a girl, who looked barely old enough to be in college - was pressed against the glass. Her desperate eyes pleaded with Heidi and Eliza for help as they watched the scene that was unfolding before them, frozen in horror.  
 
    Sprays of blood hit the glass and freckled it with red spots. The girl was bumped against the wooden door over and over, and her agonizing cries grew fainter until they stopped all together. Her limp body slumped to the floor. 
 
    “What the fuck…” Heidi breathed. She was trying desperately to tear her eyes away from the motionless and bloodied body.   
 
    She couldn’t.   
 
    Hands grabbed the body from the other side of the door, ripping through the girl’s stomach with short and bloodied fingernails. Then, something more animal than human lowered its head and began to feast on the guts, flesh and muscle that spilled from the ruined torso. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we help her?” someone asked with uncertainty. They were ignored. It was clear to every eye in the room that she was beyond help. 
 
    Heidi turned to her sister. Eliza was staring in shock at the door, her eyebrows furrowed and skin pale. She swallowed nervously, looking like she was going to be sick. 
 
    Heidi watched through the glass in the door as more hands joined in the feast, more monsters lowering their heads to eat. They had surrounded the door now, and Heidi saw them properly for the first time. 
 
    Bloodshot eyes with tiny pinprick pupils, gazing hungrily at the flesh they tore and ate with their bare hands. Their faces were pale in color, apart from the large purple rings around those bloodshot eyes. Bulging veins laced their way up the necks of the feeders. Blood dripped from their chins as they ripped the carcass apart, all of them emitting the same haunting moan from deep in their stomachs. One of them only had one leg - the other torn away at the knee. It looked like something had got to it before it turned. 
 
    Heidi watched as they reached and tore the guts from the body, saw intestines sprawled and organs exposed inside a shattered rib cage. Blood gushed from the wreckage of the body, but this only encouraged the feeders. There were three of them now and more coming nearer, more hungry hands joining the frenzy. 
 
    One by one, they dragged the remnants of the corpse to their mouths, slurping on the fresh meat. After what felt like an age, all that remained was shattered bone, scraps of cloth and thick clumps of matted hair. And blood. There was so much blood, it could have painted the walls. The smooth, polished floor was smeared scarlet, and looking down at her feet, Heidi saw it creeping under the door, soaking the carpet and staining it a dark, muddy color. Cautiously, and trying to resist the urge to vomit, Heidi inched forward to see that the feeding was finished. She watched, horrified, as the creatures rose to their feet. Their heads turned to the right as they shuffled slowly away, dragging their feet in the direction of the college cafeteria.   
 
    In search of more prey. Heidi quickly pushed the thought from her mind. She felt sick. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Eliza asked quietly, breaking the silence. She turned to the trembling group of students, all of whom stood by their desks, terrified.   
 
    “I don’t know,” Heidi admitted. She turned to her sister, her heart thundering painfully in her chest. “But we have to get out of this place.” 
 
    Eliza nodded, solemn in agreement.  
 
    “No!” someone shouted. Heidi turned to see a boy shoving his way past the other students. It was Ross. Heidi rolled her eyes. She’d never liked him – he always had something to say. She’d spent an entire term sitting beside him, listening to him boast about how many girls he’d had. Needless to say, she wasn’t his biggest fan. He raised a finger and pointed at Heidi, his hand shaking. 
 
    “You’re going to keep that door closed, you dumb bitch,” he spat. “You saw what just happened. I don’t want that to be me.” 
 
    “Charming,” Heidi murmured, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “None of us want that,” Eliza tried to reason. She had a level head, even in the face of terror. “But that will be exactly what happens to you if you stay here. They’ll come back. There could be more of them. They’re not going to leave unless someone deals with them. If you stay here, they’ll get in.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well. They’ve got a hell of a lot of other people to get through before they get to us,” Ross hissed. He crossed his arms, backing away from the door. “I’d rather them than me,” he muttered. Heidi heaved a sigh. Yet again, he had proved himself to be a complete asshole. 
 
    “Well, if you want to stay here, that’s your choice. We’re going. Adios.” 
 
    “Are you fucking crazy?” Ross cried, hysteria making his voice surprisingly high-pitched.  “You go out there, you’ll get ripped to shreds. Haven’t you just seen that?” 
 
     “We won’t forget it in a hurry,” someone else interjected. Heidi and Eliza turned to see who’d spoken. He was a chirpy boy who often answered questions in class. Heidi remembered his name was Rori. She’d always thought him attractive, with his thoughtful brown eyes and mess of blonde hair. He swung his rucksack on his shoulders, ready to go. Another reason to like him.  
 
    “Seems like you already forgot,” Ross snapped. 
 
    “I haven’t. I know it’s dangerous out there, but that doesn’t mean it’s a good idea staying here. I don’t want to be a sitting duck,” Rori said calmly. Heidi folded her arms. 
 
    “See? Someone’s got some brains.” 
 
    “I don’t want to die in here,” Rori said. Then he shrugged, his eyes meeting Heidi’s. “I guess I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “We need to find our friends. Are you sure you want to join us?” Eliza said. Rori nodded. 
 
    “As long as I can try and find my own, too. But it’s safety in numbers.” 
 
    “Agreed. Anyone else coming?” Heidi said, addressing the other students. Alison was whimpering in the corner, muttering a prayer to herself. Most of the others looked torn, weighing up their options between Ross and Heidi. 
 
    “We’ve got friends out there. People we care about, people we love. Don’t any of you have someone who means the same to you?” Eliza asked, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Of course we do. We’re just not on a suicide mission,” Ross said. 
 
    “Whatever you say. We all know you’re just looking out for me, myself and I,” Heidi said, directing her glare at Ross. “Maybe it is a suicide mission. But so is staying here. A less active, more cowardly one.” 
 
     “No-one is opening this door!” Ross screamed, pointing at the door behind him and glaring at everyone who stood before him. “I’m not dying so that some idiots can maybe find their friends and die on the other side of campus in the process! Now is not the time to be a fucking hero!” 
 
     “It’s not called being a hero,” Eliza said, quietly but forcefully. “We just don’t want to be stuck here. Something is going on out there, and we want to find our friends. We have as much of a chance out there as we do in here.” 
 
    “No-one is forcing you to leave,” Rori reasoned, standing between Heidi and Ross as though to keep them from pouncing on one another. “But I’m with them on this. Let us out, please. We’re on the first floor, so that door is the only way out of this room. We can’t hide here forever, whatever is going on out there. Just let us out, and lock the door behind us, if you want to stay in here.” 
 
    “Let them go,” Alison said, still cowering in the corner. “We can lock the door and make a barricade. The sooner they leave, the sooner we’re safe.” 
 
    Heidi cocked her head at her teacher. “Wow. So that’s how it is. And to think, I didn’t like you for giving me bad grades…now you’re just mean.” 
 
    Ross left out an angry sigh. He looked from one determined face to another, and saw he was defeated. He shrugged, leaning against the teacher’s desk. Heidi looked around the room. 
 
    “Anyone else coming?” 
 
    Rori and Eliza stood beside her, looking expectant. Another boy came forward and Rori clapped him on the back as he joined them. Heidi had never spoken to him, but remembered his name was Warren. She tried to give him an encouraging smile. He smiled back, his dark eyes still and calm despite the chaos surrounding them. Just as Heidi was about to give up and go, another boy moved from the cluster of students. He cleared his throat with a sense of self-importance. He was short and stocky with small squinty eyes, but he held his head high. He held out his hand for Heidi to shake. 
 
    “You’ll be needing someone to be the brains of the operation,” he said, puffing out his chest. “I’m Toby.” He took a penknife from his pocket and flicked the blade up, as if showing off that he had a weapon. Heidi raised her eyebrow. She guessed it was better than nothing, but it wasn’t about to send heads rolling. Rori shot Heidi an amused yet uncertain glance as Toby marched to the door, penknife raised. Warren and Eliza followed silently in his wake.   
 
    Ross nodded to the five of them as if permitting them to go. Toby, Rori, Warren and Eliza waited anxiously by the door, but Heidi, as if changing her mind, walked towards Ross instead. She smiled at him one final time. 
 
    “If you survive this, I really hope you manage to grow a pair of balls,” Heidi said. Then she reveled in the nervous laughter of the other students as she walked away. Ross stood up as though about to say something, but then he backed off, fuming. Heidi sighed happily as she reached the door. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting to say something like that forever. He’s had it coming a long time,” she said. She turned to Toby. “Right then, Brain Box. After you.” 
 
    Toby took the time to look at each of them in turn, clearly relishing the drama. It’s like Rob 2.0 is right here in the room with me, Heidi thought. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Toby asked, his voice low and his eyebrows knitted together. Everyone nodded, trying to swallow the nerves rising inside them. Toby clicked the lock and the door swung open, revealing the abandoned corridor. He stepped out over the gory remnants of the dead student, his penknife at the ready. Heidi could almost feel the collective breath each of them held as they followed. She turned back to the classroom, and saw Ross through the blood stained glass. He glared at her as he turned the lock. 
 
    There was no turning back now.

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Ginge liked to think she got on well with her mother. They had what you would call a normal mother-daughter relationship, fighting one minute and making up the next. But as the old saying goes, all good things come to an end, and their relationship came to an end when Ginge beheaded her. 
 
    Ginge stood in the barns on her farm, panting. She lowered the axe slowly, wiping the sweat from her brow as she watched her mother’s head roll away, her face still contorted in an inhuman grin. It came to a halt a few meters away, and attracted the attention of a few confused cows. 
 
    One thing was certain to Ginge. Her mother had turned into a monster. She’d watched her mother tear her father to pieces just with her teeth, heard the crunch of bones as they snapped like twigs in her mother’s thirst for flesh. She remembered the piercing screams of her siblings, so young and innocent, as they stood by and watched the death of their parent. Worse still was that their other parent was the murderer. Ginge had stood in horror, fighting back tears, yet unable to look away, watching until there was little more than scraps of her father left.  
 
    It was then that she ran. The monster that was once her mother had stumbled after her, reaching out with yearning fingers for locks of her daughter’s fiery hair, longing to pull her down and devour her flesh too. Her three younger siblings ran ahead, terrified. That was when she found the axe in the barn, as if it were waiting for her. So before she could change her mind, Ginge had swung the weapon through the air in fear, the blade making a clean dent through her mother’s neck. Gravity had done the rest.  
 
    Silence fell as she stared at the remnants of her mother. Turning slowly, she saw her younger siblings, Hannah, Billy and the eldest, Cara, huddled together in terror. Their faces were streaked with tears, their eyes red and raw from crying. At the ages of just four, seven and fifteen, they’d never seen anything as horrific in their lives. Cara’s bottom lip trembled as she tried to stop her tears, holding herself together for the younger ones. 
 
    “I can’t believe you just did that,” she whispered, never taking her eyes off her mother’s corpse. She pulled Hannah and Billy close to her, protectively, as if Ginge were about to swing her axe at them, too. Ginge looked back at her mother’s remains, unable to unhear the moans that had escaped her lips as she devoured human skin. It was sickening. So was what she’d just done, even if she’d done it for the right reasons. 
 
    “What did you expect me to do?” Ginge asked as calmly as she could. As the eldest sibling, she was used to being the peacemaker, though she was sure it would take her siblings longer to forgive her this time around. “I couldn’t just let her kill us…she wasn’t Mum anymore.” 
 
    When Cara didn’t offer a response, Ginge knelt to examine the severed head. It barely resembled her mother. Blood was splashed across her lips like smeared lipstick, teeth bared menacingly at Ginge. Her eyes were still wide open and riddled with bolts of red. Her mother stared at her in accusation. The eyes told her she was a murderer. Murderer. 
 
    Ginge didn’t have time for guilt, though. She didn’t have time for anything, but survival. No time to cry, no time to mourn. She sniffed and that was the closest she’d get to crying over her mother’s corpse. 
 
     “We need to get back in the house,” Ginge told her siblings firmly. She wasn’t sure what to do, but the thought of home comforted her, even if their large family had lost two of its members. Ginge swore to herself at that moment that she would do whatever it took to protect her siblings. She didn’t know what had happened to her parents, but she suspected they weren’t the only ones. She didn’t want to consider that her parents were the only ones who had gone on a murderous rampage and turned into bloodthirsty animals. She was only thankful she’d decided to take advantage of another sick day off college. If she hadn’t, no one would have been there to protect the kids. 
 
    Ginge was a smart and practical girl. Being the eldest, she knew the ins and outs of running their small family farm, and it was her helping hands their father relied on. She knew that she could take over the farm and keep it running, if that was what it came to. She could harvest crops and slaughter the animals for meat, she reminded herself calmly, trying to distract her confused mind from what she had just done. She liked to focus on the practical things.   
 
    But the fear of being alone out there terrified her. Her farm and home was excluded from the rest of the town, and the isolation would work in their favor, but she feared that if more of the monsters came, she wouldn’t be able to defend her territory alone. Ginge was barely seventeen herself, and one seventeen year old girl against a herd of crazed beings wasn’t a comforting thought. She’d seen enough horror movies to know how that would likely end. 
 
    But the movie was only just beginning. 
 
    “Let’s go. Now,” Ginge said, nodding to Cara. Obediently, Cara swung the youngest, Billy, over her shoulder and shuffled back to the house. Billy wailed at the top of his voice for Mummy, but Cara held him close and stroked his hair, soothing him. Soon enough, his thumb was in his mouth, his bottom lip trembling as they headed to the house. Hannah reached for Ginge’s hand, seeking comfort in the next best mother figure. Ginge was glad that Hannah wasn’t scared of her, at least. She was afraid of the monsters, and Ginge had protected them from the monsters. That was all that mattered. Even if the monsters had once been their parents. 
 
    Wiping blood on her jeans, Ginge took Hannah’s hand and squeezed it comfortingly. Her sister’s hand suddenly felt so small in her own. Ginge didn’t realize she was crying until Hannah reached up and brushed Ginge’s tears away, her dark eyes sparkling with fresh tears too. Hannah was intelligent for a seven-year-old, and though she wasn’t the most academic child, she saw the world through different eyes, seeing light where there was only darkness. Now, she used that power to comfort Ginge. 
 
    “Mummy is better now,” she insisted. “She can’t hurt herself or anyone else. Her and Dad are up there now.” 
 
    She pointed a stubby little finger upwards to the sky, and Ginge followed to where she was pointing with a smile. She herself didn’t believe in a God, but Hannah’s belief kept her happy.  Anything that could comfort Hannah now was worth something. She wasn’t about to tell Hannah that she was wrong. That there would be no hope if more of the monsters came. 
 
    “Come on, we’ll get you back inside,” Ginge said, focusing on her siblings rather than thinking of the parents she had just lost. Family was everything to her. Now that it was smaller, she still overflowed with love, ready to give to those that remained. 
 
    They crossed the small bridge over the creek and back to the house. Ginge could almost convince herself that it was a normal day on her farm. She could hear the cows groaning at one another, and the bungalow looked as it did every day. But if she squinted through her glasses, she could see a blood splatter on the kitchen window, smeared around the edge as though someone had wiped it over the panes. She let go of Hannah’s hand and watched her younger sister walk up the gravel path to the front door. Taking a moment to compose herself, her hands shaking, Ginge scanned the surrounding fields for signs of life. It was eerily quiet after all the chaos they’d just experienced, but for some reason, she felt safer once she was inside their house. 
 
    Cara was in the kitchen, retching and sobbing as she tried to mop up the mess that was left of her father. With a sigh, Ginge wrenched the mop from Cara’s hand and took over her job. In Hannah’s room, the two youngest were playing quietly, not wanting to enter the kitchen again. 
 
    “Aren’t you scared, Ginge?” Cara asked, her voice cracking as she cried. She wiped the tears away with the sleeve of her sweatshirt.   
 
    “Of course I’m bloody scared,” Ginge said quietly, the mop squelching as she wrung the blood out of it. So much blood, the water ran scarlet. 
 
    “I just mean…you’re so…calm.” 
 
    “Someone has to be. And let’s be honest, it was never going to be you, was it?” Ginge said playfully, but the joke only made Cara’s face wrinkle in pain. Ginge had always felt her teenage sister to be the biggest mystery to her out of them all. They were close in age, but so different in every other way. As the eldest child, Ginge found that Cara was almost like her practice sibling. She’d been able to handle Hannah and Billy because she’d had time to adjust. But Cara was another story. 
 
    Cara wrapped her arms around herself and Ginge tried to think about what to say. She didn’t want to be cold toward her. She stopped mopping, pausing to look out of the window. 
 
    “It’s surreal. I don’t think I believe it, to be honest. Maybe that’s why I’m not such a mess,” Ginge said quietly. She felt an odd sense of calming numbness wash over her. Then she continued to mop. She removed every trace of what was once her father from the kitchen.  Everything that was left of him. 
 
    “Ginge…” 
 
    “Look, Cara, we’re going to be okay.” Ginge sighed. “I’m going to do everything I can to protect you, Hannah and Billy. I know how we can keep the farm running. I might need some help along the way, but I will die before I let anything happen to you three.” 
 
    “Ginge…” 
 
    “What, Cara?” Ginge snapped, irritated. “I’m trying my best to make you feel better…” 
 
    “But look!” Cara wailed, her voice finally breaking with panic. She pointed with a shaking hand to the kitchen window. Raising her eye line reluctantly, Ginge stared at the abomination outside her window.  
 
    What had once been a young man now resembled a mangled creature, his skin tinged yellow and peeling. The dead man pressed his face against the window, oozing pus and drooling blood on the window pane. Ginge’s eyes widened in fear. She knew she’d have to go out again. Alone. Terrified as she was, she couldn’t let her siblings get hurt. She had to sort this out, and she had to do it alone. She was the head of the family now. 
 
    And she’d do anything to save them. 
 
    Ginge snapped to attention. “Cara, I need you to lock yourself in Hannah’s room with the kids. Block the door with whatever you can find.” Ginge paused, meeting the hungry, dead eyes of the monster at the window. “I’m going outside.” 
 
    Before Cara could protest, Ginge grabbed several knives from the drawers in the kitchen. Wielding them with confidence, she slipped out the front door, her heart thundering as it closed behind her. Doors won’t hold forever, a voice said in the back of her mind. 
 
