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The door opened with a creak and he looked up. Her slim form was a silhouette in the candlelight. Harry smiled at his daughter from his seat by the fire.

“Is everything alright Beth?” he said.

She nodded, but he could tell that it wasn’t. She seemed nervous about something. Beth didn’t move away from the door.

“Do you want to come in?” he said.

Without a word, she crept into the room and let the door close behind her. Her feet made a dry padding noise as she came towards him.

“Did you have a bad dream?” he said.

“Yes,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper. “Can I stay with you?”

There was more than enough room on the chair. Harry shifted over  and she climbed up next to him, laying her head on his chest. She was trembling.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Harry said.

He felt her shake her head and didn’t press the issue. Instead, he put his arm around her and tried not to notice how thin she was. How long had it been since they’d last had a decent meal? Days? More like months.

Soon he felt Beth relax into him and shortly after that he guessed she was asleep. He continued to stare into the fire until the fire was cold and lifeless.

Harry eased Beth off his arm and lay her down on the chair. He pulled a blanket off the back of the chair and laid it across her. At the door, he turned and took a lingering look at her, then he left her to sleep.

As he walked through the cottage, Harry extinguished the candles that had been lit at dusk. He felt a desire not to waste them, even though they were one of the few commodities they had in abundance. Even before the zombies, Coastbridge had often suffered power cuts for days at a time. So every house there was well prepared for them.

He took the plastic tub down from on top of the fridge and carried it over to the table. There wasn’t enough to keep them going for much longer.

Harry licked his lips.

He took three pieces of a broken cracker and ate them. His stomach rumbled as it went down. He needed more. They both did.

Another day. One more day was all the time he would allow himself. After that he would do something. He would have to.

She shook him awake the next morning and he forced himself to smile at her. Then he saw the look on her face and knew that something was wrong.

“What is it?” he said.

“The food,” Beth said.

“What about it?”

She looked as if she was going to cry. “It’s gone.”

“Gone?”

He jumped out of his seat so fast that it fell over and hit the floor behind him. He turned to the fridge. The box was still there, but something was missing.

The lid.

When he took the box down he could tell by the weight of it alone that it was gone.

It was all gone.

“Dad?” Beth said.

He turned to look at her and saw that her concern wasn’t only for the missing food. It was for him as well. He hated that look. It meant that he had failed to protect her.

That was the only solution. He would have to go, and go now.

Outside it was colder than he’d expected. Wrapped in his thermals, insulated trousers and two coats, he could still feel the wind biting. He walked to the end of the garden and turned back to see her standing at the door. She was only wearing a tracksuit and must have been freezing.

Harry waved. After a pause, she waved back. Then he turned and walked away from the house.

Thick snow clouds filled the sky and blocked out most of the sunlight. It seemed less like mid-day and more like sunset. He wouldn’t have long before it was too dark to see. Then he would either have to return home or find somewhere to bed down for the night. Travelling in the dark was too dangerous to consider.

Before the zombies, the village was a lively place to live. He knew all his neighbours and they often stopped to pass the time of day together. Now there was no sign that anyone had been here for a long time.

At the edge of the village he found the car.

The metal was already beginning to rust, but the tires were full and that gave him some hope. If he could get the car started then he would make short work of the journey to the city. If he couldn’t, then it might be a three-day round trip and he hated to think what state Beth would be in by the time he got back. Three days without food and water was too long.

He climbed inside and pulled the door closed, grateful for the shelter that it provided.

He put the key in the ignition and turned it.

Nothing happened.

He tried again with the same result.

The third time he tried, the dashboard lights came on, but the engine didn’t start.

Again and again he repeated the procedure, unwilling to give up on driving to the city. But again and again it failed.

Finally he fell back in the seat.

There was nothing more he could do.

Not wanting to waste more time fumbling with the car, he braced himself to step back into the cold.

One more try, he thought. And even though he knew he was only delaying the inevitable, he put his foot on the clutch and turned the keys again.