    As she laid eyes upon the creature in their front yard, she felt rage burn in the pit of her stomach; an anger so intense that it seemed to flow through her arteries, as if she were made of fire. Her hand tightened around the hilt of the knife. 
 
    “Come get me, you stupid piece of shit!” Ginge cried wildly. The monster snapped his head sideways at the noise, emitting a glob of spit as he did so. Then, slowly but surely, he made his way towards Ginge, shuffling over the gravel driveway. She egged him on, beckoning it towards her and away from the house and her family. 
 
    “Come on, what are you waiting for?” she growled. 
 
    With a war cry, she thundered forward and brought the knife down on the monster’s head, cracking the bone with a sickening crunch. The creature moaned. It made one last weak grab for Ginge with its bloodied fingers. But Ginge wasn’t to be defeated. She pushed downwards until the creature was on its knees before her, the knife digging further into its brain. She cried out as she yanked the knife out of the skull and the undead man crumpled to the ground, eyes rolling back in its head and its tongue lolling from its mouth.  
 
    Satisfied, Ginge allowed herself a triumphant smile. She turned back to look across the field. She could see figures lurking in the distance, and her heart plummeted like a stone. Her small victory felt meaningless as she watched five creatures moving as a group towards her, with more shuffling behind them. She could hear their hungry moans, drifting to her over the breeze, and their hands reached out hungrily even from afar. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Ginge said aloud to herself, the situation weighing heavily on her. “I think I’m gonna need a bigger knife.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Cassie asked. 
 
    It felt like a stupid question to ask. What were they supposed to do? The courtyard was deserted - whether that was a blessing or not, Cassie wasn’t sure. The calls they’d both tried to make on their mobile phones rang out, so they couldn’t contact anyone. 
 
    They were on their own. 
 
    “Well, we probably won’t need these anymore,” Luke said. He was rummaging through his rucksack, pulling out textbooks and notepads. “We don’t want anything that’s going to weigh us down.” 
 
    Cassie didn’t need to question him. An unsettled voice in the back of her mind told her they were going to need to run again, and fast.  
 
    More blood-soaked attackers were joining the two at the gate. Dirtied, greedy hands reached for Cassie and Luke through the gate’s metal bars. Their hungry snarls drowned out the sound of gravel crunching beneath the feet of more monsters. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Luke said. “Or as far away from here as possible. I don’t know what’s going on, but maybe we can find someone who does…” 
 
    Cassie nodded her agreement. “How do we do that, exactly?” she wondered aloud. She swung her - now much lighter - rucksack over her shoulder. She tightened the straps nervously against her back. All that was left inside was her phone and keys. Everything else seemed pointless now.  
 
    “I have my car, don’t I? We can use that.” His eyes lingered on the bloodstains on Cassie’s jeans. “It has just been cleaned though…” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that’s the least of your concerns. Besides, we won’t all fit in your car. It’s only got four seats.” 
 
    Luke raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “We’re not leaving without our friends,” Cassie said. 
 
    “I knew you’d say that,” Luke sighed. “We have to go back for them, don’t we?” 
 
    Cassie nodded. “You’d want someone to go back if it was you.”   
 
    Luke grunted, but he didn’t protest. He pushed his glasses up his nose, his dark blue eyes calculating behind the frames. Cassie could almost see the internal debate he was having between logic and emotion. 
 
    “Fine. But, we need something to defend ourselves with...” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think we’re going to be spoilt for choice…I’m pretty sure the canteen isn’t stocked with machetes and rifles,” Cassie pointed out. 
 
    “I am well aware that we’ll have to improvise. There must be something we can use…” Luke scrambled through his math supplies and found a compass. Cassie raised an eyebrow as Luke pocketed it. 
 
    “I think that’s improvising a little too much,” Cassie said. Luke shrugged. 
 
    “Well what do you have, other than your bare hands?” 
 
    Cassie chewed her lip, looking at the upended contents of her bag. Then she grabbed her bottle of deodorant, shaking it in preparation. She tossed it from hand to hand.  
 
    “You want to get close enough to those things to blind them?” 
 
    “Oh, and your compass is a long distance weapon?” Cassie snapped. 
 
    “Yeah…let’s try and get some better supplies. ASAP.” 
 
    As they readied themselves, Cassie scanned the courtyard for anything else that could be useful. Abandoned crisp packets and empty drink cans littered the picnic benches, but there was nothing else that Cassie could see that remotely resembled a weapon. 
 
    “We’re going to have to get into the college building,” Luke said, reaching the same conclusion as Cassie. “Get ourselves into a classroom and find something we can fight with, if needed. Then we’ll find the others.”   
 
    He checked his watch. “I’m giving us an hour,” he informed her curtly. “If we don’t find them by then, we’re leaving while we’ve still got all our limbs. Deal?” 
 
    Cassie nodded her silent agreement, and the pair of them set off quietly across the courtyard. 
 
    Instinctively, she turned left towards the conservatory. She stopped in her tracks. Her eyes widened as she saw the blood splattered across the glass windows. A hand thumped against the conservatory door, making her jump. Luke tapped her shoulder gently. He silently shook his head and motioned towards a fire door straight ahead of them that they knew from experience was always open. Cassie shuddered, turning her back on the mangled figure trapped in the conservatory and following Luke’s lead. 
 
    They opened the door silently. Luke peered cautiously around the corner, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “Clear,” he whispered, ducking inside and holding the door for Cassie. 
 
    They emerged onto the main corridor, which was deserted and eerily silent. It was strange to think how crowded and bustling it would have been on any other morning. The same posters still hung on the cork boards; colorful posters advertising Geography Club and Debate Team, except now they were covered with droplets of dark red blood and chunks of gore. Cassie wondered how many students had died already. How many teachers, counselors, bus drivers and dinner ladies had been killed… 
 
    “This way,” Cassie said, nudging Luke’s arm and pointing right down the corridor. She didn’t want to think about anything, but finding her friends. They began to walk quickly, muffling their footsteps as best they could on the linoleum floor.   
 
    “Where is everyone?” Luke wondered aloud. He peered into the first classroom they passed.  
 
    “Empty,” he said, frowning. He reached a hand out for the door handle and turned it, allowing the door to creak open on its hinges. He took a cautious step into the geology classroom, and then beckoned Cassie to follow him. After a quick sweeping glance around the room to check it was empty, they shut the door behind themselves and locked it quietly. 
 
    The classroom was in abandoned chaos. Chairs were overturned, clearly the work of a stampede of people struggling desperately to escape. The blinds in the windows were falling free from their hooks, and pieces of paper littered all surfaces. A breeze fluttered in from the open windows, and Cassie wondered whether students had escaped out of them. 
 
    Luke crossed to the other side of the room and chuckled softly at something. 
 
    “What?” Cassie asked, jumping. She was on edge, more alert than ever. 
 
    “We couldn’t have chosen a better classroom,” Luke said. He turned to her, a faint smile crossing his face. “Come over here.” 
 
    Cassie obeyed, frowning. But when she reached where Luke was standing, she felt a smile tugging at the corners of her lips, too. 
 
    “They’re not that sharp, but they’ll do,” Luke said, picking up a recently used shovel and inspecting it. “They must be here from the field trip. I’m guessing if you whack something with this, you could break a few bones. Or better, a skull.” 
 
    “That’s a dark thought.” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard? The only people who survive the apocalypse are the psychos. And usually the ones with a sarcastic sense of humor.” Luke raised his eyebrow, examining his shovel. “Time to adopt the mindset.” He swung the shovel over his head to feel the weight of it, and Cassie ducked to avoid the shovel’s swift arc. 
 
    “Sorry,” he apologized, straightening up. 
 
    “It’s alright. I don’t fancy getting decapitated though. Save it for the zombies.” 
 
    “Is that what we’re calling them?” 
 
    Cassie shrugged. “I guess. Until we come up with something better.” 
 
    Luke passed a shovel to Cassie, before reaching into a box of rusty trowels and grabbing a couple of the sharper, cleaner ones. He pressed the tip of his finger to the point of the trowel, feeling how sharp it was. 
 
    “Not perfect, but it’ll have to do.” He swung his rucksack off his shoulders and put some trowels inside, slipping another into the belt loop of his jeans. Cassie did the same, feeling the weight of the weapons in her hand. An overwhelming sense of relief washed over her. Now, they actually had something to fight with. It all felt suddenly surreal to her, then, that she and Luke had locked themselves in a geology classroom with a mismatched group of weapons to fight people-turned-monsters. She shuddered, but quickly composed herself. She had to keep a level head. 
 
    “Anything else useful?” she asked finally, snapping back to reality. She peered over Luke’s shoulder as he bent to search the other boxes of equipment. 
 
    “A few screwdrivers,” Luke called over his shoulder, rummaging about through the box. He deposited a handful of them on the table before straightening up and grabbing the handle of his shovel. 
 
    “Better than nothing,” Cassie said, dividing them up.   
 
    “We should get moving,” Luke reminded her. “We don’t want those things to pinpoint an exact location on us. We can’t afford to get trapped anywhere, either.” He consulted his watch. He glanced at Cassie pointedly. “Forty-five minutes.” 
 
    They emerged onto the still empty corridor, shovels at the ready and backpacks secured so tightly that the straps dug into their shoulders. Somewhere in the distance, someone was screaming. Cassie felt the hand holding her shovel trembling and forced herself to try and calm down, to focus. It wasn’t a good time to panic, and she didn’t want to wind up dead just because she was nervous.  
 
    “We’ll head towards the chemistry labs,” Luke said in barely more than a whisper. “We can cut through to the history classrooms.” 
 
    Cassie nodded. They set off down the corridor, stepping over the occasional pool of blood. They both chose to ignore the bloodied shoe they found abandoned at the foot of the stairs. Cassie followed Luke silently to the chemistry labs on the first floor. He pushed the door of the first lab open, and they both raised their shovels, ready to fight.  
 
    As soon as the door swung open, three zombies ambled out from behind the science desks. The nearest of the three swung towards Luke, who lifted his shovel and hit the attacker on the knees, sending it crashing to the floor. It didn’t seem fazed, already trying to get to its feet. Luke swung again with the shovel, this time over his head, and brought it crashing down on the skull of the writhing corpse. It took another almighty swing of the shovel on the corpse’s head to stop it writhing and clawing towards him. 
 
    “Looks like hitting their head is the only thing that stops them completely,” Luke panted. “Otherwise they just keep going.” 
 
    Taking Luke’s advice on board, Cassie swung her own weapon straight into the side of another zombie’s head. It lodged in the bone with a sickening crunch. She struggled for a moment to wrench it free, feeling the wooden handle drive splinters into her palm. As soon as she was freed, Cassie caught Luke’s eye and he nodded to her. As the third creature approached, they raised their shovels in unison. Luke swung first, smacking the zombie across the face. It stumbled in Cassie’s direction, where it was greeted with another blow to the head. Falling to its knees, what was left of its brain splattered across the floor. Luke wiped a spot of blood off his glasses, a smug smile on his face.  
 
    But they didn’t have long to celebrate. 
 
    “We’ve got more company,” Luke said. They turned to the door that they had, in their haste, left open and unlocked. Their commotion had attracted the attention of more snarling zombies, who stumbled toward the open door with outstretched arms. 
 
    Luke sprang forward and pulled the door shut, locking it.  
 
    “Help me shift this,” Cassie called. Together, they rammed one of the desks directly in front of the door, which was already buckling from the weight of the bodies pressed desperately against it. They stood back helplessly for a few moments, trapped. 
 
    “Grab a Bunsen burner,” Luke called. He swung his rucksack off his shoulders and pulled out a can of deodorant that was left inside. Cassie yanked open one of the cupboards to grab a Bunsen burner and rammed the rubber nozzle onto a gas tap. After a quick rifle through the nearby drawers, she grabbed a box of matches. She hurried over to where she’d set the burner up, turning the gas tap on and igniting the blue flame. 
 
    “Grab some acid. Something flammable,” Luke instructed, setting up a second burner. 
 
    “We’re going to burn our way through them?” 
 
    “You didn’t think we’d just set this up for fun, did you?” Luke said. 
 
    “This isn’t a science experiment, Luke!” 
 
    “If you prefer our chances fighting them, be my guest,” Luke replied stiffly. 
 
    Admitting defeat, Cassie hurried over to a tray of labeled beakers. She searched frantically for something flammable, her hands fumbling clumsily over the glass bottles. Sulfuric acid. Nitric acid. Hydrochloric acid.   
 
    “Shit,” Cassie cursed. Reaching the last bottle, she cried out in relief as she turned the label. Acetic acid. She pulled the bung from the bottle and doused the door and desk with the liquid. 
 
    “Stand back,” Luke instructed. “Get behind that desk, but be ready to run. Got it?” 
 
    Cassie slid under a desk, her heart slamming against her chest.  
 
    “Ready,” she called.  
 
    Luke ripped the cap off his deodorant bottle and held it at arms length to the Bunsen burners. Covering his face, he turned his head away and pushed his finger down on the spray button. 
 
    With a whooshing roar and a burst of heat, the desk and door were illuminated in flames. Luke dove under the desk next to Cassie, coughing as plumes of smoke curled through the air. Peering around the desk, Cassie saw infected hands clawing at the burning wood, impervious to the pain or the heat. But, just as Luke had predicted, their skin and bodies burned like living flesh would. The door caved inwards and the creatures were consumed by the raging fire. 
 
    Their dead skin blistered and bubbled, red sores bursting over their hands, arms and faces. Scrambling across the floor, Luke grabbed another bottle of acetic acid, unscrewed the lid and threw it into the flames. There was a burst of sparks and a faint bang, which sprayed charred, flaming flesh across the room. The pair watched the smoldering wreckage from behind the cover of their desk, sleeves covering their mouths as smoke burned the back of their throats.   
 
    “Now!” Luke called hoarsely. They both leapt to their feet. Cassie grabbed a fire extinguisher off the wall and aimed it at the flaming inferno. The pile of charred bodies stirred feebly in the doorway. She saw Luke dart forward with another extinguisher, putting out the inferno they’d started. They didn’t want to get trapped in a college about to go up in flames. They certainly didn’t want to attract more creatures toward them. But they had to slow down the creatures somehow.   
 
    Approaching cautiously, Cassie lifted the empty fire extinguisher above her head. She  brought it crashing down onto the head of one of the charred bodies. Its crusted face caved in immediately, teeth shattering. Cassie brought the canister down repeatedly, again and again, as Luke wafted smoke through the open windows. When the massacre was done, Cassie rushed for the door, Luke behind her. They left a pile of smoky corpses behind them. 
 
    “Nice work,” Luke said, in a moment of rare appreciation. 
 
    Cassie wiped the sweat from her brow, still able to feel the heat of the fire and the moment. 
 
    “Thanks,” Cassie rasped. 
 
    A faint alarm bleeped and droplets of water began to rain down from the sprinklers above their heads. Cassie caught Luke’s eye and felt the uncontrollable urge to laugh. A smile tugged at the corner of Luke’s lips as he shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    They were safe. For a while.

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    
  
 
    Rori panted hard, giving himself a second to catch his breath before swinging the metal table leg he was holding through the air again. It connected with a sickening splat on the head of one of the savages. The skull burst with a crack, spilling brains and blood onto the once-shiny floor. Warren stood a few feet away, stamping his foot down repeatedly on the head of another creature until it caved in. 
 
    Rori straightened and leant against the wall of the upper corridor. He pushed his hair back off his sweaty forehead and caught Heidi’s eye. 
 
    “Good job we stayed together,” Heidi struggled to say through short breaths. She reached down and tugged the screwdriver she had found from the ruined eye socket of her attacker. It came free with a squelch.  
 
    “Lovely,” Heidi commented, her nose wrinkled. Then she turned to face her sister, whose face was set in a grim determination, even as nausea crossed her features. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Heidi asked her quietly. Behind them, the boys retrieved their various weapons from the mangled bodies. 
 
    “Yeah,” Eliza sighed, trying to smile reassuringly. She paused. “Well, actually, no. I don’t have a clue what’s going on here.” Heidi saw tears spring to her eyes. “I just hope we can find the others soon. Then we can get out of here and get some answers. Maybe find some adults and our parents.” 
 
    “Yeah, then everything will be fine,” Heidi said. She neglected to point out that all the adults they’d come across so far had been useless. Alison had barely put up a fight, and most of the teachers they recognized on their travels had turned. There was no reason their parents would be any more prepared. After all, when they woke up that morning, they’d never expected the zombie apocalypse to strike. 
 
    “Shall we push on?” Rori asked the girls, approaching them cautiously. He was the tallest and strongest of their mismatched group, much to the clear annoyance of Toby, who had been trying to establish himself as the leader since they’d left the history classroom. However, it had been Rori and Heidi that had discovered in an abandoned classroom the weird assortment of ‘weapons’ that they were now armed with. A pole, a screwdriver, a table leg and a baseball bat were the best of their current ammunition. Heidi had to remind herself bitterly that it was better than nothing. 
 
    “I’m going to kill Cassie when we find her,” Heidi moaned, kicking the still-twitching hand of the zombie in front of her. “Trust her to choose the one subject on the list that separates her building from the rest of the college…” 
 
    “Maybe she’s safer there,” Eliza hoped. 
 
    “We’ll find her, and then we’ll get out,” Toby said, attempting to reassert his authority over the group. He puffed out his chest and glared at them all, daring them to argue. 
 
    “What about your friends?” Heidi asked, ignoring Toby as she turned to Rori and Warren for support.  
 
    Rori shrugged awkwardly. “I saw them in the canteen,” he said by way of explanation. 
 
    Heidi bowed her head. That had been the worst few minutes of her young life. Stumbling into the canteen, hoping to find people, or an explanation for the madness unraveling around them…but instead finding what resembled a butcher’s store, with torn limbs littering the floor, and the diseased still tearing away at the long-immobile and long-dead bodies of students, teachers and dinner ladies alike. Rivers of blood had run across her feet, the deep crimson staining the bottom of her jeans, and the congregation of nearly a hundred savages had been enough to drive Toby, Rori, Heidi, Eliza and Warren away as quickly as their legs could carry them.  
 
    “Warren?” Eliza asked, turning to him. “What about your friends?” 
 
    “I don’t really have many friends,” Warren replied quietly. “Not any that would risk their lives for me, anyway.” 
 
    “Look, we can’t just stand here moping about,” Toby said, snapping into action. “Guys, put yourselves in your friend Cassie’s shoes. What would be the first thing she would do?’ 
 
    “She’d come to find us,” Eliza replied immediately. “Or she’d find Poppy.” 
 
    “Poppy?” Rori asked. 
 
    “Another friend of ours.” 
 
    “Bloody friendship for you,” Toby muttered, looking annoyed. “This is getting ridiculous.” 
 
    Heidi chose to ignore him. “We’ll keep heading this way,” she suggested, taking matters into her own hands. She wasn’t sure she trusted Toby just yet. She pointed towards the chemistry labs. “If Cassie has come for us, that’s nearest to the math campus. Maybe we’ll cross paths.” 
 
    Rori nodded his agreement, but he didn’t look hopeful. None of them did. 
 
    “If we don’t find her in the next half hour, we’re out of here. Agreed?” 
 
    Eliza, Rori and Warren nodded their agreement grimly. Toby stood with his arms crossed, looking pointedly at the floor. 
 
    “Toby?” Heidi asked, trying not to sound too forceful. He stuck his nose in the air. 
 
    “That’s what I was going to suggest,” he huffed. “I’ll lead the way, shall I?” With his head held high and pole poised for combat like a Roman warrior, he stalked ahead of them down the corridor. Rori caught Heidi’s eye and the pair of them held back laughter. They fell in step with one another as they followed Toby’s lead. 
 
    “You’re pretty handy with that screwdriver,” he said, nodding towards it. It was clear he wanted some conversation to distract himself. 
 
    Heidi smiled, feeling the weight of it in her hand. “It called to me. I must have been a  mechanic in another life.”  
 
    Rori chuckled and Heidi tucked it back in her pocket. “Truth be told, all I had to do was imagine that those things were Ross. The rest was almost easy.” 
 
    “Yeah, all you had to do then was stab the screwdriver through the eye socket of a living corpse,” Rori said dryly. “Almost easy.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Heidi said with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    “Quite the contrary. I’ve only just met you.” 
 
    “Such a pleasure, I’m sure,” was Heidi’s sarcastic reply. “God, I’m so out of breath. If I’d known the apocalypse was coming, I might have done some more cardio.” 
 
    Rori snorted. “Yeah, and I would’ve used that gym membership that I signed up for on New Year’s Day.” 
 
    Heidi cocked her head to the side. “You know, I think I’m going to like you, Rori.” 
 
    Rori’s answer was interrupted by a loud whooshing sound from up ahead. It was quickly followed by the crackling and sputtering of what was undoubtedly fire. Tendrils of white smoke began snaking lazily toward them. 
 
    “Fire!” Toby shouted. He ran in the direction of the sound, charging with his pole at the ready like a warrior going into battle. 
 
    “Doesn’t common sense imply that you should run away from a fire?” Heidi yelled, but she hurried to keep up. She didn’t like the idea of them splitting up. Annoying as Toby was, she didn’t want him to get himself killed. She readied her screwdriver again, even though it was useless if they were about to be burned to a crisp. 
 
    “Those…things can’t start a fire,” Rori pointed out seriously. He was a few steps ahead of Heidi, following Toby as he burst through a set of doors, Eliza and Warren close on their heels.   
 
    Rori thudded to a stop and Heidi almost ran into him. He grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “You hear that?” he asked. Heidi strained her ears, her eyes itchy from the smoke. 
 
    Listening beyond the crackling of the fire, Heidi nodded. The sound of someone shouting, and the eruption of a canister. Rori, Toby, Warren and Eliza had paused too. They raised their weapons instinctively, and Heidi swung around the corner, her hand holding the screwdriver raised above her head. Her heart pounded in her chest as she waited for the monsters to emerge.   
 
    Holding her breath, Heidi waited until she heard the squeak of a sole on the linoleum floor, before rushing forward and lunging at the sound, her screwdriver raised threateningly.  
 
    “After all that, and you’re the one to kill me,” came Cassie’s voice. “Talk about bad timing.” 
 
    Heidi stared in disbelief. Cassie and Luke’s clothes were covered in blood. Ash had settled in Luke’s dark hair, streaking it gray. But they were alive. 
 
    “You started a fire?” was the first thing Heidi was able to say. 
 
    “I prefer the term ‘controlled explosion’...” Luke corrected. 
 
    Heidi let out a cry of delight. She ran toward Cassie, pulling her into a tight hug. Eliza hurried over and joined them. She beamed at the pair of them, coughing as the smoke took a chokehold on their lungs. Overwhelmed with relief, Heidi ran to pull Luke into a hug as well. He backed away quickly.  
 
    “No, no,” Luke said, waving a hand in front of him. “Personal space rules still apply.” He looked Heidi up and down. She looked in a sorry state, with her t-shirt and the bottom of her jeans covered in blood. She even had some freckled on her nose. He wrinkled his nose. “You survived then?” 
 
    Heidi nodded, putting her hands on her knees and bending over as she gasped for breath. The short burst of running had taken a toll on her lungs. 
 
    “You know what they say,” she wheezed. “Survival of the fittest and all that.” 
 
    “Fittest? You look like you’re in cardiac arrest.” 
 
    “I just ran,” she said. “I can do anything. Once I get my breath back, that is.” 
 
    “Inspiring,” Luke said monotonously. “A Plus for effort. You need anything? Some water? An inhaler, perhaps?” 
 
    Heidi glared at Luke. “I see the apocalypse hasn’t made you any nicer.” 
 
    “I see it hasn’t made you any wittier. Come on, we should move. If you can’t keep running, I’m not carrying you.” 
 
    Heidi scowled, taking her screwdriver back out of her pocket and preparing for action. 
 
    “Hang on,” Eliza piped up, frowning. “What have you done with Rob?” 
 
    Cassie and Luke met each other’s eyes. Eliza watched the exchange and put two and two together, letting out a strangled gasp. Heidi put her hand on her sister’s shoulder, swallowing back the lump in her throat. 
 
    “We didn’t want to leave him behind…but he’d turned,” Cassie said gently. “He’s one of them.” 
 
    “That bite…” Eliza whispered.  
 
    Cassie nodded. She put a hand on Eliza’s other shoulder. “We’ll have time to mourn later,” she promised. “For now, we need to focus on getting us all out of here.” 
 
    “Guys…” Rori warned. His back was to them, watching a lone creature pull itself from the smoldering wreckage of the chemistry classroom. With blistered fingers, it began dragging its mangled body in their direction. 
 
    “The fire might attract more of them to us,” Eliza said, the smoke and tears making her splutter. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “This way!” Toby called, beckoning them forward. Eliza sniffed and rolled her eyes in Cassie’s direction. 
 
    “Not to be rude or anything, but who is he?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “He’s a bloody drama queen. That’s all you need to know,” Eliza mumbled to Cassie. “I’m kind of hoping we can ditch him when we leave.” 
 
    “Well, maybe not,” Cassie said, twirling her shovel. “This might be the end of the world. We’ve got to stick together now.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    As the monsters drew ever closer, Ginge ran as fast as she could to the barns. She knew exactly what she was looking for. She threw open the doors and grabbed another axe, a weapon that had served her well. She felt the weight of it, testing it in her hands. She was about to leave, but at the last minute, she spotted her father’s hunting gun. Ginge hastily slung the strap over her shoulder. She still had her knives, shoved hastily into her belt, but she only wanted to use them as a last resort. She didn’t much fancy the idea of getting too up close and personal with the monsters.   
 
    But none of the weapons on their own would be enough. She needed something else. Grabbing the edge of a tarpaulin sheet thrown in the corner of the barn, she ripped it off to reveal her method of transport. 
 
    A quad bike. 
 
    Ginge smiled to herself. She’d grown up driving the bike around the fields. By the time she was fourteen she was practically running the farm, whistling as she drove her own tractor around the fields. She had no doubt in her mind that she could handle riding the bike around while also taking down the festering creatures that were invading the yard. 
 
    Revving up the engine as quickly as she could, Ginge jumped onto the seat and put a helmet on, her fingers fumbling as she secured the strap on her chin.  
 
    “Safety first,” she murmured to herself, her red curls spilling out from beneath the helmet. Ramming her foot onto the accelerator, she surged forward at top speed through the open doors of the barn, skidding on the gravel outside as she drove. The inhuman creatures were almost at the house, and Ginge drove straight towards them. There was no time for fear. No time to think. She had to protect her family, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    The creatures noticed she was coming, drawn to her by the sound of the engine, and most of them began changing course from the house, lurching towards her clumsily.   
 
    “Fight me,” Ginge growled, her voice barely audible over the roaring of the quadbike’s engine. 
 
    The first of her pursuers attempted to clamber onto the quad bike, arms outstretched, but it was knocked aside easily. A horrific screech filled Ginge’s ears as its leg was trampled under the wheels of the quad bike, crushing its bones.  
 
    But that didn’t deter Ginge, who only revved the engine harder. Three more creatures were soon upon her, and she swung her axe wildly through the air, chopping and slicing at the limbs of the beasts. She hardly looked where she was aiming, just grateful that with each swing, another of the monsters fell. She sliced at one’s neck and it’s head flopped to one side lazily, still hanging on by a thread of skin. She turned back around sharply, using the butt of her gun to whack the side of its face as she drove past a second time.  
 
    She succeeded in executing the creature, but she was struggling to maneuver both her weapons and steering the quad bike at the same time. The quad wobbled dangerously, and she was thrown off, landing with a hard thud on the floor, winded.  
 
    A zombie was immediately upon her, its mouth lowered and snapping viciously at her face. Ginge quickly snatched a knife from her belt, stabbing it square in the forehead. Spraying blood and gore all over her, it reclined with a spasm running through its whole body before it fell completely motionless beside her. 
 
    Scrambling to her feet again, she watched as the quad bike carried on moving, mowing over several weaker zombies and finishing off the first attacker she’d encountered. She ran back to the quad with determination, leaping clumsily onto the seat. There were about a dozen zombies still shuffling around, and several were working on getting into the house, sensing easier prey. Ginge knew to take them down, she’d first need to get rid of the others, but she feared that they would get to her siblings before she could. 
 
    With a new found energy, she roared at the creatures and readied her rifle. The bullets began to flow in a shower of shots, taking down two immediately. In a matter of seconds, all the creatures were wounded; some of them dead. She leapt off the quad again, and beat the ones that were still moving with the butt of her gun. Their heads caved in as she attacked with all the force she could muster. Exhausted, she stepped back, staring at the mass of bodies surrounding her.  
 
    It was complete carnage. What surrounded her resembled something out of a horror film more than her own yard. She shuddered, shaking, and turned back to face the house. Her eyes widened when she realized something horrifying. 
 
    Some of the creatures had gotten in. 
 
      
 
    Cara clasped Hannah and Billy close to her, stroking Hannah’s hair absentmindedly as the younger kids both whimpered quietly. Cara wished she could do the same. She wished that she could bury her head in the sand and act like all this was happening to another person, in another world. She wanted someone to hold her and tell her it would be okay. She wanted Ginge back, protecting them all. But she had to be the adult for once, she reminded herself. She leant her chin on top of Billy’s head, stroking his hair gently, an action that she associated with affection from her mother. 
 
    Her mother…someone she’d never see again.  
 
    “Shh. Don’t let anyone hear us,” she whispered to her younger siblings. Trying to stop himself from crying, Billy sucked on his thumb like it was a dummy. His face glistened with a mix of snot and tears as he looked to Cara for comfort. Cara found a packet of tissues strewn under Hannah’s bed and gently wiped his face. 
 
    “We’ll be okay,” she promised them both. She looked from Hannah to Billy, hoping that she looked strong for them both.   
 
    It was at that moment that she heard a bang somewhere within the house. Her grip on her siblings tightened, her hands shaking. She gulped hard as all fell silent again. 
 
    Then, she heard it.  
 
    The shuffling of lagging feet, getting closer and closer to the bedroom door. A low moan of desperate hunger followed that sent shivers up Cara’s spine.  
 
    They were inside.  
 
    She closed her eyes, wishing her mother was there. Her mother would know what to do.  Cara didn’t have a clue how to protect her siblings. That had never been a strong point of hers.  Closing her eyes, Cara said a silent prayer. She’d never believed in God before, but she thought it might be a good time to start hoping he did exist. Hands clasped together in desperation, she muttered the words to the Lord’s Prayer. For all the good it would do her then. 
 
    “Cara,” Hannah whispered, her head buried into Cara’s shoulder. Cara could feel her sister shuddering. “I miss Mummy.” 
 
    A body threw itself against the door, and Cara flinched. She felt Hannah’s grip on her tighten. 
 
    “Cara?” Hannah repeated, tears streaming down her rounded cheeks. “Cara, I need Mummy.” 
 
    I need Mummy too, Cara thought. The thudding on the door was rhythmic, like the beat of a drum. She felt her heart thudding at twice the tempo. She swallowed back her fear, unsure what she could do to save them now. She had no way to protect them. 
 
    Whatever came for them, they were defenseless against them. 
 
    The banging was relentless now, never stopping. Cara suspected that others had found their way inside, joining in the blood frenzy. Tears spilled from her eyes as one of the hinges on the door broke, and the grotesque face of a creature peeped through, snarling at them. Never taking her eyes off the empty eye sockets of the creature, she pulled Hannah and Billy closer to her, hoping that they had their eyes shut. 
 
    “Mummy will be here soon. It’ll be okay,” Cara whispered to them, kissing each of them on the top of their heads. 
 
    A loud metallic screech pierced the air as the door fell to the floor with a thud, revealing six creatures clawing their way inside. They pushed their way into the room, ambling straight towards Cara and her siblings. With a cry, she placed herself in front of them, shielding them from harm. She desperately grabbed a desk chair and held it in front of them. Undeterred, one of the monsters surged forwards, impaling itself with a sickening squish on one of the metal legs of the chair.  
 
    But they kept coming, relentless. Their mouths pulled into grotesque smiles as they closed in on her. Cara closed her eyes, her arms beginning to weaken against the force of the creature impaled on the chair she still held. Cara looked over her shoulder at Hannah and Billy sadly, before closing her eyes. She wanted her final moments to be with her family. 
 
    “Get away from my family, you ugly bastards!” 
 
    Cara opened her eyes, the creatures almost upon her. In the doorway, her sister stood, gun in hand and barrel poised. A loud series of shots caused Cara to scream, dropping the chair and curling up in a ball with Hannah and Billy as the creatures fell like flies around them. The silence that followed was a reality shock for all of them.  
 
    Cara stood slowly, her legs weak with fear, and her eyes darting around the room nervously. The bodies on the floor pooled blood onto the cream carpet, and it was hard for Cara to remind herself that they were once human. That they once had lives, and families and people that loved them. All she could think of was how glad she was that they were now dead.  
 
    “It’s okay, I’m here,” Ginge said, pushing past the makeshift barricade to her sister. Cara had never been more glad to see her. 
 
    She ran into her sister’s arms and wept. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Hasty introductions were made between the mismatched group as they scurried away from the chemistry labs. Whilst Toby was keen to shepherd them towards the exit, Cassie and Heidi insisted they needed to find Poppy, too. 
 
    “She’s our friend. We’re not leaving her,” Cassie argued. 
 
    “I hate to say it…” Toby started. 
 
    “Then don’t,” Heidi cut in, earning herself a glare from Toby. Ignoring her, he carried on. 
 
    “She’s probably dead. Or even worse, one of them. In which case, you’d wish she was dead.” 
 
    “She’s our friend,” Cassie repeated. “We have to know. We have to try.” 
 
    “We all have friends,” Toby said, though Heidi suspected that fact didn’t apply to him. “But we’re not all determined to go on a bloody suicide mission.” 
 
    “So don’t come,” Heidi shrugged, wiping blood from her screwdriver onto her already ruined jeans. They were losing precious time and Heidi was losing her patience. “Simple.” 
 
    “You want me to go on my own?” Toby squealed as Cassie and Heidi began to walk away. Heidi was relieved to hear the others joining their footsteps, shortly followed by Toby chasing after them to catch up. She had known all along that there was no chance Toby would chance it alone.  
 
    “Let’s keep moving as much as possible,” Rori said, falling in step with the girls at the front. “I don’t fancy another encounter with those…things. Those…rotters.” 
 
    “Rotters?” Toby scoffed, but nobody joined in the laughter. It seemed quite an appropriate expression to them all. They did, after all, rot. 
 
    “Rotters,” Luke agreed grimly, looking around him for signs of the undead.  
 
    Heidi nudged Cassie’s arm, making her jump.  
 
    “Sorry,” Heidi said, smiling sheepishly. “Didn’t mean to make you jump. Just wanted to say I feel better now. Knowing we have each other’s back.” 
 
    Cassie tried for a smile, nudging Heidi back. “Me too. We’ll be okay. We’ll come up with a plan…get out of here eventually.” 
 
    Heidi gave her friend a nod, and fell back to talk to her sister in hushed tones. Rori and Cassie led the way ahead down the empty corridor, with the twins following. Luke lagged behind at the back with Warren, behind Toby. After a few moments, Luke caught up to Heidi, shaking her arm to get her attention. 
 
    “What, Luke? I thought you were hanging back with Warren?” 
 
    “I don’t know him. That’s what I wanted to ask you about. Who is he? And the other two?” Luke’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. He didn’t take kindly to strangers at the best of times. 
 
    “I told you. Boys from our history class. They were the only ones who wanted to leave the classroom with us.” 
 
    “That’s all you can tell me? So you don’t know them at all?” 
 
    Heidi shrugged. “I think I did group work with Rori once before.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to trust people we don’t even know?” 
 
    “Chill out.” 
 
    “Chill out? You want me to chill out?” 
 
    “That would be nice, yes.” 
 
    “This is the bloody apocalypse, Heidi. I wouldn’t call this the optimum environment for chilling out.’’ 
 
    “Look,” Eliza interjected, “I think we’ll be fine. They’ve been a big help so far. Besides, as far as I know, they’ve lost everyone. We can’t just tell them to bugger off on their own, can we? We should stick together. It’s safer. What do you think they’re going to do, throw us to the rotters?” 
 
    “Just to say my piece,” Rori said over his shoulder. “I don’t know about the other two, but I can vouch and say I’m not a serial killer or anything. Not sure if that helps at all…” 
 
    Heidi sniggered and Luke flushed red with embarrassment. Eliza patted his shoulder. “I know you’re looking out for us, and we appreciate it. Just chill…I mean, just calm down a little. I think we have bigger problems than a few teenage boys, don’t you? Besides…it’s safety in numbers, right?” 
 