It spluttered.

It choked.

It started.

Harry hit the steering wheel and laughed in relief. A smile spread across his face and he thanked his lucky stars that he had tried one last time.

He pulled the seatbelt over him and put the car into gear. He released the handbrake and turned the car around.

Harry slowed down as he approached the city. The road from Coastbridge had been almost empty, but now other cars were in his way.

He swerved around a large pick-up and tried to see inside it. Thick dirt clogged the windows and he couldn't see a thing.

Soon he had to give up. He put the two coats on and climbed out of the car. If he was lucky, then he might be able to drive it home again.

On foot, the journey was much harder. A vicious wind blew around the stationary vehicles and kept catching him off guard. It howled like a pack of wolves, so loud that he couldn’t even hear the sound of his own footsteps.

It was night by the time he finally arrived. Amongst the tall buildings the wind died down enough that he could hear the distant moan of zombies. He shivered and it had nothing to do with the cold.

Harry walked for several minutes. He tried to work out whether the moaning sound was getting closer or further away. It was impossible to tell, and the most dangerous zombies wouldn’t be the one’s he could hear. The fresh ones would be stealthy and still intelligent enough to hunt him.

He started to scan the nearby buildings for signs that they would be safe until morning. But what he saw didn’t fill him with hope. Doors hanging open, walls scarred with dried blood. Windows cracked and sheets of glass laying on the pavement like snow.

After ten minutes his nerves began to give out. The state of the buildings didn’t improve. It only took a particularly loud moan to make up his mind. He turned away from the direction he had been walking and went to the nearest tall building he could.

By the looks of it, the building had been a woman’s clothes shop. There were rails tipped on the floor and thin summer dresses lay discarded. He walked past a counter where a cash register was open and empty. 

At the back of the store there was a door that led to a stock room. There were cardboard boxes everywhere. Harry picked his way through them until he reached the back of the shop where there was also a kitchen. He checked the lock on the back door and then closed the one that led to the shop. Satisfied that it was as secure as he could make it, he sat down at the table.

At home time dragged, but he always had candles for light and a book to read. Here he had no book and he was too afraid of who might see to make a light. So he sat in the darkness and hoped that exhaustion would claim him soon.

The sound was like something from a nightmare. They seemed to be all around him but he couldn’t open his eyes. He thrashed around until he fell out of the chair and hit the ground with a thud.

Harry realised he had been asleep. But even now that he was awake, he could hear the terrible sounds.

They were close, he thought. It was impossible to tell how many there were, but they were nearby and getting closer.

He grabbed his bag and slung it over his shoulder. He couldn’t tell which direction the sound was coming from, but it seemed likely to be the street. Which meant the best thing he could do was go the other way. Wherever the back door led, it had to be better than facing a street full of zombies.

He imagined them stomping through the shop, getting caught in the clothes, tripping over the railings. It might slow them down, but it wouldn’t stop them coming for him.

He didn’t know where to find a key to the door. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself. But, if they already knew he was there, it couldn’t do more harm. And the only other option was standing there and waiting until they found him.

Harry picked up a heavy tape dispenser and smashed it into the glass. It shattered on the first attempt and the noise echoed around the room. He paused and listened. He didn’t think the zombie moans had changed, but he couldn’t be sure. Better to get out of there as quick as he could.

He picked up the  tape dispenser again and started to clear the glass out of the frame. It seemed to take a long time and he was sure that the zombies would burst in and find him before he finished. But they didn’t and soon he had a hole that was big enough to climb through.

Harry heaved himself through the gap. He lost his balance and fell down on the other side, landing on his face. There was no time to check for injuries. Out here the moaning was even louder. He scrambled to his feet and got away from the door as quick as he could.

The stairs led down to a concrete garden. When he looked back at the building he could see zombies reaching through the door, groping for him. As if he would be foolish enough to stand there waiting for them.

He started moving.

There was a fence at the end of the yard but he couldn’t find a gate. Another fence to the side led
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