    Luke didn’t respond, but he didn’t press the matter any further, which the twins took to be a good sign. But up ahead, there were signs of trouble once more. A wall of hungry, mangled bodies was surging towards them. The fresh scarlet blood covering their hands and mouths indicated that they had finished their meal at the canteen. Cassie silently motioned for them all to turn back the way they’d come from. 
 
    Heidi’s shaking hand tightened around the handle of her screwdriver, and she grabbed her sister’s arm protectively, turning around. Her heart jumped into her throat. Another group of rotters had chosen that exact time to come stumbling down the corridor after them, blocking their escape.  
 
    Trapping them. 
 
    By Heidi’s estimations, the group blocking them from behind was decidedly smaller, and she looked to the others for instruction. There was a small chance that the seven of them could take the rotters down together. 
 
    “No. There are too many,” Rori whispered, reading Heidi’s mind. “We can’t fight them all off, not without getting hurt.” 
 
    “The classroom behind me is empty,” Cassie hissed. “We can barricade ourselves in; it could buy us some time to think of another plan.” She looked from one anxious face to the next.  
 
    “What other choice do we have?” Warren agreed finally. He was casting nervous glances over his shoulder at the approaching herds. “We’re completely surrounded.” 
 
    Cassie swung the classroom door open and ushered everyone inside. She was the last in, pulling it closed quietly behind them.  
 
    Everyone sprung into action. Warren and Rori slid a metal filing cabinet in front of the door. Eliza and Luke dragged one of the wooden desks over. Various items were piled in front of the door so that the structure looked more like a piece of modern art than a barricade against the dead. 
 
    “Room’s clear,” Heidi called, having checked under each desk and every possible hiding space that could house a rotter. Toby ducked his head through the legs of a chair to look out of the classroom window into the corridor. 
 
    “They’re coming,” he informed everyone as though it was an impressive revelation. 
 
    “No shit,” Heidi muttered, examining a chipped nail she’d acquired during the day’s fiasco. “And now we’re stuck in here. So has anyone got any bright ideas?” 
 
    Everyone looked around the room for inspiration. Rori peered out of the windows, calculating whether they could survive the fall. 
 
    “There are bins outside,” he volunteered. “If we aimed it right, they’d cushion our fall. A bit of bin juice wouldn’t kill us…” 
 
    “And if we miss?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “Splat.” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “We’d never survive the fall.” 
 
    “Could we slip through the adjoining classrooms? There’s one on either side,” Eliza suggested. Luke and Cassie exchanged a glance before heading to opposite sides of the room to peek into the connecting classrooms. Cassie took one look and backed away from the door. 
 
    “Better not,” she said, a guttural moan sounding from next door. Luke squinted through the other door. The glass window was smeared with blood – it was hard to see what was on the other side. 
 
    “I think it could be clear,” he muttered. Then, two decaying palms slapped against the glass from the other side. Luke stumbled back, watching a face press up to the glass. The remains of a tongue began to lick up the blood from the door. Luke composed himself, adjusting his glasses. 
 
    “Perhaps not.” 
 
    “We have to do something. The barricade won’t hold long with so many of them out there,” Toby pointed out. He puffed out his chest. “I can hold them off for a while. But we still need an escape route. Otherwise we’ll have to get ready to fight.” 
 
    “We’re not in a position to fight. Not with such useless weapons,” Luke said, leaning on his shovel.  
 
    There was a quiet cough. Everyone turned to see Rori standing on a desk. He poked at a ceiling tile, which shifted under his touch. 
 
    “The only way is up, people,” he said. “The ventilation system is calling us.” 
 
    Heidi grinned while the others looked at him in sheer disbelief. Behind the door, the herd of rotters had begun trying to claw their way inside, faces pressed up against the glass. 
 
    “Are you mad? We could get trapped up there. What if it won’t hold our weight? It’s a dumb idea,” Luke said. Rori shrugged, as though crawling through a ventilation shaft was a daily occurrence. 
 
    “Got any better ideas? If not, I’m going up there.” 
 
    Luke hesitated. Heidi could see him trying to rationalize their escape plan. He was usually a beacon of logic and understanding, but since both had deserted him in the chaos, he seemed like he might be up for taking some risks.  
 
    The sound of smashing glass made their decision for them. One of the rotters forced its ugly face through the frame of the window, ripping and splitting its skin on the jagged fragments of glass. Toby took the creature out with his little penknife, sweat beading on his forehead. 
 
    “Can we go?” he said, his cockiness fizzling out. 
 
    “We should be able to squeeze through,” Rori called. His head and shoulders had vanished into the gap in the ceiling. “It’ll be tight, but it’s our only option. Do you guys know how to get to Poppy’s classroom from here?” 
 
    “Sure. Though our usual route isn’t through a ventilation system,” Heidi said, hopping on the table next to Rori. “Come on. I’ll give you a leg up.” 
 
    Rori looked at Heidi’s small frame with uncertainty. 
 
    “You think you can support my weight?” 
 
    “Oh, please. I’m built like the Hulk under this hoodie.” 
 
    “I’ll wait a bit and help Toby,” Warren volunteered. He hurried over as more rotters pressed against the door. There was no time to argue as Heidi and Cassie helped hoist Rori up into the shaft. Eliza clambered up onto the table, peering in after him. 
 
    “Does it seem safe?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, there’s no rotters, so I’d say that’s an improvement,” Rori’s voice echoed from within. “It is a little cramped though…” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll be a problem for Eliza,” Heidi said fondly as they helped Eliza’s small and nimble body up into the shaft. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to do this!” Cassie said, the light of adventure twinkling in her eyes. She took off her rucksack, pushing it into the shaft and clambered up after it. The ceiling groaned a little under the weight of them all. 
 
    Luke and Heidi exchanged worried glances. “Thank God we travel light,” Heidi muttered, rolling her eyes. “Luke, go up next. You can pull us up.” 
 
    Luke didn’t need to be told twice. Heidi winced as Luke put his weight onto her hands and she shoved him upwards with all of her might. The clanking above her confirmed he’d made it up. She turned to Warren and Toby, who were still by the door. The lock on the door had broken and the barricade was beginning to shift. The mass of bodies behind the door were no match for their barricade, desperate as they were.  
 
    “Come on!” Heidi shouted. Toby nodded to Warren, who clapped him on the shoulder before leaping for the table. He stepped on Heidi’s palms, grabbed Luke’s outstretched hands from above and hoisted himself up into the shaft.  
 
    “Get a bloody move on!” Toby roared at Heidi. His back was against the poorly erected barricade, and he was pushing against it as the rotters as they forced their way through. He ducked to avoid a chair as it crashed to the floor, other obstacles falling around him. Heidi hoisted herself upwards, and used her arms to pull herself through the roof.   
 
    Inside the ventilation shaft was hot and stuffy, which Heidi found ironic. There was barely enough space for her, though she could hear the others shuffling to make room. She peered back through the hole in the ceiling that she’d just climbed through. She watched Toby leave his post at the barricade and dive for the table. The rotters were past the obstacles now, grasping at his clothes. He tripped, diverting his path to the left momentarily, but he found his feet again, clambering for the table. As he moved, he grabbed a chair and hauled it on top of the table with him to raise him closer to the ceiling. Heidi offered her hands out to him, her heart in her throat. 
 
    “Grab on to me, I’ll pull you up!” 
 
    Toby reached up and his sweaty palms slapped against hers, struggling to get a hold. He still had his penknife in one hand. Heidi made a grab for his wrists instead, trying to haul him up as he tried to hold onto her. She could feel his pulse punching against her palms, sickeningly fast. Toby’s face was one of pure terror as hands yanked at his legs. In the struggle, the chair was knocked out from beneath Toby’s feet and Heidi cried out, Toby’s entire weight suddenly shifted into her hands. 
 
    “Just hold on!” Heidi said, gritting her teeth as she tried to pull him up desperately, but without the chair supporting some of his weight, she was losing her grip. In fact, she could feel herself slipping too, her body gradually being tugged back into the classroom. She used her feet to anchor herself to the sides of the ventilation shaft, but it wasn’t enough. Toby’s face was stained with tears. 
 
    “I’ll pull you down too,” he said. He squeezed his eyes shut, letting out a small gasp. 
 
    “Don’t. Don’t do it,” Heidi said, gritting her teeth harder and tugging harder, but she already knew what was about to happen. Toby shifted the penknife into Heidi’s hand.  
 
    And then he let go. 
 
    Heidi screamed as Toby fell into the pit of rotters. They dived on him so fast that she barely saw him hit the ground before they started to tear chunks out of him. In shock, Heidi replaced the ceiling tile and threw them all into darkness. 
 
    Up ahead, it was almost pitch black, but Heidi could just about make out the faint outlines of the pipes and people in front of her. A dim glow appeared from Luke’s phone as he turned the light on. Heidi could faintly see Luke’s face illuminated as he turned to check on what was happening. Everyone was silent, in shock. 
 
    “Is anyone bitten? Hurt?” Luke asked eventually. Toby’s presence - or lack thereof - hung heavy around them.  
 
    Everyone mumbled no, trying to ignore the hungry sounds from below of Toby being pulled apart and Heidi’s labored breathing. Luke craned his neck, his usual sour expression replaced with concern.  
 
    “Heidi?” 
 
    “Just move,” Heidi whispered. “We better hope this was worth it.” 
 
    Without another word, the group began shuffling forward. Heidi felt a lump rise in her throat.  The loss of their dictatorial and rather annoying companion hit her hard. Especially since she let him slip through her fingers. Literally. She suddenly wished she’d abandoned her usual snark, had a little more patience with him, spent less time fighting with him. She barely knew the boy, but as she listened to the sounds of a life ending below her, she couldn’t help feeling the impact of her own actions. 
 
    As Warren finally moved in front of her, she began to crawl. It was a subconscious, driven by instinct rather than by thought. Her heart was slamming against her chest. She closed her eyes even though it was dark, trying to block out what she’d just seen. She couldn’t believe minutes earlier, she’d made light of their situation. Toby’s death had made her realize how real this was. Half the people she knew could be dead. Poppy could even be dead, and she felt guilty then, that they had traded Toby’s very real life to find her.  
 
    She was grateful for the friends she had found alive. For Cassie and Luke, and the new friends she’d made in Rori and Warren. For how much longer they’d be alive, she wasn’t sure, but she didn’t think she could handle seeing any of them die the way Toby had. 
 
    As she moved forwards, she became aware of Toby’s penknife still in her palm. Shakily, she stuffed it in her back pocket.  
 
    A memento of the boy who’d helped them escape. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Luke shone the light from his phone ahead, so that Rori, Eliza and Cassie could lead the way. Cassie whispered directions to Rori and every time they passed a grate, they’d peek to check the situation below. Some of the classrooms were filled with rotters. Others were empty, save for a few carcasses that had been picked clean. In one room, a lone teacher was nursing a bite on her arm that was bleeding. She was sobbing. 
 
    Still, they pushed on through the metal shaft. They were desperate now, to find Poppy and get the hell out of the nightmare place that had once been their college.  
 
    Straight ahead. Right. Left. Right again. Then Cassie stopped so suddenly that Luke smacked his forehead on the sole of her shoe. 
 
    “She’s down there, I can see her!” Cassie exclaimed. Before anyone could protest, she removed the grate and tumbled downwards into the classroom, hitting the floor with a thud. Rori and Eliza attempted to shuffle backwards to the grate. Luke peered downwards. 
 
    He spotted Poppy’s auburn hair at once. Four rotters had cornered Poppy, who was desperately trying to ward them off with a pair of long fabric scissors. She slashed at the advancing bodies with the sharp blade. She kicked one of the attackers back, swinging around with her arm and stabbing the scissors into the temple of the one nearest her. She stabbed another creature through the eye, and Luke heard the squelch of bloody skin as Poppy pulled the blade back out. Around the room, slumped, were the mangled, bloodied bodies of others, indistinguishable as students or teachers. 
 
    “Not bad,” Luke murmured to himself in a tone of surprise. 
 
    Luke lowered himself from the ceiling and when his feet hit the floor, he saw Cassie running at a rotter, her shovel raised. 
 
    “Oi!” Cassie screamed in an attempt to distract the rotters. Two of them turned her way, drooling and oozing blood everywhere. She heard the reassuring thuds of her companions behind her, and seemingly as one, the group launched at the rotters, table leg, shovel and baseball bats swinging and slashing alike. 
 
    Heidi took down one of the rotters and let all of her pent-up anger out on it. Luke could hear her cursing as she extended blow after blow on the zombie’s destroyed skull. Cassie leapt at the rotter nearest Poppy, but in a blur of color, Eliza sprang forward and rugby-tackled the zombie around the knees, wrestling it to the ground so that Cassie could finish it off. 
 
    The last thud of Luke’s shovel signified the end of the slaughter, and silence descended.  Poppy turned to Cassie, struggling to breathe, her face horror-stricken. She hurried toward Cassie, tears welling in her blue eyes. Seemingly unable to speak, she wrapped her arms around Cassie in a tight embrace. 
 
    “You’re okay,” Cassie said as tears spilled from behind Poppy’s glasses and over her freckled cheeks. She rubbed Poppy’s back reassuringly. Luke took the moment to catch his breath, scanning the rest of the room for action.  
 
    “I thought you might have been dead,” Poppy sobbed. 
 
    “We came to look for you…” Cassie said, pulling away and squeezing her hand. She looked around the art classroom. “But it looks like you didn’t need us. You seemed just fine by yourself.”  
 
    “Did any of them bite you?” Luke asked sternly over his shoulder. He was stood at a safe distance from the display of affection.  
 
    “No. None of them did.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. I’m fine, Luke. Just shaken.” 
 
     Rori and Warren checked the immobile bodies around the room for signs of life and hovered uncomfortably by the locked classroom door. Eliza and Heidi ran forward to greet their friend. Even Luke managed to raise a smile at the fact that Poppy was still alive. He felt secretly proud that she’d fended them off alone. Poppy didn’t seem like the sort in her fashionable tailored pants and embroidered shirt, the tell-tale sign of a fashion student. But now, her clothes were covered in blood and so were her hands. It was a stark reminder that things had changed very quickly around them. At least Poppy seemed to be moving with the times.  
 
    A pitiful moan escaped from behind one of the desks, and silence descended amongst the group once more. Heidi raised her screwdriver instantly, slowly creeping over to where the sound had come from. Eliza padded quietly over the wooden floor to her sister’s aid, weapon at the ready. Luke followed them to get a better look.  
 
    They peered around the desk, and Heidi sighed in relief, lowering her screwdriver. A girl lay sprawled on the floor, and she was beginning to stir as if from sleep. Her dark brown hair fanned over the floor around her. She opened her eyes, blinking in the light as Heidi and Eliza knelt down beside her, concerned. Even from afar, Luke could see the trickle of blood running from a gash in her hairline.  
 
    Focusing on the people knelt beside her, the girl widened her eyes. She tried feebly to sit up.  
 
    “Hey, take it easy,” Eliza warned the girl as she pushed herself slowly into a sitting position. “I’m Eliza, and this is my sister, Heidi.” 
 
    “Gemma,” the girl mumbled. She put a trembling hand to her temple, pulling it away and seeing blood on her fingertips. Her brown eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “What happened?” Eliza asked. 
 
    “One of those…” Gemma shuddered. “One of those things smashed its way into the classroom and attacked our teacher.” Gemma swallowed, tears welling up in her eyes. “I…I think I fainted. I must have fallen and hit my head…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Eliza told her soothingly. “You’re safe with us now. We’re getting out of here; you can stick with us.” Eliza paused, looking over her shoulder at the others. Luke was certain she was able to feel his glare boring into her.  
 
    But the deal was already made. Gemma clutched Eliza’s arm gratefully. “Thank you,” she whispered, getting to her feet shakily. Eliza put out a hand to help her up, and she stood staring at the group. Most of them had blood splattered onto their clothes and faces, and Luke realized then that they probably didn’t look the friendliest bunch. In fact, they were beginning to look like serial killers who had just been on a group rampage.  
 
    “Did you crawl through the ventilation shaft?” Poppy asked, her blue eyes widening as she looked at the open grate in the ceiling. Cassie smiled. 
 
    “Pretty cool, huh?” 
 
    “We got surrounded. We lost one of the group back there,” Heidi said. Cassie’s face fell as she realized that she’d been insensitive, but Heidi didn’t seem to notice. She was looking back up at the ceiling. “We’ll have to go back up there, I suppose. It was safer than being down here, in any case. I’d like to get out of college alive.” Heidi glanced at Gemma, whose eyes seemed far away, almost like she was daydreaming. “Are you okay to climb up there? You’ll need to crawl. And probably run from rotters at some point, too.” 
 
    “Rotters?” Gemma asked, eyes wide.  
 
    “Yeah. That’s what we’re calling them.” 
 
    “I…I should be okay.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s go,” Heidi said. She no longer seemed in the mood for joking around. She jumped onto the table and hoisted herself into the ventilation shaft before anyone could offer to help. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Poppy asked in a low voice as everyone else leapt onto the desk in Heidi’s wake. Warren helped each of them up and into the ventilation shaft once more. Cassie sighed. 
 
    “She’ll be okay, I hope. I…I think she feels guilty. She was the last one up into the shaft, and she couldn’t pull Toby up after her…” 
 
    “That’s tough. Who…who was Toby?” 
 
    “Someone from their history class. He was… a character.” 
 
    “Poor Heidi. I mean, what else could she have done? I’ve seen what those things can do…” Poppy shuddered. She paused, watching Rori and Warren help Gemma climb through the hole in the ceiling. 
 
    “What’s…what’s it like out there? I’ve only seen it from inside here…” 
 
    Cassie swallowed. “Well…not good. The canteen was carnage. There are rotters everywhere. I just hope we have a clear run getting out of here.” 
 
    “I’m sure everything will be okay,” Poppy said. Luke tried not to sigh in response. He knew she was only trying to be optimistic, but Poppy had no idea what was coming. Luke realized then that Poppy didn’t even know about Rob’s death. He considered telling her, but the last thing they needed was anything to cloud their judgment. Not when they had to focus on getting out of there alive. So he kept his mouth shut, edging closer to the table. He helped Poppy and Cassie up before re-entering the ventilation shaft himself. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Eliza asked from up ahead. Cassie replaced the metal grid, plunging them into darkness once again. 
 
    “Crawl back through the ventilation, following my direction,” Luke declared authoritatively. He didn’t want anyone deciding to embark on any further rescue missions. “We’ll jump down at the main entrance and make it to the parking lot. Those rotters can’t move fast, but it’s not just them we have to worry about. We don’t want anyone else getting in our way or trying to join the group, there’s enough of us to look out for. We can try my car; it’ll be a squash but it’ll have to do. Then we’ll hit the road and get somewhere safe to contact our families.” 
 
    “Where?” Poppy wondered. 
 
    “Ginge’s farm?” Eliza suggested after a few seconds of silence. 
 
    “That’s not the worst idea of the day…” Luke admitted. 
 
    “Do you know the way?” Warren asked with uncertainty. Neither he nor Rori had even met her. 
 
    “Vaguely. It shouldn’t take us too long to get there,” Eliza replied. “You’re welcome to come with us, of course,” she added, clearly for Warren’s sake. “Let’s just hope we don’t get lost…”  
 
    “Which is easier said than done,” Warren pointed out.   
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” Eliza said. “It’s out in the countryside, it might be safer there.” 
 
    “So it’s decided. Let’s go, before things get worse,” Luke said. 
 
      
 
    Cassie’s eyes began to adjust to the darkness as they crawled through the vents. She had always hated the dark; its ability to hide things and make her vulnerable. She shuddered. In the darkness, she wondered about her brother. Fletcher. He would have been at high school that day. Cassie smiled sadly as she remembered her brother bursting into her bedroom that very morning, sporting a new pair of jeans and a plaid shirt that he’d been planning to wear for his non-uniform day.   
 
    “How do I look?” he’d asked her nervously. 
 
    “Fletch, you’ve had this outfit in mind for weeks,” Cassie had assured him. ”You look great.”  
 
    Sighing, she had reached out to help him flatten his unruly blonde hair. At fifteen years old, Cassie recalled that looking good on a non-uniform day was as important as getting a good grade on an English essay. And her brother had been no exception to that rule.   
 
    “Have a good day!” she’d called at his retreating back as he had thundered down the stairs, a slice of toast in hand. “See you later!” 
 
    Cassie didn’t realize she was crying until a tear splashed down from her face and onto her hand. Thinking about her brother was harder than thinking about her parents. She and Fletcher had always been close, despite the two years between them, and thinking that Fletcher, for all she knew, could be dead… 
 
    They all crawled and wiggled uncomfortably through the metal chute, the quiet occasionally interrupted by the odd, “oww!” and “sorry!” as feet or elbows connected with other body parts. The shaft seemed to extend on forever, but after a long time, Luke stopped. 
 
    “We’re here,” Luke called softly. “Are you all ready?” 
 
    Cassie nodded, then realized that he couldn’t see her. She was grateful. It meant he couldn’t see her tears. “Yes,” she said quietly, as the rest of the group mumbled their agreement. Cassie watched as Heidi and Luke slid two roof tiles out of place on opposite ends of their line up. Squares of light illuminated the darkness around them, hurting Cassie’s eyes. Heidi and Luke peered down at the situation below. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Luke breathed. 
 
    Cassie joined Luke at the opening. Glancing down, she gasped quietly. Below them, stumbling along and bumping into one another, was a congregation of what must have been close to fifty rotters. Most of them were covered in scarlet blood, but all of them were gnashing their teeth wildly in hunger. By chance, one of the rotters turned its head toward the group in the ceiling above, and its low, animalistic growl attracted the attention of its fellows. They turned their blood-covered, mangled faces towards the group, and Cassie felt her heart pound ever faster against her chest as they focused their bloodshot eyes on her and her friends. 
 
    “There’s no other way,” Luke said, decisive and determined. “This is it.” 
 
    “What? We can’t go down there! It’s suicide!” Cassie cried. Luke shunted his glasses further up his nose. 
 
    “Only if we die.” 
 
    Before anyone could stop him, Luke leapt down from the ceiling to the hungry mouths of the rotters below.

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Luke fell to the floor with a thud, landing on his ankle. He scrambled to his feet regardless, clutching his shovel and leaning his weight on his good foot. The first few of the monsters had turned their attention toward him and began to amble closer. He gripped the handle of his shovel tighter and prepared for action. 
 
    Luke swung the shovel once, twice, taking out two of the rotters closest to him and spraying gore everywhere. He spun around again, swinging the shovel wildly. He hit several of the rotters on their knees, sending them crashing to the floor. The rotters behind tripped over their fallen comrades, and Luke smiled in spite of himself. 
 
    From above, Heidi, Cassie and Eliza leapt down to join in, battering, stabbing and whacking at the snarling creatures around them. It was four against a herd of fifty; they were massively outnumbered. But Luke looked at his blood splattered friends and sensed that they had a chance.   
 
    “Come and get me, you useless pieces of shit!” Heidi roared from behind Luke. He saw the flash of her screwdriver as she stabbed it through the eye socket of the savage closest to her.   
 
    Luke felt a clammy hand grab the hood of his sweatshirt, and he was yanked backwards.  The rotter clutching him lowered its head, teeth gnashing for his neck. Its breath smelt of decay. Wrinkling his nose in disgust, Luke twisted himself free from its strong grasp. He flattened its sickening face with his shovel.  
 
    More rotters were surrounding him now, cornering him. He looked around desperately. Eliza was fighting off eight rotters, all of whom were leering toward her as she swung her baseball bat. Poppy had leapt down from the ceiling and was slashing at each creature that lunged toward her with her scissors.   
 
    Twin thuds announced Warren and Rori’s arrival. Rori darted over to Heidi to take out a rotter that had crept up on her. Warren joined Poppy and Eliza in battle, his face panic stricken as he fought. The beasts were relentless, but so was the group.  
 
    Luke, however, felt himself running out of steam. The shovel seemed to have doubled in weight, and his arms ached. His ankle throbbed and he knew that when it came to running, he would struggle. It’s only pain. It’s only pain, he told himself, but he felt the weakness of his foot as it began to swell. He needed to get out of there. 
 
    The others seemed to be feeling the pain too – their heavy breathing mixed with the growls of the rotters. Still they came, some crawling across the floor to try and bite at Luke’s feet, others lumbering toward him with bloodied, outstretched hands. But, slowly, slowly, the living were winning their way back against the dead. 
 
    “There are more coming this way!” Rori called in warning. 
 
    Luke swore under his breath. “Can you hold them all off?” Luke cried over his shoulder. Rori nodded, not pausing as he took down another creature. Luke assessed the situation – they’d cleared enough to be able to make a run for it. A plan quickly formed. 
 
    “We need to run for the car park while we have a clear path,” he panted. “Warren, Rori, can you hold the fort while we get out? Then follow us?” 
 
    “If you hurry,” Warren groaned, his teeth grinding in frustration as he fought off a rotter with one arm. Luke heard a squeal from above and looked up. Gemma was still crouched in the ventilation shaft, seemingly frozen in fear. 
 
    “You have to jump,” Luke called out. He was beginning to wish they’d never agreed to bring her with them. She was going to get them killed. At least Rori and Warren were pulling their weight. Gemma tried to lower herself, but flinched in fear of the fall. Luke pounced on another rotter. 
 
    “Jump, damn it!” 
 
    Gemma screamed as she fell, landing clumsily on her leg. It immediately attracted the attention of a group of rotters, who licked their broken teeth in hunger. It seemed to Luke like they could smell her fear, smell her vulnerability. 
 
    “Damn it,” Luke muttered, bending to help Gemma to her feet. He slung her arm around his shoulder to support her, even as his own swollen ankle threatened to send him tumbling to the ground. “We’ve got to run now!” 
 
    Heidi grabbed her sister’s arm and they sprinted in the direction of the parking lot. Cassie pulled Poppy from the clutches of an aggressive rotter and followed in pursuit of the twins. Luke started after them, but the added weight of Gemma on his shoulders and his aching foot slowed him down. Rori and Warren were doing a good job of holding the wall of rotters off, but still they came at Luke and Gemma. He batted them away feebly, focusing on the automatic doors ahead. He stumbled on, but his foot caught on a fallen corpse and he tripped. Both he and Gemma went flying. Winded, Luke tried to scramble to his feet again, but something grabbed his bad ankle and yanked it backwards, dragging him with it. 
 
    Turning, Luke saw the mangled, mutilated face of one of the rotters, and he tried to stab it desperately with his shovel. The rotter’s mouth was nearing Luke’s leg, teeth gnashing as it let out that low, hungry moan. He tried to pull away, but the rotter held on with an iron grip.   
 
    Just as the teeth were about to sink into Luke’s soft flesh, something swung out from somewhere and stabbed the rotter’s head, spraying droplets of blood over Luke. Cassie stood before him, trying to yank a trowel from out of the rotter’s skull. She’d come back for him. 
 
    “Thanks,” Luke mumbled, hurrying to his feet. Cassie coaxed a terrified Gemma to her feet, and she threw her arm around her shoulder. Then, as a three, they raced for the doors.  
 
    Heidi, Eliza and Poppy were waiting for them halfway across the parking lot. Luke cast a glance back. Warren and Rori had made a run for it. It was enough to comfort Luke. He kept hobbling along as fast as he could.  
 
    “There!” Luke shouted, pointing at a small two doored car in the parking lot. The group ran for it, dodging the odd rotter that sprung out at them from behind an abandoned vehicle. Looking around, Luke saw blood-smeared windscreens, and car doors left open in a hurry. Inside many cars, bodies sat still, hunched lifelessly over their steering wheels. flesh and meat picked clean from their bones, leaving behind mangled carcasses. The sight made Luke feel sick. Distracting himself, he tried to concentrate on getting them all to the car in one piece. 
 
    They skidded to a halt outside Luke’s car, and he began to fumble for his keys in his rucksack. Rori and Warren – clearly more experienced runners than the others – caught up moments later.  
 
    “Alright?” Heidi panted, glancing them both over for injuries. They nodded solemnly, breathless. Warren unpeeled Gemma from Cassie’s shoulder gently. Gemma smiled woozily as Warren scooped her up, cradling her like a baby as her head lolled backwards. 
 
    “Her head looks pretty bad,” Poppy said, pointing at the bruising in her hairline. 
 
    “No time to worry about that right now. We’ll check her over when we’re somewhere safe.  Where are my damn keys?” Luke cursed. 
 
    His hand snagged them at last. A few nearby rotters had noticed them and were ambling over almost curiously. Exhausted, Rori, Heidi and Cassie raised their weapons. 
 
    Luke slid the car keys into the door on the driver’s side, and yanked it open. He scrambled into the car, and turned the keys in the ignition. The engine roared to life, then stuttered to a stop. 
 
    “Come on,” Luke said, slamming the keys back into the ignition and turning them with more force than necessary. “Come on…” 
 
    He had no luck. The engine remained dead, rendering the vehicle - their only means of escape - useless.   
 
    “Crap,” Luke hissed. He slammed his hand on the steering wheel. “We’ve got to keep moving. The engine’s dead.” 
 
    “Shit. What’re we going to do?” Warren asked, fear crossing his face. 
 
    “Over there!” Heidi said. A mischievous smile lit up her face. “I think I found our solution.” She raised a hand and pointed in the distance, where the college minibus was parked.  
 
    “Let’s move,” Rori said, clearly keen to keep going. “Luke, watch your back.” 
 
    Luke hopped out of the car, glancing behind him. He saw a lone rotter lumbering toward them.  As it reached him, he yanked the back of its shirt and shoved it inside his now useless car.  Then, with the sickening crunch of breaking bones, he slammed the door on it with all the strength he could manage, sending streams of blood flowing over the green paintwork of the car. 
 
    “Nice,” Rori commented as the rotter’s body slumped lifelessly. Luke sighed. 
 
    “My car…my lovely clean car…” 
 
    “We’ll throw it a funeral later,” Rori said, rolling his eyes. “We have to go.” 
 
    They began to run toward the minibus, Luke’s heart sinking in his chest. He got the feeling that he was going to have to get used to leaving things behind. The group stumbled to a stop by the minibus and Eliza yanked on the door handle. It swung open.   
 
    “Phew,” she sighed, scrambling onto the minibus. The rest of the group were quick to follow. 
 
    A rotter twitched in the driver’s seat of the minibus, but other than that, the bus was thankfully abandoned. Warren grabbed the driver’s shirt and smashed its skull against the steering wheel before throwing it mercilessly off the minibus. He slammed the double doors shut. 
 
    “I hope there's a child-lock for those,” Warren said grimly. Luke took his position in the driver’s seat. He wrinkled his nose, taking a packet of tissues from the back pocket of his jeans to wipe gore from the steering wheel.  
 
    “Do you know how to drive?” Warren asked Luke. 
 
    “No, I just have a car parked back there for no reason. It doesn’t even have insurance,” Luke said, straight faced. Then he rolled his eyes. He found the keys left in ignition to his relief. He turned them and the engine jerked into life. “But maneuvering a minibus will present a whole bunch of new challenges.” 
 
    “Better buckle up then,” Rori said. He took a seat beside Heidi. 
 
    Luke looked out of the minibus’ window at what had become of their college. Broken glass framed a lot of the windows, and those that had remained intact were smeared with dried blood. He looked to the roof of the math campus and saw a solitary figure standing up there, looking down at the car park. With one swift movement, the figure ran forwards and jumped off the roof, falling to the ground. Luke winced and turned away. 
 
    A sudden thud made Luke jump. Poppy screamed in horror as a rotter’s face appeared in the window. It began banging on the minibus window with bony fists.     
 
    “Luke, for fuck’s sake, drive! My nerves are in tatters,” Heidi cried. More rotters were surrounding the minibus now from all sides, banging the windows and slamming their hands into the bus’ exterior. 
 
    “I’m trying!” Luke called back, trying to get the bus into gear.  
 
    “Drive!” Poppy screeched as the rotters began rattling the door handle. Warren sprang up from next to Gemma and hurried to the door, pressing his body against it to hold it shut against the clawing hands. 
 
    Luke slammed the minibus into gear, and spun the steering wheel to the right. The bus jerked forwards faster than Luke expected, the wheels below them spinning as they crushed some of the rotters in front. They were speeding for the open gates and Luke swerved the steering wheel to turn the bus. The wheels skidded as the bus turned, and Luke slammed on the brakes, bringing them to an abrupt stop. Luke’s passengers all jerked forwards in their seats.   
 
    “Thank goodness for seatbelts,” Heidi muttered, rubbing her neck where the seat belt had dug into her skin. 
 
    “Apologies,” Luke called to the passengers. “I think I’ve got the hang of it now.” 
 
    “I should bloody hope so,” Heidi grumbled.  
 
    Luke put his foot onto the accelerator and the minibus drove forward, this time a little slower.  He maneuvered the vehicle carefully through the double gates of the parking lot, leaving their college behind them forever. 
 
    Everyone let out a sigh in unison. Rori let out a nervous laugh. 
 
    “Well. What now?” 
 
    Luke puffed out a lungful of air. “Get the hell out of here. That’s what.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    “Come on, Luke, we’ve got to admit it at some point,” Eliza told him. 
 
    “Nope,” Luke replied, peering over the dashboard of the minibus at the road ahead. “I will not admit it.” 
 
    “We’re lost,” Eliza said with a scowl. “Let’s just use the location app on your phone…” 
 
    “I’ve told you, it isn’t working,” Luke snapped. 
 
    “My phone isn’t working either,” Cassie piped up. She was sitting near the front of the minibus next to Poppy, who was trying to doze with her head resting on the window. “It won’t send a text, and I can’t get the internet either.” 
 
    She looked down at the phone in her hand. She had typed a message to her brother, Fletcher, but it refused to send. With every beat of her heart, she felt her anxiety levels rising. What if the school was overrun with rotters too? What if he hadn’t made it out alive?  
 
    “I’ll try mine,” Rori volunteered, reaching into his pocket. “Shit. No battery.” 
 
    “We can try the internet when we get to Ginge’s, right?” Warren said, trying to rouse some optimism. He nudged Gemma, not wanting her to fall asleep. “We can go on Facebook, send inboxes to everyone we know.  We’ll just have to wait until we get there and then we can get in touch with people.” 
 
    “If we ever bloody get there…” Heidi muttered. Luke gritted his teeth. 
 
    “I’m trying my best.”  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to take over?” Warren asked him. 
 
    “I’m fine!” Luke snapped. “It’s not my fault we’re lost.” 
 
    “See?” Eliza cried triumphantly. “We’re lost!” 
 
    “We’re not lost,” Luke argued, contradicting himself once again. His knuckles were turning white on the steering wheel.  “We are just unsure of our exact location.” 
 
    “Wait!” Cassie leapt up from her seat, pointing through the windscreen. “That’s the high school, there!” 
 
    Luke squinted, easing off the accelerator. “We’re miles away from the farm then. How the hell did we manage that?” 
 
    “I’m getting out,” Cassie declared. “Open the doors.” 
 
    “What? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “My brother’s in there, remember?” 
 
    “We’ve been over this. We can’t afford to make any stops. You can get in contact with him once we get back to the farm.” 
 
    “It could be too late then. Luke, we are right here.” 
 
    “We can’t wait around for you to go inside. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “So go without me,” Cassie said. Then she hit the button that controlled the doors and hopped out. 
 
    “Cassie, get the hell back here!” 
 
    Heidi shuffled out of her seat, despite Rori’s attempts to stop her. “I’m not letting her go on her own,” Heidi said. She picked up Luke’s shovel, which was leaning against a seat. “Mind if I borrow this? Thanks.” 
 
    “I’m going too,” Poppy declared, chasing after Heidi as she got off the bus. 
 
    “This isn’t a bloody field trip!” Luke yelled after them. He slammed his palm on the wheel of the bus in frustration. Warren chewed his lip. 
 
    “What are we going to do? We can’t actually leave them…” 
 
    “I wish you were wrong,” Luke muttered. “Give me the map, Eliza. We can figure out our route while they’re gone. We’ll give them half an hour. If they’re not back then, or we run into trouble, we leave. Deal?” 
 
    The others reluctantly agreed. Eliza handed Luke the map and chewed her thumb, pacing up and down the aisle of the bus. Warren shifted in his seat to make room for Eliza to sit, patting the chair. She sat down, but continued fidgeting. Warren tried to offer a comforting smile. 
 
    “Try not to worry. They’ll be okay.” 
 
    Eliza shook her head. “My sister and two of my best friends just ran into a building infested with the undead. Of course I’m going to worry.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t have to come with me,” Cassie said, holding her shovel tight. 
 
    “Safety in numbers!” Poppy said in a tone far too jolly for the situation. “Besides, I didn’t want to miss an opportunity to come back to school. I know we’ve only been gone a year…” 
 
    “But it feels like a lifetime,” Cassie finished. Poppy nodded. 
 
    “Not to ruin the nostalgia or anything, but I thought I’d mention that going through the main entrance seems like a bad idea,” Heidi told them. “We saw what that was like at the college…” 
 
    “Let’s go in somewhere around the back,” Cassie agreed. She searched her memory for a layout of their high school. 
 
    “How about the kitchens?” Heidi suggested. “That way, we can pick up any food we stumble across...”  
 
    Cassie raised an eyebrow in her direction. “But of course, Fletcher is our priority,” Heidi added. 
 
    The three girls hurried around the back of the school, eyes darting across the yard as they approached. Apart from the sound of empty drinks cans rolling across the tarmac in the breeze, all was quiet.   
 
    The door the dinner ladies used for the kitchens had been left open. Cassie took that to be an immediate sign that something wasn’t right. Poppy pushed it open gently, her scissors raised. The stench of death wafted over them. Coughing, Cassie covered her mouth with the sleeve of her jacket.  
 
    “Come on,” she spluttered, leading the way inside. She stepped over the corpse of a mutilated dinner lady whose torso had been separated from her legs, but jumped as it began to growl softly, suddenly reanimated. Heidi peered at it curiously. It was harmless in its current state and the three of them got a closer look. Pale, cloudy eyes, flaking lips, nostrils flared like there was a lovely smell in the air. All Cassie could smell was rotting flesh. 
 
    “I think she’s looking for a snack,” Poppy murmured, carefully following Cassie down the corridor. Heidi followed behind them, her shoes staining red as she stepped in a puddle of blood.  
 
    They entered the brightly lit kitchen, weapons raised. As Cassie hurried between the stainless steel worktops, Heidi snatched a few bread rolls and some boxes of cereal bars, shoving them hastily into her rucksack. Poppy raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “What?” Heidi asked, shrugging. “We might as well pick them up whilst we’re here. We’ll be hungry later!” 
 
    “She’s right,” Cassie said. “We don’t know when we’ll be able to eat next. I doubt that the rotters will leave Tesco alone just for our convenience…” 
 
    The girls grabbed some of the food that was left on the surfaces as they made their way through the kitchen. Poppy was completely alert, certain she was about to see something awful around every corner. She saw a shape hidden under an old apron and removed it. Underneath, a girl lay with her head caved in. Poppy retched, wishing she hadn’t moved the apron. She lay it back over the girl’s face in respect and tried not to be sick. 
 
    “I think someone’s been here recently. She’s still bleeding out,” she said to Heidi. “She was bitten, but I think someone finished her off first...” 
 
    “Guys, what’s keeping you!” Cassie called after them. She was nearing the canteen doors, anxious to find her brother. “We need to keep going.” 
 
    “Nothing!” Poppy shouted back. She and Heidi hurried through the canteen to join Cassie, who was emerging onto the corridor.  
 
    All was silent in the hallway. Dried blood was splattered on the pale yellow walls, and scarlet trails had been smeared over the once-polished floor. Horrified, it dawned on Cassie that there had been children as young as eleven and twelve years old in the building.   
 
    “Check the gym?” Heidi suggested, breaking the eerie silence. 
 
    Cassie nodded, heading for the set of double doors in front of them. “Fletcher’s pretty smart,” she said. “I’d like to think he’d try the gym for anything he could use as a weapon.” 
 
    Heidi and Poppy raised their weapons instinctively as Cassie inched open the double doors. They didn’t know what was behind those doors, and Cassie didn’t want to know what would happen if they were overrun by rotters. As the door opened a crack, Cassie peered into the deserted gym. The bleachers opposite them were empty, and the two sets of shutters at either end of the gym where the equipment was kept had been pulled down. 
 
    “Nothing,” Cassie said, her voice somewhat deflated as it echoed around the empty gym.  She lowered the arm holding her shovel. “He’s not here, let’s go. It’s a big school; there’s plenty of places he could be. If we stay too long, we’ll get left behind…” 
 
    “No, we can look for a little longer,” Heidi insisted, grabbing Cassie’s arm as she turned to leave. She pointed to the shutters at the end of the hall. “Someone’s left the key in. Do you think Fletcher could be in there, looking for weapons?” 
 
    “I don’t know…”  Cassie bit her lip. “We might as well check whilst we’re here, I suppose…I just…I don’t know if I can bear it if we don’t find him.” 
 
    Her comment was followed by silence. There was no way to comfort her when they all knew it was likely they wouldn’t find her brother. Still, they had to try. The three girls hurried across to the shutters. Cassie bent down and turned the key in the lock. With a metallic grating sound, the shutters in front and behind them began to rise. 
 
    “Oh God,” Poppy breathed as a symphony of hungry moans echoed around the gym. Inside, Poppy could see endless pairs of feet crowded together. Feet that began to turn toward them as the shutters rose. An army of rotters ready to stampede. 
 
    “Cassie, turn the key the other way!” Heidi shrieked as the shutters raised to reveal masses of rotters in PE kits, packed together so tightly that they could barely move.   
 
    “I’m trying!” Cassie screamed. She tried turning the key in the lock, rattling it to make it move.  “It’s stuck!” 
 
    Behind them, Heidi heard the shuffle of feet on the polished floor. More were coming. 
 
    “Leave it,” Heidi cried, grabbing the back of Cassie’s jacket and hauling her up. “Back to the doors.”  
 
    Turning, Heidi gasped. From the store cupboard behind them, a swarm of rotters were streaming under the shutter, their hands outstretched, teeth snapping in their open, hungry mouths as they pushed their way towards the three girls. 
 
    “They’re blocking the doors,” Heidi said, the severity of their dire situation finally hitting them.  There were at least thirty rotters ambling toward them, maybe more. It would be a death sentence to fight their way through to the doors. 
 
    “The bleachers!” Poppy shouted. She grabbed Cassie’s hand as she stood frozen in fear beside her, and yanked her after Heidi as they ran for the bleachers. “There’s a window right at the top!” 
 
    Poppy slashed at an oncoming rotter with her scissors, her other hand laced in a firm grip with Cassie’s. The rotter fell to the floor, tripping up the others behind it. They reached the stairs of the bleachers and hurried up them. Poppy pushed Cassie in front of her. The swarm of hungry rotters followed in pursuit, dragging their feet across the floor. The stench of death and decay hung thick in the air. 
 
    Heidi charged to the top of the stairs, clambering up toward the window. She rammed the handle of her screwdriver onto the glass in the window, breaking it on her third attempt. Behind her, Poppy and Cassie were being tailed by the first few rotters who had made it up the stairs. 
 
    “Poppy, give me a hand!” Heidi shouted, and Poppy hurried over to her. Being the tallest of the three, Poppy held out her hands to give Heidi a push up to the window. Heidi clambered onto Poppy’s hands, using them to hoist her up onto the window ledge.   
 
    Cassie scanned the crowd of oncoming rotters. Her eyes darted back and forth between the stumbling figures, searching for the blonde hair she and Fletcher shared, or for the burgundy checked shirt he had been wearing that day. She gazed desperately into the crowd of rotters, hoping that he wasn’t one of them. 
 
    “Cassie!” Poppy called, tearing Cassie from her thoughts. Heidi was scrambling clumsily through the broken window above them. “We’ve got to move, now!” 
 
    Cassie hurried over, scrambling up against the wall onto Poppy’s hands. She clambered onto the window ledge, shuffling her body carefully out of the window. Cassie felt grateful for the first time that the gym was underground.  The window they had scrambled out of was only a foot above the ground.   
 
    Reaching back through the window, Cassie held her hands out to Poppy. The rotters were almost upon her, stumbling over the seats and pouring up the stairs toward her. Poppy grabbed Cassie’s hands, pulling herself up toward the window as Cassie held on tight. Poppy was halfway out of the window when she felt the hand close around her foot. 
 
    “Help!” Poppy cried, kicking her legs out. Cassie could feel her hands slipping away. 
 
    “Hold on!” Cassie told her, tightening her grasp. 
 
    Poppy kicked out against the hand that held her. Her other foot hit soft flesh and the rotter’s face splattered over her shoe. It dropped her foot, pulling her shoe off in the process. With the immediate threat gone, Heidi and Cassie pulled her the rest of the way through the broken window to safety.   
 
    Poppy’s face crumpled and she began to cry as the three of them stood just outside, the window by their feet now filled with the reaching hands of the dead. Cassie was shell-shocked. She’d been so certain that going into the school was a good idea, but it had almost gotten them killed.  
 
    “That was too close,” Heidi said at last, breaking the silence as they caught their breath. 
 
    “We’re not going to find him, are we?” Cassie whispered. She felt grief beginning to eat away at the pit of her stomach. “I’m sorry I put you both at risk. I know it’s too dangerous to go back there. I think I always knew, I just needed…” 
 
    “To see it for yourself,” Heidi finished. She put a hand gently on her friend’s shoulder. “I understand. Today is the first time I’ve ever been grateful that Eliza and I were in the same history class. At least we were together when it…happened.” 
 
    Cassie nodded, feeling a lump rise in her throat. “I hope he’s alive,” she said. “Even if I never see him again, never manage to find him…I hope he’s okay, wherever he is.” She sniffed, her eyes prickling with oncoming tears. “We should get back to the bus…” 
 
    Together, the three girls made their way around the back of their old high school. Their senses alert, bodies exhausted, they hurried across the school car park and through the gates in silence. As they ran, Cassie thought she heard a distant cry of her name, but looking around, she couldn’t see Fletched. After a moment, she pushed the thought away. She was just hearing what she wanted to hear. 
 
    Poppy reached up and knocked sharply on the door of the minibus, making Eliza jump from where she sat pouring over the map. She leapt up and opened the doors for the disheartened trio. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Rori wondered aloud, taking in the broken glass glistening in Heidi’s hair and the blood matted in her hairline. Cassie’s cheek oozed blood from where the glass had snagged her skin. Poppy was limping, gravel poking through the new holes in her sock due to her lack of shoe. 
 
    “Do you want the long or the short version?” Heidi asked him irritably. She flopped down into the seat behind him. Poppy’s usual geniality was replaced with a stroppy expression. 
 
    “I feel like fucking Cinderella,” she said, sitting down and picking gravel from the bottom of her foot. Cassie slipped into the seat beside her and Poppy slung an arm around her deflated shoulders. Rori took in the scene and leaned a little closer to Heidi, lowering his voice.   
 
    “Any luck with her brother?” 
 
    Heidi shook her head with a sigh. “We got overrun by a hoard of rotters in the gym,” she explained. It struck her how normal that sentence sounded in her head, despite its absurdity. “We were lucky to get out alive, really. It’d be too risky for us to go in again, I think. We nearly died in there.” 
 
    “Is Cassie alright?” 
 
    “She’ll live,” Heidi said, casting a sad look at her friend. “That’s all that’s important right now.” 
 
    Luke was watching Cassie quietly, who wiped at her eyes and glared at him. “Sorry for slowing you down. You can go now,” she snapped. 
 
    “I realize that you’re being sarcastic, but if it helps, I’m sorry for being insensitive.” Luke started the engine and the bus began to move. “I would likely have done the same in your shoes.” 
 
    “Or shoe,” Poppy muttered bitterly, still mourning her missing trainer. Heidi glanced back at Cassie. The comment had made her smile, even if only for a second. 
 
    Luke swung the minibus back onto the road. Cassie was sitting with her head resting on Poppy’s shoulder, staring at the scenery as it drifted by. She felt exhausted by the knowledge that she’d done all she could, and yet it wasn’t enough. Somewhere out there, her brother might be fighting for his life. But she was fighting for hers too. 
 
    And it was far from over. 
 
      
 
    “Is it this road?” Luke asked, peering ahead of him. There was a long stretch of spindly road, surrounded on both sides by farmland that continued for as far as any of them could see. 
 
    “Yep,” Eliza responded, grinning. “It’s this one.” 
 
    “Good,” Luke said. He glanced around him, taking the thin road on slowly and trying to ignore how rocky it was. “It’s pretty isolated around here. I reckon we should be safe. After we’ve put into action all our defenses and such.”  
 
    He knew that the others thought he was overthinking their situation. Perhaps they all thought they’d be saved at some point soon, but Luke’s thoughts kept drifting to long term plans. Luke was fond of strategies, something that he’d learned from his years as an avid chess player. He liked playing the long game, always thinking two moves ahead of where he was.  
 
    The truth was that Luke couldn’t think of much else. He knew that if he, for one second, let his guard down, let his mind slip from what those creatures could do, he would be dead. He already had images of the traps he planned to set around the perimeter, and other protective devices. Luke, it seemed, was born to be an apocalypse kid. He certainly had the mindset. 
 
    “What defenses do you have in mind?” Eliza asked. Luke shrugged. 
 
    “Depends what Ginge has on the farm, really. I’m thinking something along the lines of a wall, with perhaps something else in front of it to deter the rotters…”   
 
    “Sounds like you plan to stay here for the long run. We don’t even know if she’ll want us to stay yet.” 
 
    “She can’t turn us away. She won’t. Where else would we go?” 
 
    “Home?” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “Do you really think that’s an option now? We can’t just go back and play house and expect it all to be fine. Our parents are scattered all over the county. If we tried to make it back to them individually, we’d surely lose our lives along the way. Think of what we’ve lost already. And this thing…it isn’t going to go away in a day. We have to plan for a new future. Forget everything you had planned. Forget university. We’re not students anymore. We’re hunters, fighters, survivors.” 
 
    Eliza sniffed. “Not sure what employers would think if I put that on my CV.” 
 
    Luke pushed his glasses up his nose. “Say what you want. Being handy with a weapon is going to do you more good than an A star at GCSE.” 
 
    “Good job for me,” Heidi murmured from behind them. “I barely passed my GCSEs.” 
 
    The thought dismayed Eliza. She had three A stars and no experience with weapons. Unless that morning counted, which she wasn’t sure it did. She’d mostly avoided the action in comparison to others. There was a reason Heidi was splattered in blood and Eliza remained relatively clean. Eliza was the stronger of the two, known for playing sports and working out, but Heidi was the impulsive one. It was like instinct had taken over her back at the college. Eliza was still waiting for her killer instinct to kick in, she thought. 
 
    “I think we’re here,” Luke said softly to Eliza. Eliza peered over his shoulder. Ginge’s farm was coming into view, the only house for miles around. Eliza nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Yes…yes, this is it. Look, there’s Ginge’s quad bike on the driveway.” 
 
    Luke was about to turn onto the driveway of the farm when a loud screaming sound woke them all from their reverie. 
 
    “What is that?” Eliza asked, peering ahead. A figure was running toward them, hand raised as if to attack. The figure let out a war cry and charged for their vehicle. Luke carried on driving, swerving to avoid the figure, which in turn began banging on the outside of the bus with shrieks that jolted the others back to reality. The minibus came to halt, and Eliza leapt out of it with her baseball bat. 
 
    The red-headed figure charged toward Eliza, knife raised. 
 
    “Ginge?” Eliza asked in disbelief. She saw the girl’s curly ginger hair fanning out behind her as she ran. The figure stopped at once. A smile spread across the girl’s face. She hurried toward Eliza and pulled her into a hug, crying with happiness.   
 
    “You’re alive!” Ginge cried, sobbing. “I thought you might be more of those…those…things!” 
 
    The rest of the group leapt off the bus groggily, smiles spreading across their faces as they were reunited. Rori and Warren stood to the side, feeling awkward since they’d never met Ginge, but in a fit of relieved affection, she pulled the two boys into a hug regardless. 
 
    “You’re alive!” Ginge cried again, tears streaming down her face with happiness and relief.  Her eyes widened as she stepped back from them, taking in the blood that splattered their clothes. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked them, looking at each one of them in turn. “Were you at college?” 
 
    Cassie nodded. “You’re so lucky you were here. It was carnage.” 
 
    Ginge lowered her head. “Things haven’t been so great here either. Mum and Dad…I’ve been looking after the kids on my own…” 
 
    Poppy put her arm around Ginge, ever the mother figure. “Don’t worry. We’re all together now. We’ll take care of each other.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you’ve seen them too? The zombies?” 
 
    “Seen them, killed them, ran away from them…why else do you think we’d roll up on your doorstep in a college minibus, covered from head to toe in blood?” Luke said dryly. “Almost everyone at college…turned. As far as we know, anyway. This was the safest, most isolated place we could think of.” 
 
    “You don’t mind us staying a while, do you?” Poppy asked Ginge. 
 
    “Of course not. I need you here. Now that my parents are gone…” Ginge shook her head, a couple of tears spilling. 
 
     “I’m so sorry, Ginge,” Poppy said quietly, hanging her head. Silence fell, thick and heavy on the group. Condolences didn’t bring back the dead.  
 
    “Where’s Rob?” Ginge asked finally. Something in her tone of voice suggested that she already knew the answer. 
 
    “He was bitten last night. He was one of the first to turn,” Cassie said gently. Poppy clamped a hand over her mouth silently, the news hitting her too as tears immediately spilled from her eyes. Ginge nodded, taking in the information, though she seemed prepared for the answer. She forced a smile as she tugged Poppy close to hug her.   
 
    “Come on in, guys. Let’s go somewhere where we can take it all in” she told them, leading them across the yard and toward the large, red-brick bungalow that was her family’s home. ”You must all be exhausted. Not to mention hungry…” 
 
    Heidi sighed. “Ginge…you read my mind.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Ginge ushered the group into her house. Removing her wellies, she led them through to the spacious kitchen, flicking the kettle switch and turning the hob on. Hearing the babble of voices in the kitchen, Hannah and Billy hurtled into the room, hugging Cassie’s legs fondly. They’d always liked her, and she smiled affectionately at them.  
 
    “Squeeze up,” Cassie said, perching on a chair beside Heidi as the others grabbed chairs around the kitchen table. It was fortunate that the table was made for a large family, but it was still tightly packed as they waited for Ginge to cook for them.  
 
    Ginge’s house had always felt like a second home to the gang. It was the sort of house that was always warm, with squishy sofas that swallowed you up in an embrace when you sat down. The smell of cooking seemed to permanently waft through the house, and the family were a welcoming bunch, something that had passed down to Ginge herself. Opening the fridge, Ginge took out two packs of sausages and slid them into the frying pan. She busied herself with cutting up a loaf of bread, buttering the thick slices whilst making mugs of tea and coffee. Ginge liked keeping herself busy. It was a welcome distraction. 
 
    Cara slid into the kitchen quietly, watching them all with puffed up eyes, red and sore from crying. Rori and Warren stood awkwardly by the window, occasionally glancing at the blood stains on it. Ginge noticed and bit her lip. 
 
    “I suppose I’d better clean it soon,” she said thoughtfully, breaking the silence. 
 
    “There’s plenty of time for that, I’m sure,” Warren mumbled. 
 
    “Please, make yourselves at home,” Ginge told the two boys. She gestured to the small leather sofa in the corner of the room. “Sit yourselves down. I won’t have you both feeling uncomfortable. For as long as you need, this is your home now.” 
 
    “That’s so kind of you. Do you need any help? I’d like to help if I can,” Warren said as Rori flopped onto the sofa, seeming relieved to have been welcomed with open arms. 
 
    Ginge shook her head. “It’s okay. I’m used to looking after my siblings so I do a lot around here anyway,” she explained. “I like being busy. So for now, I don’t need anything.” 
 
    “Why else do you think we aren’t helping?” Cassie added with a smile. “Ginge has everything under control, right?” 
 
    Ginge pointed her spatula at Cassie in agreement. “Right. Although if you all end up staying here, it won’t be rent-free. There's plenty to do on the farm. In fact, I’ll have to go out on watch again after this. In case of any stragglers,” Ginge said, staring with worry out into the yard. “I’m not letting anything near my family again…” 
 
    Heidi stood up, stretching her arms out behind her head. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Surely not on your own?” Ginge pointed out. 
 
    “And you? Being productive before lunch? Unheard of,” Eliza said with a sly smile. Heidi scowled at her. 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll manage. And you’ll bring me a sandwich when it’s ready…right?” Heidi asked. Her eyes widened a little more. “Right?”  
 
    “Yes, I won’t let you starve, Heidi,” Ginge said with an affectionate smile. Heidi sighed. 
 
    “Then I’ll be fine. Save me the most charred sausages, please. And lots of ketchup…” 
 
    With that, she headed out of the kitchen, a slight spring in her step at the thought of her lunch. The others watched her go, but they were all too exhausted to consider following. The kitchen was quiet for a room full of people. The only sound was the sizzling of the sausages in the pan. Ginge didn’t mind. She preferred it quiet. That way, she could hear exactly what might be going on outside. She cast a glance out of the window every now and then, observing Heidi lounging on a deckchair out at the front with her screwdriver firmly gripped in her fist. After a while, Ginge found herself relaxing a little. She trusted that Heidi could keep an eye on things for a little while, at least. 
 
    It was around twenty minutes later, when everyone was scarfing down their food, that Rori stood up, his plate cleared in less than a minute, sauce and all. He smiled pleasantly at Ginge, and she warmed to him immediately. 
 
    “Need a hand with washing up?” he asked. Ginge nodded to Cara. 
 
    “Leave that to my sister. She’s usually up to the task.” 
 
    “In that case, maybe I’ll check on Heidi. Someone should keep her company, right?” 
 
    Ginge didn’t want to be rude and tell Rori that Heidi looked quite content out there alone. In fact, perhaps she had gone outside to get away from everyone. She wasn’t sure Heidi was in the mood to be chatted to. But she didn’t want to say that out loud so she shrugged. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “And I can take her a sandwich too…I think she’d like that.” 
 
    Ginge slapped her palm to her forehead. “Oh God. Don’t tell her that I forgot to serve her one…there’s some sausages left in the pan.” 
 
    Rori grinned. “Your secret is safe with me.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, with a sandwich messily assembled, Rori headed for the door to join Heidi in the yard. On his way, he saw Cara picking at the remains of her own sandwich miserably. He sidled over, grinning.  
 
    “You gonna eat that?” he asked. As Cara shook her head, his hand darted for the sandwich. He stuffed the remains in his mouth as he headed outside.   
 
    Rori wished immediately that he’d taken a scarf to college that morning. Heidi sat on the deckchair with her knees up to her chest to keep out the cold. She’d borrowed a large hoodie from the collection inside Ginge’s family coat cupboard, and it swallowed her small frame whole, her knees also tucked inside the hoodie. She looked up as Rori sat down, a mess of fringe covering her eyes. 
 
    “Did you bring me a sandwich?” 
 
    “You know it.” 
 
    Rori handed Heidi the plate and watched her eyes light up a little. She’d seemed sad when he came outside, but one bite of the sandwich and she cheered up considerably. Rori smiled. 
 
    “A fellow foodie, I see.” 
 
    “How can I not be?” Heidi said through a mouthful. “Food just…it makes everything better. Except Brussel Sprouts. The bane of Christmas.” 
 
    Rori smiled and sat down beside her chair on the gravel driveway. “You’re talking complete sense. Whoever decided they should be a part of Christmas dinner was seriously disturbed.” 
 
    Heidi smiled, but her gaze had dropped back to her lap, her whole body seeming to deflate already. Rori wondered if it was something to do with the fact that discussing Christmas only reminded her that they might never have Christmas again. What if their families hadn’t made it? What if it was just them left against an army of the undead? 
 
    “Did you try your phone again?” Heidi asked. Rori chewed his lip. 
 
    “Yeah, Ginge gave me a charger, but there’s no signal. None of us have it. I guess there must be something disrupting the network.” 
 
    “Well then. That’s that,” Heidi said with a sigh. “I guess all communications are gone now. This is it. Just us lot on a farm in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “You never know…maybe it’ll come back online. It’s been a crazy day…but maybe we’ll bounce back from this. Maybe it’ll be okay.” 
 
    Heidi shot Rori a glance that seemed to say are you crazy? But after a moment she sighed and shrugged. “Perhaps you’re right.” 
 
    Rori kept quiet after that, but made no attempt to go back inside. He didn’t like the idea of leaving Heidi alone. None of them should have to be alone on a day like that. She munched quietly away at her sandwich until every crumb was gone. Then she stared out at the farm, her eyes drooping a little. 
 
    After a while, Rori noticed Heidi’s hands were fiddling with something in her pocket. He didn’t mention it, not wanting to pry. After all, they barely knew one another. But Heidi surprised him by taking the object out of her pocket. Rori squinted to see what it was. It was Toby’s penknife. Rori held his breath, waiting for Heidi to speak. But she didn’t. She examined the penknife for a while, pulling out it’s toothpick and corkscrew.  Then she folded it all back together until the only utensil left out was the knife itself. She ran her thumb over the blunt blade. She pressed down on it, but no blood was extracted. She shook her head. 
 
    “The most bloody useless weapon he could have had,” Heidi muttered. Rori swallowed. 
 
    “He got unlucky.” 
 
    Heidi shook her head. “No. He didn’t. He wouldn’t have made it. Not when the only thing he carried was a bloody penknife. What an idiot.” Heidi shook her head again. Rori swore he saw tears in her eyes, but her head was mostly hidden, so he couldn’t be sure. Suddenly, she stood up and started heading across the yard. Rori scrambled to his feet, nervous as Heidi walked off alone. 
 
    “Heidi…” 
 
    “This won’t take a minute. There’s something I want to do. I’m hoping it’ll give me some bloody peace of mind.” 
 
    Rori hesitated before running after Heidi. In the middle of the yard, there was a large old tree with a tyre swing hanging from it. A proper countryside pass-time, Rori thought. Heidi approached it, the penknife clutched in her fist. She pressed her other palm against the tree trunk, staring at it. Then, she began to carve.  
 
    Rori watched the determination on her face, the knife digging into the grooves in the tree. She carved a T. Then an O. It took a while, but Rori kept watch on the yard for her. He knew what she was doing. She was honoring the boy who gave his life. Gave his life for theirs. 
 
    Heidi stepped back to admire her handiwork. The words Toby, Day 1 were wonkily printed into the tree. Beneath his name was Rob’s. She wiped at her face, nodding and muttering to herself. Then she lowered her head. Rori found himself doing the same. 
 
    “Rob was a good friend and the biggest drama queen I’ve ever met. I’m going to miss him like hell,” Heidi sniffed. “And then there’s Toby…I didn’t know much about him. I didn’t know what his surname was, or who his family was, or why he chose to come with us. I didn’t know him at all, really. But he held that door closed for us. He saved lives. I wish I could have done the same for him.” She closed her eyes and Rori wondered if she was replaying what happened in her head. The moment when Toby literally slipped through her fingers. He watched her shudder, her eyes opening again.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” Heidi said, taking in a deep breath. Clearly, she didn’t feel like answering the question. 
 
    “You know it wasn’t your fault, right? You did everything you could.” 
 
    Heidi swallowed, her eyes averted from the tree. 
 
    “If I’d had a few more seconds…if we’d been quicker getting up there…he might still be alive.” 
 
    “Might be. But maybe not. Don’t torture yourself. You did what you could in the moment you were given. That’s enough.” 
 
    Heidi bent down and tucked the knife under the roots of the tree. When she stood back up, her face was unreadable. Blank.  
 
    “If you say so. Let’s just hope we don’t add any more names to that tree.” 
 
      
 
    As nighttime dawned on the barn, Ginge kept a steady watch out through the window. She hadn’t let her guard down for a single second. This was her farm now, her property, and her friends setting up camp at the house. In her mind, that meant that she was in charge now. 
 
    She’d spent the day trying to get the house out of the chaos it seemed to have fallen into. She told Hannah and Billy to go and play while she set her friends to work elsewhere. Poppy and Cara set about cleaning the house of blood while Cassie, Luke and Eliza did some heavy lifting, shunting all of the mattresses up into the attic to give them all a safer place to sleep for the night. While Rori and Heidi kept watch, Ginge had Warren sit with Gemma to make sure she was okay, given the nasty bump she’d had to her head. 
 
    And all the while, Ginge had a million things on her mind. How would she keep the farm running when no one else knew how to tend to the animals and the crops? How would she keep the group with clean water and food if things started to run out? How would she operate machinery around the yard if the power gave out and fuel became in low supply? 
 
    Ginge knew she was getting ahead of herself. Survival was going to be about taking one day at a time. It worried her that people were beginning to relax a little too much, chattering among themselves almost cheerily, like they’d forgotten what lay just outside their window. The sky was turning black and it was getting harder to see what might be lurking out there. Ginge felt like she was constantly holding her breath. How were they supposed to ever relax again? How could they forget what lay out there for them? 
 
    And at some point, when Ginge took a moment to check up on everyone else, she realized that the atmosphere wasn’t very alert. She found Poppy and Cara lounging on the sofas, flicking through a fashion magazine together and chatting as though the end of the world wasn’t upon them. When she peered out of the window, Rori and Heidi were laughing about something she couldn’t pick up on. Cassie and Eliza were keeping the kids distracted with their Lego set, but they seemed to be enjoying it just as much as they were.  
 
    Ginge felt a tap on her shoulder and turned to see Luke standing behind her, his lips pressed tightly together. He didn’t look impressed. 
 
    “You need to put a stop to this,” he said, peering through at the children. Ginge frowned. 
 
    “To the kids playing with their toys?” 
 
    Luke shot her a look. “You know what I’m talking about. All of this…frolicking.” 
 
    Ginge couldn’t help smirking. “I know what you’re trying to say, Luke, but there’s nothing for anyone to do right this second. What do you want me to do? Tell everyone to go and sit quietly in a corner and wait for this to blow over?” 
 
    Luke scowled. “There’s plenty to be done. We could be rationing out our food, for one thing. Preparing some defenses, maybe. We could be figuring out a rota! I know these things have crossed your mind too, Ginge. It makes sense.” 
 
    Ginge sighed. “Look, maybe you’re right. I certainly wouldn’t mind having things a little more organized around here…but everyone is scared. We’ve all had the day from hell. The last thing I want to do is scare the kids by getting everyone into some kind of military mode. Plus, it’s dark outside. I don’t want to start setting up defenses when we can barely see out there as it is. Tomorrow, we can reevaluate. Tomorrow, we can figure out how we want to play this. But I think for tonight…maybe we should just try and keep some normality in place, yeah? Get some rest…it might be our last chance for a real night’s sleep. ” 
 
    “Uh…is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    Ginge and Luke turned to see Warren shyly standing behind them. He’d emerged from the kitchen where he’d been sitting with Gemma for the last few hours. Ginge felt a little sorry for him. He was clearly sitting with Gemma to be polite, especially since he didn’t know anyone else. Sure, she’d asked him to do it, but he didn’t have to follow her orders. She smiled at him, hoping to put him at ease. 
 
    “We were just talking about how we should all spend the evening…maybe we should relieve Rori and Heidi of their watch soon. You and I can take over if you’d like, Warren.” 
 
    Warren stood a little taller, a nervous smile passing over his face. “Sure. I’d like to help.” 
 
    Ginge turned back to Luke with a shrug. “Pick this conversation up tomorrow?” 
 
    Luke scowled. “Fine. But don’t come crying to me when Cara gets bitten because she’s walking around with her head in a fashion magazine. We need to be more alert, better prepared. The second we let our guards down, people are going to get hurt.” 
 
    “I hear you. But we’ve got people on watch, right? If there’s trouble, we’ll know about it,” Ginge reasoned, despite the growing anxiety in her stomach. “Maybe I should whip up some more food…at least then we’ve got everyone in one place, keeping us together…” 
 
    Ginge headed into the kitchen to take a look in the fridge. With her head buried in the coldbox, she didn’t notice Gemma quietly slip out of the room into the utility room. There, she slipped on her muddied trainers, opened the back door and headed outside, leaving the door ever so slightly ajar… 
 
      
 
    Cassie placed the finishing block of Lego to the top of the creation that had taken up most of their afternoon. It was a nice project to focus on after the horrors of the day. She, Eliza and the kids had constructed a pretty impressive castle and Cassie imagined living in it, hiding behind the tall walls and the huge metal gate to escape the new world they’d been thrust into. 
 
    And in moments, she was catapulted back into reality. Back to Ginge’s farm, back to the knowledge that she had left her brother behind. Cassie sat back, a lump in her throat. 
 
    It was either leave or die. She knew that from the moment they’d gotten stuck in the school gym. If she’d stayed, she wouldn’t have been able to help Fletcher. But the guilt was horrifying anyway. It clung to her, weighing her down, turning her stomach. She tended to think of herself as a positive person, but when she thought of her brother, alone and scared, she could only think negative thoughts. 
 
    “Cassie?” 
 
    Cassie looked up. Hannah and Billy were staring at her, and Eliza had a hand on her arm. Cassie blinked several times, forcing a smile. 
 
    “Huh? Sorry, I think I zoned out for a minute there…” 
 
    Hannah and Billy were already moving on, their focus returning to the building blocks in front of them, but Eliza kept an eye on her. She nodded toward the door. 
 
    “Shall we go out there? We can talk?” 
 
    Cassie nodded. She hated to admit it to herself, but she could really use someone to talk to. She knew they were all going through a lot, but she was the only one who had left a sibling behind. Ginge had all of her remaining family right there on the farm, Eliza had Heidi, and the rest had each other. Only Cassie really felt the gaping loss of being so close to her brother, and yet being unable to save him.  
 
    As the kids continued to play, Cassie and Eliza kept an eye on them from the doorway and Cassie let a long sigh escape her. 
 
    “You thinking about Fletch?” Eliza asked, her blue eyes wide. Cassie nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. I can’t stop.” 
 
    “You know, he’s a smart kid. He takes after you. I think…I think he’s okay. I think he’ll have found friends, like we did, and now he’s found his way to somewhere safe.” 
 
    Cassie nodded, but the tightness in her throat made her feel like someone was strangling her. It was all she could do to hold herself together. “But…but what if he hasn’t?” 
 
    Eliza opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Cassie shook her head to herself. 
 
    “I just…I know I won’t be able to move on. I’ll never really know what happened to him…unless somehow this whole nightmare ends tomorrow. I just think it’s worse somehow…questioning whether he’s alive or not. Knowing whether to have hope or not. I wish I could at least call him. If I could, I could draw conclusions based on whether he picked up or not, but this damn phone won’t work.” 
 
    Eliza didn’t try to comfort Cassie this time. She just nodded in understanding. Feeling winded, Cassie leant against the wall and thought of her brother. Eliza was right. He was smart. He was athletic, to a point. Maybe he fought his way out of that place, the way Cassie and her friends had done at the school.  
 
    But she’d never know. Until she saw him alive and well, she’d have to carry the pain of not saving him. That was her job. She was his big sister. 
 
    And she’d failed. 
 
    “You did everything you could,” Eliza told her gently. “There aren’t many people who would stick their neck out for someone the way you did. You should be proud of yourself.” 
 
    Cassie swallowed. “Then why do I feel so terrible?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Gemma wasn’t really sure where she was headed, but the fresh air felt good. She felt a little dazed as she wandered aimlessly toward one of the fields. The bump on the top of her head was throbbing painfully and she felt a little sleepy, but at least the cold wind was keeping her awake. 
 
    She couldn’t really comprehend the day they’d had. It didn’t seem real to her. In fact, she was half convinced that the bump to her head had caused her to weave a story to explain the whole thing. Yeah, that made more sense.  
 
    “Pff. Zombies. Could I be any less creative?” Gemma scoffed to herself, wobbling a little as she walked. She paused and looked around. She could see the lights of the house in the distance, but she couldn’t really comprehend how she’d strayed so far from it. She put a hand to her head, trying to rub away the ache there. Her vision was a little blurred, and she felt sick.  
 
    “Maybe I should go back,” Gemma murmured to herself. “I should just go home…” 
 
    She’d had enough of the weird fantasy she’d created in her head. She was ready to head home, run herself a hot bath and just forget the whole ordeal. Maybe at college the next day, she’d laugh about it all. It would be a good story to tell, at least. If only she could figure out where she was, then she’d be able to fix everything… 
 
    She let out a quiet moan, so quiet she wasn’t even sure it was her that had made it. She began to amble back toward the house, but with each step she took, she became more and more paranoid that there was someone behind her, dragging their feet, attempting to match her exact pace… 
 
    When she turned around, all she could see was darkness. There was nothing there, but she could still hear the sound of shuffling feet somewhere. Freaked out, she followed the light of the house, picking up her speed. She couldn’t run, it made her too dizzy, but she walked as fast as she could, hoping to make it back to the house before something happened to her. 
 
    Something terrible. 
 
      
 
    Heidi hadn’t said much in a while. Briefly, she and Rori had tried to keep up a half-hearted game of I-Spy, but that game had quickly turned morbid when Rori spotted a rotter. The pair of them had approached it cautiously, Heidi a few steps ahead with her arm held out to him, like she was hoping he’d stay out of the trouble. It occurred to Rori that she didn’t seem too concerned about herself as she slashed at the creatures grappling hands. She seemed to want to protect him more than herself.  
 
    And then it clicked. She hadn’t been able to save Toby – maybe she needed to feel like she’d saved someone else.  
 
    When Rori looked over at Heidi, her face was covered by her hoodie. He couldn’t see if she had her eyes closed. 
 
    “Are you awake?” 
 
    “Yep. Still here.” 
 
    “Maybe we can get someone to switch with us now? We’ve been out here for quite a while…” 
 
    Rori checked his watch. The darkened sky above them told him everything they really needed to know, but as his watch approached eight o’clock, he realized that if they didn’t go inside soon, they’d be out there for the night. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Heidi mumbled from beneath her hood. 
 
    Are you? He wanted to say that to her, but he stopped himself. Who was he, after all, to question her? They’d only just met. 
 
    “Well…I’m not fine, obviously. But I’m in the best place I can be. I don’t want to go to sleep.” Heidi said. She chewed on her sleeve absently. 
 
    Rori understood that. “Like after you watch a horror film at a sleepover and then you can’t even face going to the bathroom?” 
 
    “Oh God, I’m glad someone else gets it. I’ve needed to pee since dinner.” 
 
    Rori chuckled, though he almost immediately regretted it. He thought it might upset Heidi. But he heard a one note laugh emerge from beneath her hood and knew he’d got away with it.  
 
    “You could go now. I’ll be here keeping a watch,” Rori pointed out. 
 
    Heidi squirmed in her seat. “Thanks, but I’ll stay. I don’t think I’d feel safe pulling my pants down until I’ve got an armed guard.” 
 
    “Making a semi-circle around the bog, spears at the ready?” 
 
    “And a bowman perched on the windowsill with flaming arrows.” 
 
    Rori chuckled, letting the silence wash back over them. He liked her already. He thought that maybe they might be on the same level. Sure, they were scared. Sure, they were exhausted and traumatized and confused. But they still had room in their lives for laughter. Because if Rori knew one thing, it was that it’s always better to laugh than cry. 
 
    Rori shifted in his chair, clearing his throat. 
 
    “You know…you’ve had a tough day. If you want to talk…I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    Heidi didn’t respond. When Rori peered over, Heidi was slumped against the seat, quietly snoring. Rori sighed with a weary smile. He let her sleep, his gaze on the fields. All of a sudden, he was alone with his thoughts. 
 
    It was a dangerous place to be. 
 
    The darkness around him seemed to whisper. He was taken once again to his former sleepover days. The horror film was finished, everyone else was asleep. Fear lived in his chest those nights, jumping through him every now and then like an unexpected hiccup, reminding him that he had no idea what was in the places he couldn’t see. The whispers were the men in masks who sliced people open for fun, or the aliens that feasted on flesh quietly in the background. Rori hadn’t been scared by horror films in years. But now that he was living in one, he couldn’t help feeling like his former self – a child, scared. 
 
    Rori sat with his hand quivering over the shovel Ginge had brought outside for rotter-killing duty a few hours earlier. It was already a little bent from giving a rotter a swift smack in the face. Blood stained the metal spade. Rori felt a little better with it by his side, but he didn’t feel safe. Not even slightly.  
 
    Rori wished he could go inside and ask someone to sit with him, but he feared the consequences if he did. If he left, something could happen to Heidi while he was inside. A whole horde of creatures could come and take over the house, and everyone would die. Rori tried to rationalize the situation – there was no way that could happen. He’d only be inside for a moment. If there was anything dangerous, he would have seen it already. But that feeling in his chest was back, his heart hopping into his throat every few seconds. He was scaring himself – but with good reason.  
 
    He could hear his breathing now. The panic rising. It was a familiar feeling to him – the anxiety attacks he used to have before exams, pressure building on his heart and his lungs and his stomach. The breathlessness, the lack of oxygen blinding him, pins and needles stabbing at him. Hot tears stung his eyes, and he blinked, trying to see. He needed to see. He needed to know what was coming. And then suddenly there was a figure in front of him. He yelped, grabbing the spade. 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    He blinked again. Heidi came into focus, her face tired, but calm. 
 
    “You’re having a panic attack. Close your eyes and count to ten.” 
 
    “Wh…what?” 
 
    “I’ll keep watch. Just close your eyes. Count to ten.” 
 
    He began to count. His eyes fluttered open several times, not trusting himself to be without sight. He got to the number six. 
 
    “Slower.” 
 
    He obeyed. He heard Heidi crouch down in front of him, and knew she had him covered. He got to ten. 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Until you feel better.” 
 
    Rori counted. He wasn’t really sure why he was doing it, but it gave him something to focus on, a distraction from his flailing heart. He counted until he was sick of each and every digit. He fell into a rhythm and concentrated on it. And somewhere along the way, his body figured out that he was okay. For now. When he opened his eyes, Heidi was standing, leaning on the shovel. She looked over at him. She’d clearly been checking on him every few seconds. 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    Rori nodded. “Not good. But better.” 
 
    Heidi nodded briskly, her attention turning back to the fields. But she’d already done everything that Rori needed her to.  
 
    She’d had his back. 
 
      
 
    “Warren? Are you ready to head out?” Ginge called out. She was standing by the front door, armed with her warmest pair of wellies and her padded farming coat. She knew how cold nights on the farm could get, even in early September. 
 
    “Coming!”  
 
    Ginge couldn’t help smiling when Warren appeared a moment later. When he’d arrived at the farm, he didn’t look like he could possibly be a country boy. Now, his get-up confirmed it for her. He wore one of her Dad’s coats and it completely swallowed up his frame. She’d noticed in passing that he was stocky, but not very tall, and the coat only served to make him look smaller. She kind of liked the way the arms of the coat drooped over his hands, and the wellies he’d borrowed went right up past his knees. 
 
    “What’s up?” Warren asked, looking down at his attire. “Do you think I’ll be warm enough?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be warm enough,” Ginge said with an amused smile. She went to open the door but Warren rushed in first to open it for her. Ginge blushed. He might not be a country boy, but he certainly had manners. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. As she stepped outside, Heidi tipped her head back on her deckchair to see who was coming out of the house. 
 
    “Hey, Ginge. Have you come to relieve us of duty?” Heidi asked.  
 
    “That’s right. We’ll take the night shift. And I’ll take the shovel if you don’t mind, Rori…” 
 
    “Sure. I’m not particularly attached to it,” Rori said with a yawn. “I could use a nap.” 
 
    “Well, knock yourselves out. We’ve got this,” Warren said. His words sounded tough, but Ginge almost giggled at the sight of him in his oversized coat. Somehow, the whole thing was completely sweet.  
 
    Ginge shook her head to herself. What was she doing, getting attached to someone she’d just met? She didn’t even know anything about Warren, except that she thought he was cute. She felt herself blushing and hoped that the darkness would stop the others from noticing. 
 
    As Rori and Heidi headed inside, Warren plopped himself down on one of the deckchairs and Ginge followed suit. Warren glanced around him. 
 
    “I’ve never been on a farm before,” Warren told her. “It seems like a lot of work.” 
 
    Ginge chuckled. “Well, there’s an understatement if ever I’ve heard one. There’s always something to do around this place. I think…I think it’s going to be hard learning to handle it all alone.” 
 
    “Does your older sister not help much around here?” 
 
    Ginge shook her head. “Dad always tried to get her interested…all of us, really. But Cara never really found a love for it the way I did. I get home from college most days and get straight to work. Sometimes, I work before college, too.” 
 
    “Don’t you find it hard, balancing all of that with everything else?” 
 
    Ginge smiled. “Oh, definitely. It’s a long drive to college for me, so that takes up a lot of my day. Then there’s working on the farm, doing all my coursework, trying to have a semi-successful social life…there aren’t enough hours in the day.” 
 
    “Wow. You’re like Wonder Woman.” Warren paused and Ginge was sure that she could see his cheeks reddening. “Was that a completely lame thing to say?” 
 
    Ginge’s own cheeks were heating up again. “I don’t mind,” she whispered. Warren smiled shyly and their eyes met for a brief moment before they tore their gaze away from one another. Ginge couldn’t be sure what it all meant. Was he crushing as hard as she was? Or was it all in her head? 
 
    She really felt as though she’d lost her senses. She wanted to put it down to the day’s events, but she knew that wasn’t it. She’d never really thought about dating much before. She didn’t have much time for it in her busy schedule, and she’d never found a guy worth bringing home. 
 
    But there was something about Warren. Something about his sweet, goofy personality. Something about the way he gave her butterflies whenever he looked her way. Ginge scowled to herself. There was a time and a place for that kind of thing, and she certainly wasn’t in the right place or time for romance.  
 
    So why couldn’t she get the thought out of her mind? 
 
    “You know…I don’t think I’m going to be much use against those…things,” Warren admitted. “I’m not saying I won’t fight if I need to…but today really freaked me out, to be honest. I was thinking…maybe I could stick to helping you out on the farm? I could be your apprentice. I’m a quick learner, and I’m strong. Do you think that could be useful?” 
 
    Ginge felt relief wash over her. She had definitely been worried about handling the farm alone, and a strong kid like Warren was exactly what she needed. Plus, wouldn’t that give her a chance to hang out with him more? 
 
    Ginge winced at the thought. She really was going out of her mind. She cleared her throat. “I think that’s exactly what I need, Warren. Thank you.” 
 
    “I just want to be useful. After all, you did take us in…we can start tomorrow, if you like? I don’t mind getting up early…whatever you need, I’m ready for it.” 
 
    “Okay. It can get intense out there, though. Are you sure you’re ready?” 
 
    Warren shyly saluted her. “Aye aye, Captain.” 
 
    Ginge felt an involuntary smile crossing her face. She got the feeling that Warren generally had that effect on people. Or at least, on girls.  
 
    Behind them, the front door opened suddenly and Ginge turned to see what was going on. Luke was scanning the yard, his lips pressed into a thin line. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ginge asked, standing up and grabbing the shovel. She felt like she had to be ready for anything. She’d never seen Luke look so unsure of himself before. His eyes met hers. 
 
    “Everyone is heading up to bed, so I thought I’d do a head count. We’re missing someone,” Luke said gravely. Ginge’s heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    A horrifying scream somewhere in the distance answered her question. It sounded like Gemma. Before anyone could stop her, Ginge began running into the darkness toward the sound. Her feet pounded hard on the gravel driveway and then sloshed as her wellies connected with damp soil. She slid a little precariously, but she was used to the unstable terrain and managed to keep her footing. She needed to get to Gemma, and fast.  
 
    The screams carried on, filling the quiet night with noise. Ginge ran so hard that her legs ached, the shovel heavy in her hands. In her heart, she knew something bad had happened. She knew that it might not be something she could fix, for once. But she had to try. She wasn’t willing to give up on Gemma. 
 
    Until she saw what had happened to her. 
 
    The darkness kept Gemma concealed until Ginge was almost upon her. As her eyes adjusted, the air was stolen from her lungs. Gemma was lying on the ground, screaming endlessly. Two rotters scavenged inside her hollowed out stomach for blood, for gore, for innards. They scoffed whatever they could find inside their snapping jaws greedily, unperturbed by Gemma’s cries. 
 
    Ginge knew a hopeless case when she saw one. She knew well enough from the farm when it was time to put a living being out of its misery. But first, she had to deal with the dead. Crying out, she swung her shovel so hard that as she smashed the skull of the first rotter, it toppled against the other. Then, using the blunt end of the spade, she smashed it through the neck of the second rotter, splitting its putrid skin. She repeated the motion over and over until the head came clean away from the neck. 
 
    And then, the only sound was Gemma’s quiet wailing. She was staring at her gouged out stomach, her eyes wide and filled with horror. She looked up at Ginge, the life fading from her, but slowly. Too slowly.  
 
    Ginge knew what she had to do. 
 
    “Am I dreaming?” Gemma whimpered. Ginge felt her throat close up. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, hot tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    And then she smacked the shovel across Gemma’s face. 
 
      
 
    Cassie felt sick to her stomach as she helped gather wood for the bonfire. Luke had determined quickly that they needed to rid themselves of the bodies in case they attracted other rotters to the farm. While Warren and Ginge continued their night watch, the others began to prepare for the unceremonious funeral around the back of the house. 
 
    Cassie couldn’t process how much they’d lost already. They were dropping like flies, and there seemed to be no sign that anyone was coming to save them. She tried to focus on the task ahead of her, but with each passing moment, the loss of Gemma, of Toby, of Rob and of hundreds of others weighed heavy on her shoulders.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Poppy asked her quietly as they lugged wood to the back of the house. Cassie swallowed. She tried to speak, but nothing came out of her mouth. Poppy nodded. 
 
    “I know. I feel it too.” 
 
    Cassie felt grateful that she didn’t need to say it out loud. It was too much too soon. She turned and saw Luke and Rori rounding the side of the house, carrying what remained of Gemma wrapped up in an old bed sheet. Eliza and Heidi followed close behind, dragging the two rotters in their wake. Cassie had to look away. 
 
    Quietly, they set up the bonfire as a team. They set it alight and watched the flames clawing toward the dark sky. Only Hannah and Billy were missing, confined to the attic so they didn’t have to experience the awful ordeal. Ginge and Warren temporarily abandoned their post to say their goodbyes.  
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” Luke muttered. He aided Eliza in throwing the rotters on the fire, as though they were simply taking out the trash. But it wasn’t the same at all. Cassie knew that those rotters had been people once. And now, they were throwing them on a fire to burn like their lives meant nothing.  
 
    But even more sickening was the bloody sheet that contained Gemma. She had suffered. Cassie knew that much. She’d never had to become one of those things, but that did little to comfort Cassie. She’d been torn apart savagely, her life over from the second the rotters clamped their teeth around her. She deserved better. She’d deserved to live. 
 
    Gemma’s body was the last to be put on the fire. As the bodies were engulfed by flames, Cassie couldn’t ignore the horrifying smell of burning flesh. They all stood in silence, watching the flames, unsure what to say. After a long time, when Gemma’s body began to lose its shape in the fire, Luke stepped forward, his face cast in shadow. 
 
    “We should let this be a lesson to us all. We are not safe. We are never going to be safe again,” he said quietly, but everyone heard. “Ginge wanted to wait until morning to talk about this, but this dose of reality has changed things. We need ground rules. Number one. Nobody goes out alone. Secondly, every single one of us needs to be armed. And thirdly…” His eyes grew dark. “Ginge did the right thing by Gemma. We all need to be prepared for more scenarios like this one. If anyone is bitten…we don’t hesitate. We don’t wait. We put the sorry bastard out of their misery.” 
 
    Cold, heavy silence followed. No one had any arguments with his plan. Luke turned away from the fire and headed back inside the house. One by one, others began to follow. Ginge and Warren returned to their post at the front of the house. By the time the fire was beginning to die down, only Cassie, Eliza and Heidi remained. Eliza sniffed, wiping her eyes. 
 
    “Luke’s right,” she said firmly. “We need to get organized. If we don’t, there will be more of us like Gemma.” 
 
    Cassie nodded. “He was always talking sense. I just think…I just think none of us were ready to hear what he was saying yet.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a little longer. Heidi cleared her throat. “Do you want to do something for Gemma? To remember her by?” 
 
    Cassie and Eliza nodded. Heidi ushered them to follow her to the front of the house, and they trailed after her, Cassie looking over her shoulder one last time at the dying embers.  
 
    At the front of the house, Heidi approached the big tree in the yard, fishing underneath its roots for something. Cassie and Eliza stood back and watched as she messily carved something into the tree. And when she stood back, there were three names etched into the trunk. 
 
    Rob. 
 
    Toby. 
 
    Gemma. 
 
    Cassie held her breath, a lump in her throat. 
 
    Whose name would be next?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    The doors weren’t going to hold much longer. Fletcher’s eyes flickered between the two classroom doors, his breathing ragged. When he’d locked himself alone in the classroom, he’d thought he was safe  
 
    How wrong he’d been. 
 
    And now he was alone. He had nothing to defend himself with. No phone to call anyone for help. He was on the second floor of the school, and there was no other way out of the classroom. Soon enough, the rotters would be upon him, and he’d become one of them. 
 
    Fletcher backed himself up against the window, trembling. He thought of his sister, Cassie. His smart, brilliant older sister. The girl he’d seen running across the parking lot only hours before. She’d come looking for him, he just knew it. That was the only reason she’d be there. But even as he banged on the window pane and called her name, she didn’t hear his cries. And the more he called her name, the more of those things gathered outside the classroom, moaning, faces pressed against the door, nostrils flared. They wanted him. They wanted his flesh.  
 
    And they’d tear him apart at the first opportunity.  
 
    He was running out of time. Shaking, he pried open the window. Cold air hit him hard and he shuddered. The tarmac below suddenly seemed so inviting. He leaned out of the window, ignoring the sound of the splintering door. They were nearly inside, but he wasn’t staying. 
 
    The only way was down, whether he made it alive or not.  
 
    Be brave, his sister said inside his mind. You can do this. 
 
    Fletcher sucked in air. The choice was simple. Let the rotters tear him limb by limb…or jump and hope that he might survive. 
 
    He heard a strangled yelp from behind him as the door burst open and the zombies poured inside. Fletcher closed his eyes.  
 
    And then he jumped. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Coming soon… 
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